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PART 1 WHITE RABBIT
“One pill makes you larger
And one pill makes you small
And the ones that mother gives you
Don't do anything at all
Go ask Alice
When she’s ten feet tall”
—Grace Slick, White Rabbit
Jefferson Airplane
Surrealistic Pillow
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01 — Jack.
Jack crossed the street into the park, journal under his arm, pen
clenched in his teeth, his attention soaking in the already warm
Spring morning. He felt it must be like walking in Hawaii, not that
he would know. He shifted the one backpack strap on his shoulder.
Ah, April in Hawaii, he thought, grinning, not too bad when you
are stuck pretty much in the middle of Colorado. Of course, he
should be at school today, and he rarely skipped school, but it was
that kind of day when Jack allowed himself a little rule breaking,
for the most part to do some hard-copy thinking in his journal.
He snatched the pen from his teeth and tossed it into the air,
and barely watching the pen’s flight, he caught it in his left hand
and snapped it back into his teeth like Tarzan’s bone knife. He was
careful to shift attention to his right arm down at his hip, his
fingers favoring the coffee cup, carefully, fingers splayed over and
around the plastic lid, as he did not wish to spill a single drop of
the hot frothy miracle within.
The visit with Pop Pop the night before produced more than a
few not really beliefs, the kinds of admissions you make when
you’re feeling utterly comfortable with the other person, and
maybe later you’ll have to tell them, hey, remember when I said
that, you know I was thinking crazy thoughts on purpose, right? I
mean you don’t think I’m crazy, do you? That maybe we’re both
crazy?
Pop Pop, along with being the oldest man in the world, was
also, as far as Jack knew, the sanest man on the planet. And they
sailed their wild ideas back and forth between them over coffee
while Jack grew more and more excited. He admitted to some
pretty scary ideas, the kinds of things he walked around repressing
in his head, because if he told anybody, boy oh boy, he had some
other pretty good ideas of the kinds of rooms the proverbial they
would lock him.
Jack felt a wee bit guilty, because Pop Pop, at well over one
hundred years of age, probably should not be drinking coffee, but
the old man, always so calm, absolutely peaceful and quiet,
allowed himself one cup of strong coffee a day. Jack, usually, at
least attempted to restrain himself to no more than ten cups a day.
If he was binge-writing in the middle of the night, there was no
counting. This morning he packed his first cup of the day in a tall
1
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paper Coffee Dump cup, and he had not even sipped it as yet, he
was holding himself back, until he reached his picnic table in the
park, and then only if no one had invaded the public space he
thought of as his own. If there were invaders, well, the coffee
would not taste quite so miraculous.
Pop Pop loved the Coffee Dump and visited the shop once a
day on his escape-from-the home walks, seven days a week, to
purchase a cappuccino, and sometimes a mocha, or his famous, at
least in his own mind, tall Soy Café Miso with one honey and a
sprinkle of cinnamon and ginger. It’s the beverage Jack carried
right now, and was eager to gulp, but he held himself in check, and
in just a moment, he would know if his picnic table was reserved
for him, perhaps reserved for him by the universe itself.
He passed two Starbucks this morning to patronize the Coffee
Dump, as his favorite coffee haunt was the only place in town
where you could get a sprinkle of ginger in your coffee.
As Jack’s eyes topped a slight rise along the concrete walk
through the small evergreen portion of the park, his picnic table,
about fifty yards away, seemed to rise majestically out of the
grass, kind of how he imagined an ICBM missile might rise out of
its silo.
Jack smiled. His table was ready. Empty. Waiting. Thank
God, Jack thought, not thinking it facetiously, because he often
shot thank-you notes off to God, Whom he felt ever had his back.
Jack thought of the universe as God’s machine, maybe the along
the same lines as Newton, and Jack imagined God constantly
making tweaks here and there, pulling a string, winding a large
crank, twisting a key here and there, and perhaps a lot of the tasks
were accomplished for the purpose of aiding Jack along in his day.
Jack felt somewhat charmed that way, blessed, as God pulled a
favor for him here and there along his route.
He snatched the pen from his lips, frowning because the tool
was now drooly, and lifted the cup to his lips for that first
enervating slurp—then noticed a figure coming across the grass.
Jack lowered the cup before it ever came close to his mouth. He
did a quick trajectory tracking and was horrified to project that the
trim, dark-haired businessman could only be heading toward
Jack’s table, the table reserved for him by the universe.
Oh wonderful, God had overlooked that one guy, probably
some vice president guy, out here to check the big stock
fluctuations of Wall Street on his smart phone, no, on his iPhone,
2
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and Jack imagined the shiny silver device engraved with the
bozo’s initials, and grinning, Jack imagined the title Super Trader
engraved just beneath the man’s name, probably a name like
Winston Morgan Danielson, and then he imagined further the big
“the Third” engraved extra deep at the end.
Jack picked up his pace, both scissoring his legs faster while
pushing much longer strides. Let us see this Sir WMD III match
this speed. No WMD was stealing his elected spot, Jack swore, not
even if it was The Third himself, Sir Winston Morgan Danielson!
On Jack’s right about fifty feet away a group of children
crawled about in the grass, all of them sporting large magnifying
glasses, looking like a bunch of preschool Sherlock Holmes
released into the wild, searching for clues in the grass.
“What are you guys looking for?” Jack called to the children.
They giggled, “WMDs! WMDs!” they called in answer. A
young woman with the children, she looked about the same age as
Jack, give or take a year or a few months, rolled her eyes at Jack
and shook her head.
Jack grinned. Hey, that’s one, right there, he thought. A
coincidence, one of the odd little remarkable instances he caught
throughout the day. Winston Morgan Danielson, WMD, Jack
thought the playful letters in his head and the children had giggled
the same letters. Pretty weird. I mean, come on, what were the
odds? And why in the world would children be seeking WMDs in
the grass?
But Jack adored these coincidences. He felt as if the universe
had just dealt out another little encouraging pat on the back.
You’re in the right place, Jack. You are on target, Jack. Keep
going, Jack. That universe, what a card!
Jack turned his attention to the businessman and his grin
faded. The little guy was waddling decidedly faster. Across the
distance, he had noticed Jack, and seemed intent on the same
picnic table beneath the tree.
Jack picked up his pace, now comically half-skipping,
registering the dangerous slosh of the Soy Café Miso with one
honey and a sprinkle of cinnamon and that special dash of ginger
sloshing beneath his right hand. Do not spill! No spilling, he told
himself imperially. Thou shalt not spill!
It struck Jack, the realization that the teenage girl overseeing
the children was kind of cute. Without much forethought, he deftly
swung his body around so that he was taking the same exaggerated
3
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half-skipping strides, only now backwards. There she was. She
was watching him. Hey, that’s good, he told himself. The girl gave
him a little wave. Jack smiled around the pen in his teeth, nodded
courtly, and then performed the same skillful swirl of his body and
headed forward again toward his target and he perceived in the
same line of sight that the little businessman was practically
running toward Jack’s picnic table, swinging a silver phone in one
hand and a briefcase in the other, and of all things, there was an
umbrella tucked beneath the arm toting the briefcase. How cliché
could a business actually be?
He cut off the sidewalk into the vast ocean of green grass,
calculating their respective distances and speeds and his mission
still seemed promising. Right on course, Jack, right on target, keep
going, Jack, the universe whispered.
Then his left Nike snagged a sprinkler head and he tumbled
forward headfirst, his backpack swinging over his head like a
trebuchet, and he caught himself, going only to one knee, and he
felt he didn’t do too badly, what with his extraordinary
coordination, a true Olympic contender, but then the backpack
completed its arc and punched him on the left side of his chest and
he almost went over that way, but caught himself once again.
He stood. Checked his coffee. Unbelievably, he had not
spilled his coffee. Wow, that was some feat. Then another thought
popped up behind his forehead. He glanced back over his
shoulder.
Great. She was watching, a hand fetchingly over her mouth.
“Are you okay?” she mimed exaggeratedly, but at least had
the courtesy not to call out and seal his humiliation.
Jack closed his eyes and sighed. Great. Just wonderful. He half
waved his coffee at the girl, grinning sheepishly, and felt the
coffee slosh over his fingers. He shook his head. At least it didn’t
burn. The adventurous coffee, scaling the heights of the Coffee
Dump cup, escaping to the world, leaping through the hatchway
onto his hand, at the very last and least cooled itself in
experiencing the wider world.
He stood, dejectedly, and marched toward his table, knowing
the jig was up; he did not even check on the other guy’s progress.
Ah well, the universe pulled those kinds of tricks too, sometimes,
when things almost seemed to be going your way, there was the
oops, sorry kid, probably just to remind Jack that he needed to
keep on his toes, and as every teacher reminded him in every class,
4
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you have to stop getting distracted, Jack . Yeah, thanks, I will try
to remember that.
His hand now wet with sacred brew, he pointed his feet
resolutely and marched purposefully toward the picnic table where
the businessman was in the process of slapping down his
briefcase, swinging a tailored suit leg over the bench, seating
himself daintily, his back to Jack and the world, the universe, and
time.
Businessmen always win, don’t they? American royalty.
These guys told doctors what to do.
Jack reached the picnic table after switching his coffee cup to
his other hand and shaking his wet one until it was only damp,
swung his briefcase in one smooth move from his shoulder onto
the table, and nearly knocked the coffee up out of his hand, and
finally walked around so that he faced the businessman as he sat,
his back to the tree. Usually he sat on the other side, his customary
seat of higher thinking and writing, but currently a businessman
whose fingers blurred over a silver phone occupied his favored
seat.
Jack caught a flash of engraving on the back of the phone, but
his eyes were not sharp enough to discern the letters.
The businessman sighed. He sighed loudly. If he were doing
live theater, he would not even require a microphone. The whole
theater would hear that sigh, even the cheap seats.
“Sorry,” Jack said, conceding what was admittedly now his
own invasion of someone else’s hallowed spot. “Guess we’ll have
to share.” I mean come on, Sir Winston, this is a free country, isn’t
it? In addition, this was a picnic bench that could easily
accommodate four more men, okay so not comfortably, but still,
there should be room for the two of them, each commandeering
his own side.
“Agreed,” the businessman snipped, not looking away from
his phone, where his fingers flew, deftly moving and expanding
and swiping, and poking. “But I did beat you, kid.”
Jack cranked his head at the guy. Really? Did Jack imagine
that, or had the businessman actually flaunted his victory.
“I tripped,” he snorted.
The businessman chuckled, never looking away from his sixinch screen. “Girls. Hmm. They. Are. Distractions.”
Jack lifted his eyebrows and almost laughed. He shook his
head and extracted his Moleskin journal from his backpack. He
5
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glanced at his pen and smoothed his fingers over the bite marks of
his own teeth. Wow, some bite, but at least this stick in my mouth
kept me from biting off my own tongue, he thought, registering
another gift from the universe.
“Oh say,” the businessman said, “is that a Moleskin? People
still use those?”
Jack waved the book at the man. “I do, at least when I’m
alone.” Whoops, that sounded kind of snippy, didn’t it? At least
technically, Jack was the invader here.
The businessman, a man in his forties, Asian with receding
dark hair, chortled, peering through tiny silver spectacles at the
book as if Jack was dangling a squirming squid or jellyfish.
“But surely, you must have a smartphone?”
Jack nodded and half pulled his black-cased device from its
own pocket on his backpack.
“Wouldn’t that be the superior, um, well, medium
for…writing?”
Jack shrugged. For some reason he didn’t want to admit that
he in fact did use his device for writing, but not for this kind of
writing, his capturing of thoughts. For some reason it felt
important to write these down with black ink, on white paper. In
another pocket of the backpack was a tiny Bluetooth keyboard, but
that was for his Coffee Dump writing.
Jack sipped his very first taste of his Soy Café Miso with one
honey and a sprinkle of cinnamon and that special dash of ginger.
Oh, but yes, ah, now that, yes, well, that was something. Now that
was real. True, his hand was still damp from that tragic spill as he
waved to the cute girl, but he could write it off as writing
lubrication. He closed his eyes a moment, savoring that first
swallow, and then flipped the pen in his fingers.
Jack started writing, attempting to capture at least a shorthand
version of his talk with Pop Pop last night, not that he knew
shorthand, but he wrote fast and tiny, and probably anyone else
looking through this book would think it annotated in some kind
of indecipherable code. Jack wasn’t even sure how he was able to
read his own words; however, he usually managed, if only the gist.
The businessman and his silver phone seemed to fade away.
Jack roughed in some of the things his great-grandfather had
mapped out for him last night as they sat over their coffee in the
Coffee Dump. Now, these were not things his Pop Pop believed,
necessarily, but ideas he had toted around all his life and never
6
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shared with anyone, at least that is what Pop Pop claimed, until he
shared them with Jack.
Jack had first bounced the idea off the old man, that he was
beginning to sense that something was going on in the world, with
all the coincidences, as if the universe were trying to communicate
with him, or at least show him something; however, there was so
much more, and Jack barely mentioned it, how streetlamps winked
out just as he pedaled his bicycle beneath them.
Then Pop Pop said the surprising things, that over the long
years he seemed to see through things, that they had happened
before, sometimes the same, but sometimes very differently. As if
life was a great cycle, or movie, that repeated itself, and perhaps
everything that they knew or did had happened before, that it kept
happening. In short, that nothing new was under the sun.
“I’m not talking about past lives, or reincarnation,” Pop Pop
said in his strangely deep voice. Most old people, especially those
beyond advanced years, had high, weedy voices, but Pop Pop’s
voice was rich, loamy, and dark. “But that what we think of as life,
or even reality, is something we cannot exactly conceive of, but
that we glimpse mere glimmers of what is reality just beneath the
surface.”
“Like Plato’s cave, right?” Jack said between sips.
“Exactly, very good, Jack,” Pop Pop said. “You cover that in
school?”
“You are very intense.”
Jack blinked, emerging from his thoughts. He was not in the
Coffee Dump but sitting out here in a warm April morning, and a
strange man sat across from him, peering at Jack through tiny
silver eyeglasses.
“What are you writing about?” the businessman said.
“Oh? Oh, yeah, sorry, I’m just thinking about…”
After a pause, the businessman prodded: “Thinking about?”
“What is real, I guess,” Jack said, embarrassed. He covered by
gulping at his coffee, which burned him, but he managed to
contain his mouthful of the searing brew and swallow it with some
difficulty.
“Reality,” the businessman laughed. “Now that’s a
coincidence.”
Jack perked. Even the guy saying that word, coincidence, was
a coincidence.
“Coincidence?”
7
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“I’ve been reading Neal Stephenson, his Baroque Cycle, and
I’ve been thinking about reality. Reality and money, of course,”
the businessman said, looking dreamy. “He has some ideas along
the lines of something I’m working on. My next project.”
“I’m reading Stephenson,” Jack said. “I’ve been working
through his books.” He produced Reamde from his backpack to
authenticate his claim.
“Ah, a reader. Now that is rare, today. But I have not read that
particular book. Hmm, it seems to have a typographical error as a
title.”
“It’s kind of a joke, the title, at least I think so,” said Jack.
“I’m reading it more for the virtual world aspect, though it’s kind
of going off that track, it seems heading more toward an adventure
story, or espionage, whatever.”
The businessman carefully placed his phone on his briefcase
and patted the device, as if assuring it that this distraction was only
momentary, and that he would be back to her soon. He learned
forward and pierced Jack with his deep eyes.
“Alternate worlds, the multiverse, these things interest you?”
That’s a leap, Jack thought. But he shivered in the warm
morning. That was exactly the kind of things that interested Jack,
and more each day.
“Mm-hm,” Jack agreed, somewhat noncommittally, but he
nodded his head, and perhaps he gave himself away with the
energy of his bobbing head. He realized he probably looked like a
bobblehead.
“Good. I had an extra, and wanted to give it to someone,” the
businessman said with authority. He unclasped the hasps on his
briefcase and dug through papers, then produced a book, which he
placed gently upon the table. He placed a short finger on the
corner of the book and gave it a curt flick. The book spun about
several times and moved across the table to rest against Jack’s
backpack.
In large letters, the title unusually read 1Q84. It was by an
author that Jack had not read, Haruki Murakami.
Jack stared at the book. He glanced up at the businessman who
was securing his briefcase and pocketing his phone.
“What,” Jack said, a little shocked, a little unsettled, “for me?”
The businessman gave him a piercing gaze. “Yes. For you.
Read it. I must go.”
Jack snatched up the book.
8
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“Thank you,” he said, and winced as it sounded like a
question, even to him.
“You are welcome, Jack,” the businessman said, and turned
abruptly and began the same hurried march Jack had tracked
earlier.
Watching him march away Jack realized that the man had
called him by name, even though they had never exchanged
names.
Now that was the strangest meeting, he thought, almost as if
the both of them had raced to an appointment, and now that the
appointment was done, they had to get back to reality. He stood,
and stretched, still holding the book, the book with the weird title.
Jack walked around the table, leaving all his things on the surface
of the table, forgotten for the moment. He hefted the book and
glanced at the dwindling figure that seemed too far away for the
time elapsed. Jack flipped open the book and saw that there was a
handwritten scrawl inside the front cover, with what looked like a
circle with unrecognizable characters inside.
He read the dust jacket inner flap and found himself interested,
although there was nothing in the small synopsis that hinted at
alternate worlds and realities. Well, he would read it. He almost
had to read it. He looked at the back cover and studied the author
photo of a good-looking Asian man. Jack glanced up again but the
figure was gone. Jack laughed. His businessman was the author of
the book, although the publicity photo presented a younger version
of the man. Not much younger, though, because, really, both the
photo and its subject in the now could be either forty years of age,
or fifty, or even, really, thirty. The man seemed ageless.
Jack glanced away from the book in his hands and his gaze
riveted to the tree behind the picnic table. Deeply carved in the
trunk at about five feet in height were seven-inch tall letters,
deeply scoring the tree bark. Four letters.
JACK.
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02 — Stacey.
Stacey stretched on the edge of the picnic bench, sweating
profusely and twisting his body, about to pop his spine, while
attempting to get some air into his lungs. He figured it was only a
tad over a mile on his run this fine April morning. He chuckled a
bit at the thought of calling this a run, but his small laugh
transformed into a cough. Nope, cigars and running did not make
good bedfellows, he thought wryly, and the shin splints screaming
out to him from near the ground wanted to launch into a sermon
about the extra pounds swinging from his gut. Oh yeah, he was a
mess. Fat and asthmatic, and yet there were the dim hopes of
getting back into the ring.
What kind of joke is that, he berated darkly, chastising
himself, because I left all that, the hitting people, and it was my
own choice, and I was never very good at it anyway. Now you’re
too old. Too old, too fat, and no wind. But then again, he never
had very good wind, even when he was young. Stinking asthma.
He used to do five miles a day, actually running the whole
while, mixing in sprints of speed along his route, shadowboxing
all the while. Now he managed a mile of jogging, and it winded
him bad, oh so bad.
He distantly watched the boy and the businessman across the
park beneath the big old tree. Odd pair, those two, but they might
just be sharing a table. Stacey figured the boy sixteen or
seventeen, long and lanky, and the businessman about his own
age, or possibly forty, compact and polished.
Oh, but if I could have been born a few years later, I could
have gotten in on this mixed martial arts craze, now that would
have been something, I could have been good in MMA, even
better than boxing. He was almost as good a wrestler as he was a
boxer, and the little exposure he gained at judo in his twenties, he
found he was as good at throwing people as he was at hitting them,
only he never enjoyed the hitting part. But the strategy involved in
mixing boxing with wrestling with karate with jiu-jitsu, and
millions of sloppy haymaker punches. Wow.
Stacey figured he might have fought a lot like Lyoto “The
Dragon” Machida, who was a good, strong, stand-up fighter that
did very well with grappling situations. But probably like
Machida, Stacey would have received a whole lot of bad decisions
11
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from the MMA judges, who preferred dumb, aggressive fighters
compared to smart, defensive fighters.
At thirty-five years of age, Stacey still had all his young man’s
strength, but he was definitely disintegrating with time. Shocks of
white glared in his dark hair at the temples, but it was some
genetic thing, because his temples turned white when he was
twenty-eight years of age. What was the verse? Something along
the lines of a young man’s glory is his strength, while an old
man’s glory is his white hair. Perhaps he was stronger now than he
was at twenty-five, the age at which he might have showed a little
promise as a boxer, so Stacey figured himself doubly blessed, an
old man’s glory simultaneous with a young man’s glory.
The truth was, he never showed that much promise. He did the
whole thing for ten years and made some real money a few months
out of the years as a sparring partner to about five different guys
who were close to getting heavyweight title shots (but none of
them ever got a shot, close, but no proverbial cigar, thankfully
Stacey had a cigar in his jogging belt).
Stacey glanced at the kid across the way at the picnic table.
From this distance, Stacey could see that the kid was writing in a
little black book, and sipping at a tall coffee cup. He wanted to go
across the way and tell the kid that he was just too young to be
drinking coffee, but Stacey was fairly certain how that the kind of
advice would go over, with a teenager of today. Yet, this was an
interesting teenager of today, coffee drinker and writer, Stacey
already liked the kid! It was almost as if he watched his younger
self at that table.
Oh but he could use some coffee. That did it, he chuckled at
himself, coffee was better today than running (an old man’s
shamble). He mentally mapped the nearest four Starbucks, but
then realized that little coffee haunt, what was it called (the Coffee
Dump, something stupid like that, its logo had a dump truck
pouring out a cascade of coffee beans), maybe he would check out
that place for the first time.
Stacey swigged some water from his bottle then clipped the
jug onto his jogging belt (okay, so it was a fanny pack, but he
would absolutely never call it that, in fact he would not even allow
himself to remember that he had mentally acknowledged what
other people might call his jogging belt), and patted the belt to
ensure the shape of his wallet therein, and it was decided, he
would finish his feeble jog over to the Coffee Dump (if that was
12
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the actual name) two blocks away.
Glancing back to the picnic table where the boy and the
businessman sat, Stacey observed the man hurrying away at a
clipped pace, an umbrella poking out from beneath his arm,
briefcase swinging, and the boy kind of prancing about the table
looking like he was dancing with a book, or a small box.
For some reason Stacey began his jog headed toward the
teenager, even though it was off the course of his projected
destination. He threw a few punches expertly timed with the
rhythm of his legs. You never lost that, the ability to throw a
punch while moving, the syncopation between arms and legs, it
was more reflexively memorable than riding the proverbial
bicycle.
Nearing the boy Stacey caught sight of the book’s title, 1Q84,
it was that big, the title text of the hardback book, easily readable
at twenty paces. Stacey laughed, that was a coincidence, as he had
just finished reading that very Murakami book, this very morning!
“Hey, good book,” Stacey said, huffing. This was a strange
thing for him to do, to speak to a stranger, even a teenage boy.
Stacey was such an introvert that people that knew him often
asked casually if he’d ever been diagnosed as autistic.
The boy looked over at Stacey with bright eyes.
“Really freaky,” the boy said as if they knew each other. “A
guy was just here,” he indicated the direction in which the
businessman had departed just a minute before. “I think that must
have been the author.”
“Haruki Murakami?” Stacey said, pausing in his slow jog and
then shifting into reverse, but never actually stopping his jog. “Not
really!”
“No, I think so,” Jack insisted, “he told me he had this book to
give away, and he gave it to me. This guy,” he said, tapping the
author’s photo on the back of the book.
“This is a real coincidence,” Stacey said, jogging in place,
throwing slow-motion punches, but making certain to keep the
punches aimed decidedly away from the boy. Stacey’s hulking
size often intimidated people, and a strange man throwing punches
in the air could be interpreted as threatening by a teenage boy.
“Coincidence?” Jack snapped, slapping down the word even
before Stacey completed the very same word. The teenager leaned
against the edge of the table. “Tell me about it, please, how is it a
coincidence?”
13
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Stacey finally stopped jogging and shadowboxing. He wiped
sweat from his forehead with his arm.
“I just finished reading 1Q84 this morning, seriously. Very
weird book. I’m not even sure I could tell you what it is about, but
I read The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle last week, and I gotta tell you,
I read a lot of books, and this is a very different writer, different
than any I’ve ever read before. Loved Wind-Up Bird, but I think I
need to cogitate a while on 1Q84,” Stacey huffed, still out of
breath from his earlier run.
Jack felt gooseflesh on his neck and shoulders. It was the word
cogitate, that was an expression Jack used in his speech, like all
the time, and yet he had absolutely never heard another person use
it, in any context, let alone to say “I need to cogitate a while.” And
he seemed familiar, this big, sweaty man with the white stripes in
his mane of hair. Jack almost thought he knew him. Jack definitely
needed to cogitate on this one.
“Jack,” Jack said, holding out his hand to shake. This was
weird, introducing himself to a strange man, especially someone
that was so much older; Jack thought he had never done it before,
as he was not that kind of outgoing. Jack came from the “speak
only when spoken to” school of thought. His father used to shout:
“Children are to be seen and not heard!” Jack never liked that
particular pearl of wisdom, but had apparently taken it to heart.
“Stacey,” Stacey said, seizing the teenager’s proffered hand.
On impulse, Jack passed the hardback book to Stacey.
The older man hefted the book and flipped it over. He tapped
the author photo.
“That’s the real coincidence,” Stacey said.
“Coincidence?” Jack snapped, again hardly allowing Stacey to
finish the word.
Stacey laughed. “You gotta thing for coincidence?”
Jack grinned and nodded.
Stacey returned the grin, and then frowned a little bit as he
returned his gaze to the book. “Me too. And that’s a coincidence
too, if you want to know. Me talking to you, and us discussing the
phenomenon of coincidence, as I’ve actually been looking into it,
if it has some kind of meaning, you know?”
“Me too! Me too!” Jack nearly shouted, almost wagging like a
puppy. “I’ve been reading a book at home—”
“When God Winks,” Stacey interrupted, his gaze snapping to
Jack’s.
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“Yes!” shouted Jack. This time he literally shouted it. “How in
the world did you know?”
“I just read it last week,” Stacey said. “I’m not sure if I agree
with it, but it does resonate with a lot of the things I’ve been
thinking.”
Resonate, Jack repeated, but only behind his forehead. Yet
another word he used, like all the time, and a word he never heard
anyone else use. It was as if God was sending him, Jack, a
message, right now, about this big guy, this complete stranger.
“That God is encouraging you, every time a coincidence
happens, that He is sending you a little message, like a wink, like
He’s saying it is real, don’t despair,” Jack rushed.
Stacey’s eyebrows shot up and he looked around at the sky. “I
don’t know if I believe it is actually God, like, you know, The
Creator of Everything, that it is literally Him, Yahweh, sending me
little messages. But I do believe the messages are real, I just don’t
know what they…mean.”
“Oh yeah,” Jack said, “what was the real coincidence? You
said that none of this was the real coincidence.”
“Well, I mean the really big coincidence,” Stacey said,
grinning. This was so unusual, there were people at work he had
known for three years and had never talked to like this, this
openly. They were talking like close friends. “When I finished
1Q84, I wanted to know more. I hadn’t looked him up yet, you
know, not even Wikipedia. I had never even Googled the author,
Murakami. About three weeks ago I decided to start running again,
okay, not running, but at least jogging, and so going through the
Audible books I came upon What I Think about When I Run, oh
wait, that’s not it—”
“I have an Audible library,” Jack said, disbelieving and
delighted.
Stacey paused, and broke off. “You do? Do you know that I
don’t think I’ve ever known anyone else that listens to Audible
books?”
“I do, all the time; I started when I got my old iPod about ten
years ago. I’ve listened to hundreds, no, maybe a thousand books.”
“Me too,” Stacey said, now slower, as if he was finally getting
weirded out about this whole exchange. “I would have said it just
like that. Hundreds, no, maybe a thousand books.”
“Somebody cue the Twilight Zone music,” Jack laughed,
enjoying this whole encounter, more and more.
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Stacey laughed too. He had a few odd moments there, he
almost felt dizzy, because this was very odd indeed, something
surreal about it all, as if he and young Jack were performing in a
play, as if they were reciting their lines back and forth together,
doing a reading. He had felt a momentary puddle of imbalance
bubbling between his ears. It crossed his mind that this could be
what it feels like when you have a stroke; however, Jack’s
Twilight Zone reference was timed so perfectly that the mounting
tension in Stacey’s brain instantly dissolved.
“The big coincidence!” Jack chanted. “Come on, the big
coincidence. Big coincidence!”
It had better be good, he thought. After all this buildup, this
coincidence had better be an extreme biggy.
“Oh yeah, you keep sidelining me there, Jack,” Stacey said.
“Well, anyway, to make a long story short, I read his book on
running, which interested me in his fiction, so I read Wind-Up
Bird, and now today I just finished reading this book, 1Q84, and
so I looked him up, I Googled him, and yes, I skimmed Wikipedia,
then I hit a few other spots on the Web, and then I just kind of
clicked on a link that had his schedule. I don’t even know if it was
an official book tour schedule, but it said all through April the
author would be touring and lecturing in New York, and around
there, like Massachusetts and New Jersey, all in that area. So this
guy that gave you the book probably wasn’t Murakami.”
It felt like all the gas leaked out at once, or better, that the
pressurizing bubble had suddenly just upped and popped. Thanks
Stacey.
“That was your big coincidence?” Jack said, not meaning to
make it sound so bad, it was almost as if he had said: “Wow, you
suck!”
“Think about it,” Stacey reassured, “think about it, it’s
massive. It’s like I was lead through this channel of revelation, or
investigation, whatever, but I read three books of Murakami and
could have looked him up at any time, but it was today, just this
very day, just before I came jogging to the park, that I looked him
up and almost accidently found out where he would be today. It
was as if I had to get his info before I came here and met you in
the park. I never do anything like that. At least I’ve never done
anything like that before, I mean, really, I’ve never cared about
where an author happens to be—except maybe William Goldman,
that be cool to know where he is—”
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“—I love William Goldman!” Jack gushed, interrupting.
“Oh come on!” Stacey snapped, not put out at all and more
than a little bemused, but as far as coincidence goes this was way
beyond any imagined throw of the dice, things like this just did not
happen, never. This was like someone dumping a bulging bag of
coincidences over their heads.
“Really! He’s my favorite author!” Jack laughed, now up off
the edge of the picnic table. He started going on little sprints,
running twenty feet, furiously, then ripping back around and
running faster thirty feet.
Stacey watched the kid, and he roared with laughter. If he was
a bit younger, and his asthma was not flaring right at this moment,
he would join the kid and try and outsprint him!
“Okay, okay,” Stacey said, reaching out and catching Jack’s
arm as the teenager rushed past, and was almost pulled his own
feet by the energetic youth. But at least the momentum was halted,
possibly only momentarily, and they went to the picnic table and
sat across from each other, much like Jack and the businessman
had been only ten minutes before.
“I knew something was going to happen today,” Jack said.
“So did I,” Stacey said, meaning it. He had that same odd
feeling, all morning, that something big was in the vicinity. “Let
me hit you with my favorite William Goldman novel, okay? I’ll
say it first, before you do, because I know it is going to be the
same book, okay?”
“No,” Jack said, “let me say it first.”
They paused, cogitating, and then Stacey said, “I will count
silently, holding up my fingers, and when my third finger is
extended we will both say the name of the novel.”
“It’s going to be the same novel,” Jack said with complete
faith.
“And we both know what the name of the title would be if you
or I were talking to someone else, right?”
Jack started to say something but Stacey lifted his palms.
“Don’t say it!”
Jack grinned.
“After, we’ll get to that one,” Stacey said.
“Okay,” Jack laughed.
Stacey held up his index finger. Jack looked like a puppy
furiously wagging its tail. Stacey held up his middle finger
alongside his index finger. They stared at each other, expectantly.
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Stacey held up his ring finger alongside the first two fingers—
“—The Color of Light!” Jack yelled in a rush.
“—Control!” Stacey yelled at exactly the same moment.
They both groaned in exaggeration, laughing. Jack pretended
to choke himself at the same time Stacey pointed at his own
temple and pretended to splatter his brains across the park.
Then, as one, they said in mirrored perfection: “That would
have been my second choice!”
They roared with laughter. Too good, too good, better than if
they had hit the same title on the first go.
“And the book we would hear if we were talking to absolutely
anybody else in the world?” Stacey prompted.
“Let me count off this time,” Jack said with excitement. He
slowly lifted his fingers the same way Stacey had done, and when
his three fingers were up, they both shouted: “The Princess
Bride!”
It was such perfection that they could have practiced the act
more than a hundred times and never gotten it so right. Oh just so
right!
“That’s my third favorite,” they said, together, again perfectly
timed and matched.”
“But seriously,” Jack said, completely at ease with the guy he
hadn’t a clue existed only fifteen minutes earlier. “Control over
The Color of Light, really?”
“Well, it is close,” Stacey said. “I could just as easily have
said that the two books tie as my favorite. I love Control because
of the young cop/old cop relationship, and all the jokes, like the
beer tasting contest—”
“—ooh, yeah, and the Giant, that short giant that makes his
arm into a club! And the time travel, love that angle!” Jack agreed,
‘Yeah, I agree it’s close, and now I’m going to have to read
Control for the third time, but I definitely prefer The Color of
Light, because of the whole writer thing, you know?”
“I’m a writer,” Stacey said, almost as if it was the next line he
was required to voice.
Jack’s face went very serious. “What if we are meeting
ourselves? You know, I’m meeting an older version of myself, and
you are meeting a younger version of yourself?”
Stacey did a fair representation of a whistled X Files theme.
“I would have done the Twilight Zone music,” Jack said.
“Me too,” Stacey agreed, “but since you had already
18

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

referenced it, I didn’t want to accumulate any copyright penalties.”
Jack giggled.
“So back on subject,” Stacey returned, needing to complete
this chain of thought, “it was as if I somehow was programmed to
meet you and tell you that this was probably not the author that
gave you the book. Kind of scary, like someone wound up the key
in my back, or fed a virus into my mental computer. Normally I
would have just assumed you met the author, but the fact that I
saw the author’s schedule this very morning, that’s too much to
accept. It’s impossible. Nothing weirder is going to happen today,
that much I’m sure of.”
“What in the world is that?” Jack said in a flat voice.
Stacey followed Jack’s gaze. His mouth dropped open and he
stared.
In the bright morning sky, where the sun should be, hung the
planet Saturn.
“Hoe-lee she-ee-it,” Stacey breathed.
“You see it?” Jack whispered.
“That’s. That’s. That’s,” Stacey muttered.
“Not possible,” Jack finished for him, not looking away from
the apparition in the sky.
“That’s not possible,” Stacey agreed.
Fully in the sky, in the very real pre-noon sky, there hung the
planet Saturn shimmering, and real, and yet the whole world
continued as if nothing was amiss, that this kind of thing happened
every day. Everything looked normal, absolutely everything,
except for an alien planet in the sky.
Then Saturn was not there and the sun was fully there and yet
the light of the world and sky did not change, there was not a
flicker in the movie of reality.
As one, Jack and Stacey looked away from the glaring light of
the sun, clenching their eyes shut. Each of them scrubbing at their
eyes with their fists. Then, blinking, they opened their eyes and
looked at each other.
“What the…?” Jack said.
“Yes,” Stacey said. “What the….”
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03 — Seven.
Newbury stirred and opened her eyes in the blackness. It always
seemed like waking up, rising from sleep, despite the fact that she
had been more active over the past three days than any collective
seven days in her previous life, maybe even ten days, or more. She
should expect to be tired, exhausted, after seventy-two hours, and
yet she felt wonderful. The lid of the chamber rose silently and the
very dim lighting in the bunker greeted her eyes like full daylight.
She blinked several times and instinctively yawned, although she
was not tired, not in the least.
Newbury swung her long legs over the side of the padded
chamber and rose to a sitting position. All her limbs tingled,
especially her fingers and toes. She pushed herself away from the
chamber and stood, taking deep breaths, smiling.
She felt alive. More fully and vibrantly alive than at any other
time in her twenty years of existence.
She padded softly with bare feet in quick steps to the
bathroom and switched on the mulled warm lights. She caught
sight of herself in the mirror and for a few moments, she hardly
recognized herself. The young woman with the short blonde hair
in the mirror appeared to have just come from a health spa where
she must have sampled every conceivable beauty treatment.
Newbury inhaled deeply, staring at the stranger that was
herself. Her skin glowed. Her eyes were large and bright. Even her
hair seemed lit from within. She never thought such things about
herself, but the young woman in the reflection was beautiful.
She felt like the luckiest girl alive. She had applied for this
experimental program, really as just a lark; however, she had been
one of the fortunate few to pass the battery of both psychological
and physical diagnostics. At first, it was nothing more than that
she needed money and the college provided only very limited
opportunities for scholarship students. This research participation
had seemed ideal, as it did not interfere with her school time, and
it provided experiences, which seemed up to this point, more like
speculative fiction. And at triple the pay of any mundane job she
might have found, this gig answered all her needs, and more. She
wanted it to be permanent, even though she only had a two-month
contract.
More than anything, she wanted to race back over to the
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chamber and immerse herself again. But she had to steel herself,
as there were requirements she must meet. Sighing, she hurried
back to the chamber and seated herself into the modular desk that
was a part of the chamber itself. She flipped up the small LCD
screen and a keyboard of light appeared on the glass desk surface
beneath the screen. It was not a physical keyboard, but much like a
smartphone projection. It was just like entering information in her
phone, only slicker, as the keyboard was lifesize.
Newbury quickly typed her information and as soon as she
completed the first menu, her own face replaced the text fields on
the screen. Softly she spoke her report. Her words came easily.
She rattled off the required explanations and descriptions,
speaking softly and quickly. This part seemed like nothing more
complicated than recording a selfie video for friends.
Requirements met, she stood away from the desk and
stretched her body. The sensation was amazing. Her arms and legs
and torso seemed powerful, ready to go, muscles tingling. She was
bursting with fabulous energy.
She went to the base of the chamber and peered at the display
screen. All her numbers were listed. She had just logged seventytwo hours, and this was the third time she had completed a threeday cycle. Now she felt confident enough to try some of the
extended cycles that her more experienced peers, far longer in the
program, were regularly completing.
Newbury strode to the next chamber and casually read the data
shining on its screen. Number Six was deep into a thirty-day cycle.
She was not sure if she was ready for this kind of commitment, but
felt the seven-day cycle should be easy enough to complete. She
progressed down the line, glancing at screens. Number Five was
nearing the end of a seven-day cycle, for the second time. Number
Four had just begun a seven-day cycle, for the second time.
Number Three, another Elder Veteran (they were called), was
midway through a sixty-day cycle, and Newbury noted that
Number Three had progressed steadily from a three-day cycle, to
seven-day, thirty-day, to the present cycle.
Numbers Two and One were newbies, like herself. Number
Two was on the third day of a three-day cycle, and Number One
was just reaching the second day of a first three-day cycle. Wow,
Number One was really new to this. Newbury felt a pleasant sense
of surprise, as she was not the lowest man on the totem pole any
longer; lowest woman, she mentally corrected. She felt like an
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Elder Veteran compared to these two, although she would in
reality be required to complete two seven-day cycles before she
could be considered an Elder Veteran.
Once she gained Elder Veteran status she would sign a new
seven-month contract. She felt so excited. For the first time in her
life, she had found something at which she was very good.
She knew nothing of the people lying in these chambers,
separated from her by only a few feet, other than assuming that
they, like her, were students; however, the chamber screens
revealed nothing of gender, age, name, or anything else of a
personal nature. If she wanted, she could watch their slow
breathing, which displayed on each screen as slowly rising and
falling graphs. The undulations of the graphs were hypnotic. Pulse
rates displayed as a tiny beating heart shape, like a little Valentine,
with the numbers beneath, which remained steady on each display
at thirty-two beats per minute.
Newbury was not really curious about the six other chambers.
She was interested in her chamber, and she had to force herself not
to run to her chamber. She strolled slowly, measuring each step,
dragging her fingertips lightly along each silent chamber as she
passed. Perhaps she should get a glass of water, or use the
bathroom, but the fact was, she felt perfect, she needed nothing,
not food, not water, and incredible excitement ascended
throughout her body.
For the first time in her life, she truly felt that she had
found…home.
Newbury knew she was supposed to wait a few hours before
beginning a new cycle, but she couldn’t wait, it felt like Christmas
morning.
She quickly rolled into her chamber and situated herself
comfortably in the warm sponge of the bed. The upper portion of
the chamber descended and she closed her eyes, sighing.
Distantly, Newbury heard the hum of the field suffusing her,
and she felt the delicious ripple at the back of her neck, chills,
really more like thrills. What did they call it, a goose walking over
your grave? Something like that.
This part felt like falling asleep, and in a moment she sensed
her body drop, just an instant of the falling sensation, and then she
was weightless. Newbury was cradled, in the womb, something
other than herself, more like an amoeba than a human being. And
she liked this feeling, as well. This was the good part just before it
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got truly great.
She separated.
She was in her Inner Sanctum, a domicile of her own creation.
Warm natural light filled the space, just beyond the foyer arch.
One moment she was amoeba, and the next moment she was more
herself, more herself, well, she…was. Newbury was, Newbury is,
Newbury will be.
Newbury stood, lightly, with one hand on a low foyer table,
just inside the warm red door. The warm red door was just at her
back, she could feel it behind her, even though she was not really
touching the lacquered door. The tabletop beneath her fingertips
felt alive. Everything seemed alive, sparkling with breath, tingling
with light.
Before her the steps of white tile led down, three simple steps.
She loved stepping on the rough white stone in her bare feet. But
for a few moments, she did not descend, as she enjoyed looking
down into her Inner Sanctum. Warm, soothing, rich, textured, her
safe, safe place, she was safe, she was alive, and an infinity of
possibility was just before Newbury with the ceiling rising high
above her in the Inner Sanctum, and gleaming wood of the
polished floors inviting her, and far across she could just discern
the dancing flames in the stone hearth. She slowly strolled down
the white steps onto the wooden floor. Yes. She always loved this
part, entering her Inner Sanctum, with the big red lacquered door
behind her, safe. She touched the rough beige stucco of the
textured wall, the small arched doorway where she passed from
the foyer into the Inner Sanctum itself.
Newbury spun around like a little child, throwing out her
arms, her head back, eyes closed, and she spun gracefully, twirling
like the distant memory of her childhood, images of the little pink
ballerina in the music box, ah yes, she twirled, safe, home within
her Inner Sanctum.
Desk, she thought, and opened her eyes at her massive rolltop
desk. She was in the cozy office chair, and she reached and rolled
up the rumbling cover of the desk. With her peripheral vision she
noted the red door up on her left and the three white tiled steps
leading down to the wooden floor. She didn’t have to do this, open
the desk each time, but she loved the feel of the red wood slats
rumbling upward, the pigeonholes appearing with all her neat
cards and notes and folded sheets of crisp white paper, each in its
place, as she was in her place.
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She drew a creamy sheet of parchment from the top left
pigeonhole of the desk, and unfolded the thick paper and
smoothed it into the air just to her left. She swiveled in her office
chair, resting her hands on the fine wooden arms of the chair. She
glanced at the paper in the air and expanded it with a thought. She
checked through her classes for the day, mentally ticking off the
various assignments and homework. She flicked her eyes to the
left and the surface of the paper scrolled slowly, moving from
right to left, and Newbury checked each day for the next two
weeks, and yes, she congratulated herself, she was this far ahead
of schedule. In fact, much of her itinerary in the third week going
forward was already completed. She blinked her eyes softly and
the scrolling paper vanished.
She checked to make certain the folded parchment was in its
pigeonhole, which she knew was silly, but she had accepted long
ago that this was her personality; she liked things in their places.
She enjoyed seeing things in their places. A while back, she had
experimented with being messy, but it just didn’t suit her.
Newbury reached into her hair and pulled. In RL, her hair was
short and marginally blonde, but here she could pull it out all
shaggy and shades of red. She liked to pull masses out and around
her shoulders, and then toss back her head. It was wonderful, like
trying on an expensive hat, yet it was as sensitive as hair always
felt, and she could pull handfuls in front of her face and smell it,
weigh it, and enjoy the way the light glimmered on the blonde
strands amidst the red, like tangles of silver and gold.
She never spent much time ogling her own appearance, and
did not consider herself vain, not in the least, but once a day she
loved to play with handfuls of her hair, her full, living hair, and
then toss all of it back over her shoulders as if she really did not
care about such things. She loved that moment, the first weight of
her hair swinging back over her shoulders, as if she were
advertising the best shampoo in the world.
Newbury stood from her desk, enjoying the feel of her hair
tugging behind her, and strolled across the large bumpy throw rug,
taking a moment to scrub her bare toes deep into the coarse knots
of weave, then eased into the alcove where she sometimes enjoyed
reading her books. She peered out the window at the densely thick
pine trees and the squirrels racing about. She always had to force
herself not to lull here, staring out into the forest, as she might find
herself dreamily standing before this window, hours later.
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She heard the grandfather clock begin tolling the hour. She
loved to count the strikes. When the ninth bell struck, she allowed
herself to depart the window. It was time to check in on her
research project. She returned to the great red rolltop desk and
retrieved a small box from the center drawer. She thought of the
deep leather sofa and found herself there, and placed the box on
the heavy wooden coffee table.
Coffee, she thought, and her favorite brown mug appeared in
her hand, steaming. Often she went through the whole ritual of
brewing the coffee, French-pressing it. But for now, she luxuriated
in the feel of the smooth, creamy surface of the mug in her hands,
breathing in the wafting aroma. The cup was warm, as if the coffee
had been waiting for her, waiting perfectly for just this perfect
moment.
Almond milk, she thought, and a white swirl appeared in the
dark coffee. She reached for and seized the end of the silver spoon
even as it appeared, and stirred the coffee slowly. Honey, she
thought, and stirred that nectar into the mix. Then she smiled, and
thought cinnamon, and then, finally, a dash of ginger.
She lifted the mug to her lips and sampled the brew. Ah, yes,
ooh, that was good. Hot, thick, good, and what a wonderful taste.
She had never tasted coffee this good, absolutely never in RL.
“Okay,” she breathed, her own voice startling her, and she half
laughed. She set the coffee mug on the table and unfastened the
small, embroidered box. She swung back the small lid, reached
into the box, and produced a small, crystal cube about the size of
one regulation dice. She held the glass cube up in the light and
examined the contents. It appeared to be a very green park layout,
tiny between her fingers.
She placed the glass box on the center surface of the wooden
coffee table. No, she didn’t like that. Glass, she thought, and the
coffee table became an unlikely sculpture of crystal glass. She
inhaled, as the table was beautiful. Of course, in RL, such a thing
would be a horror, you would never be able to come close to it
without breaking it—just looking at it could shatter it into a
million pieces—but in the Here, it was just…perfect.
Expand, she thought. The tiny glass box expanded rapidly,
encompassing the surface of the coffee table. At the last moment,
she snatched the coffee cup from the table and nearly sloshed
coffee on herself. That would have been just like me, she thought,
grinning wryly. It would really have caused no damage, other than
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to her ego, of course, because any kind of spill here—she could
remedy with just half a thought.
She readjusted the glass box so that it extended the edges of
the table on all sides by about four inches, and then she cut away
the top half of the box with a dismissing gesture of her index
finger. She looked in at the scene. She leaned forward from the
sofa, felt the sides of the glass box, and then whisked them away.
Now she could get in close.
Newbury watched the kid coming through the park and she
smiled as she instantly caught on to the silly race in progress. She
witnessed the kid noticing the children, and then the girl, of
course, and then his comical slip up due to an unseen sprinkler
head in the grass. He never paid attention to his surroundings, or,
she corrected, the kid never paid attention to the proper things. He
certainly paid extra attention to the girl with the children.
Teenagers, she thought, shaking her head. Then realized with
whimsical guilt the reality that just five months ago she had been a
teenager, herself! That seemed a long, long time ago. The world
had been a very different place when she was nineteen years of
age.
She leaned in close. The businessman seemed somewhat
familiar. She called up a window above the table, isolating the
businessman’s face as he glanced briefly to where the kid was
nearly taking a spill, and the businessman grinned. Was he
famous, she wondered, studying him, a handsome Asian man in
his forties, possibly fifties? There was something about him,
Newbury thought, something that troubled her. The businessman
glanced directly at her, holding her gaze for just an instant, before
turning his attention to his iPhone.
“That was weird,” Newbury said, startling herself again with
her own voice. She blinked at the close-up view of the
businessman and the window vanished.
She pulled in the view toward her, zooming, eavesdropping on
the two at the picnic table as the kid arrived, at full, normal
volume, as if she was at the picnic table with them, as if she stood
at the end of the table and looked slightly down on them, each
person only a few feet away.
“Girls. Hmm. They. Are. Distractions,” the businessman was
saying, and as he spoke, he glanced to the side and slightly
upward, again meeting Newbury’s eyes.
Newbury was not present, in the park; she was not there, not
27

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

truly. Therefore, the businessman could not be meeting her eyes,
as her eyes were nowhere near the park, and yet he looked directly
to her angle of view, and quite deliberately, had met her gaze, but
only for a moment. It was enough to freak her out, but good.
The pair at the picnic table exchanged a few words, and then
the young man lost himself in his moleskin journal. Newbury,
more fascinated than she ought to be, considering the lack of
drama at the table in the park, felt herself suffused with a sense of
unreality. But no kidding, how much was a human mind expected
to leap? She was not in the park. She was not seated on a leather
couch watching a crystal diorama. In reality, her eyes were closed,
and she was lying cocooned in a spongey chamber, utterly in the
dark. She could almost sense her body lying there, quietly, not
moving, barely breathing, her pulse slowed to thirty-two beats per
minute.
And yet she was fully here, a presence at the end of a picnic
table, simultaneously sitting comfortably on a leather couch,
leaning forward, while simultaneously lying prone in the dark.
She lifted her hands to her heart. Not really, as these were her
Here hands, in her Inner Sanctum, and so really there were no
hands clasped at a heart that wasn’t here either, and yet her
presence was here at the end of the picnic table and she could feel,
with her hands, her heart racing in her breast, she could feel her
pulse throbbing in something that felt very much like fright.
Unreality rippled across her presence, because the
businessman seated a few feet away from her had looked at her,
twice. First he had glanced out at her from the isolated window
she called up, the close-up view she used to study his face. He saw
her, although that was absurdly impossible. And now he had
turned his head in the opposite direction, to meet her gaze again,
from another angle. He had seen her, Newbury was sure of it, even
as he said that girls were distracting, as if he were more speaking
to the unseen young woman than to the teenager.
Part of her wanted to close this research project down, right
now, just shrink down the glass cube and fit it back into the
embroidered box, latch the lid, and return the thing to her desktop
drawer. Or, she thought, she could throw it into the brass
wastebasket next to the red rolltop desk. But then again, she could
not stop watching.
Newbury watched the businessman with the silver half-lens
spectacles as he pretended to perform tasks on his iPhone, while
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all the while he watched the kid through the corners of his eyes.
The kid was in another place, yet seated at the picnic table, but his
mind was soaring as his fingers moved furiously, the pen
scratching on the paper in the journal. The businessman was
nodding, studying the boy.
Newbury called up a quick window near her face, zooming in
on the businessman’s hands and the silver iPhone. She pulled the
view in closer. The businessman was actually doing things even
though he was not really looking at the device, calling up e-mails,
discarding them, opening a schedule that was marked to the
minute, and then she caught a glimpse of another screen behind
the flashing windows on the iPhone. It was a familiar looking
window, one she had looked at many times that displayed a
respiratory graphic and a pulse graphic, with the label, Number
Seven: OBSERVING.
She caught her breath. Number Seven, that was Newbury!
The screen flashed and filled with video feed. She recognized
it at once, the shaky hand-held wobble, that view when someone
turns on their own facecam and takes a moment to center their
own image on the screen, and suddenly she was looking close-up
into the businessman’s dark eyes, and he was frowning at her over
his silver half-lens spectacles, slowly shaking his head.
Then her window closed. She did not close it. It was an
outside control. The businessman himself closed the window, her
close-up view on his iPhone. Not only did the view disappear, but
so too the floating window. He had commandeered her own sacred
space, reaching into her very Inner Sanctum.
Newbury returned her view to her unseen perspective at the
end of the table and watched as the businessman pocketed his
iPhone and began speaking with the teenager. They discussed a
few books she had never heard of, and as she sat huddled on the
couch, feeling cold and alone, isolated, she saw the businessman
make a series of intricate finger motions in the air, all done while
the teenager was looking away from him, and she witnessed the
carving appear deep in the bark of the tree, the four letters
appearing in a very deliberate series.
J-A-C-K.
Somehow, the businessman, from six feet away from the tree,
had carved the teenager’s name into the bark. Without thinking,
she zoomed in on the letters. They looked aged, weathered, as if
someone had carved the name there years ago.
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Newbury closed the whole view. She sat at her wooden coffee
table, grasping her coffee cup to her breast, the glass cube inside
the embroidered box returned to the top drawer of the red rolltop
desk.
She looked up at the glass dome of her Inner Sanctum where it
was always night, where all the fiery stars glittered and planets
shone. She noted one planet burning too brightly. It seemed to be
growing larger as she watched.
Saturn became plainly visible, with all its rings, hanging in the
succulent night sky. Newbury dropped her favorite mug of coffee
but it vanished before it struck the wood floor.
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04 — Aajeel.
Mr. Kronoss sat on the edge of a picnic bench, his briefcase
upon his thighs, and produced a fat envelope from an inner suit
pocket. He unfolded the envelope on the tabletop of his briefcase,
grasped inside the envelope, pinched some grain in his fingertips,
and tossed it to the already gathering pigeons at his feet. A small
hedge mostly surrounded the picnic table, and yet Mr. Kronoss
had a clear view across the park, and was able to watch as the
young man, Jack, sped about doing racing sprints, like a young
fool. Mr. Kronoss, bemused, almost smiled. But he was mainly
watching the older man, Colton, and his almost smile vanished in
the straight line of his lips. He returned his gaze to the birds, and
sprinkled more of the white grain.
There was a chuckle from behind him. Mr. Kronoss nodded
slightly, not looking away from the bobbing and pecking birds
about his shiny black shoes.
“Please,” Mr. Kronoss said softly, watching the birds, “have a
seat, Aajeel.”
“I am surprised to find you out here in the open, Mr. Kronoss.
And feeding rice to pigeons,” the very tall, very thin man said,
coming around the table, seating himself next to the dapper
businessman. Aajeel was ancient, and angular, cheekbones jutting
starkly. His silvery gray eyes twinkled as he scooted a pigeon
away with a ratty dark sneaker. The old man was dressed in a
hodgepodge of odd, faded clothing.
They sat in silence for a while. The park was noisy and green,
and life flitted all through it.
“I see that Jack just happened to meet Colton, out here in the
park, all quite by chance,” Aajeel chuckled.
“I did not arrange the meeting,” Mr. Kronoss said, his eyes
flicking over his half-lens spectacles, both watching the birds and
Jack and Stacey across the park. “And I am not certain I like it,
how certain aspects are evolving.”
“All patterns,” Aajeel said. “But no, I can see that you would
not arrange their meeting. It is all part of the pattern.”
“I do love that scene in A Beautiful Mind,” Mr. Kronoss said,
“where John Nash speculates on the underlying programming of
the pigeons, and how he can almost grasp the math, he knows it is
there, all zeroes and ones, and yet it all plays as the delusion of
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schizophrenia.”
“You are thinking of The Matrix, one of the movies, I believe
the second, but they are all blurred into one movie for me, but the
one when the Oracle explains to Neo the underlying programming,
even onto the seemingly random patterns of pigeons.”
“Am I?” Mr. Kronoss said, glancing at the bedraggled street
person sitting next to him. “It is possible, I do enjoy those
movies.”
“Yes, you are linking the patterns from the two movies,”
Aajeel nodded. “Perhaps the same pattern.”
“It is true,” Mr. Kronoss said, scattering rice as more pigeons
alighted nearby. “I do enjoy that about them, how they grasp at the
shadows, how they almost understand, and they work these
inklings into their movies, all rather…delightful, wouldn’t you
agree?”
Aajeel snorted. “Yes, it is delightful. If you would loosen up a
bit, I think you would find them delightful, as well.”
“I must remind you, these—all of them—these are the
destroyers, and that is our reason for being here,” Mr. Kronoss
whispered.
“No. I must remind you, my dear Mr. Kronoss. These are the
creators. All of them. Each goes about with a universe spinning
inside each skull. Each a universe unto themselves. Every child a
world. And in each we find hope, and that is the reason we are
here.”
“Must you ever reduce this to the elephant and the ass?” Mr.
Kronoss said, but his shoulders slumped, only a fraction. He
looked directly at Aajeel. “We have to do something about the
girl.”
“Oh, Mr. Kronoss,” Aajeel said lightly, “leave her alone. Now,
she is a delight. Pure delight. Have you not noticed? The way she
luxuriates in everything, her joy? The way she paints everything,
conjures everything, and notices everything?”
“I find her a bit too nosy,” Mr. Kronoss said. “I do not like
her. Very irritating.”
“As ever, we need that, perhaps most of all, her curiosity. We
need her, and more like her, and so you will leave Sandra alone.
She is one of mine,” Aajeel said, smiling, nodding his head,
staring directly at the businessman.
“I will agree that she is certainly a Seven,” Mr. Kronoss said,
“and the Sevens are always troublemakers.”
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“Oh, yes, on that we agree. I never argue with you for the sake
of argument, Mr. Kronoss. I believe, ultimately, that you and I are
working together, for the same thing.”
“Not for the sake of argument, but I disagree with you. I rarely
agree with you.”
“It is a myth,” Aajeel said.
Mr. Kronoss looked at him.
The thin old man nodded with his silver-stubbled chin.
Mr. Kronoss glanced at the ever-moving pigeons.
“Rice kills pigeons,” Aajeel said. “A myth.”
Mr. Kronoss chuckled. “Yes, how do such oddities work their
way into the common consciousness?”
“Usually it starts as a joke,” Aajeel replied, as if he thought
the man next to him was part of the discussion.
“But is it a myth?” Mr. Kronoss queried, innocently, not
looking away from the birds.
“Oh, my dear Mr. Kronoss,” Aajeel said, sadly, “don’t do
that.”
Several of the birds were keeling over, looking bloated.
Mr. Kronoss abruptly stood. “Sometimes the urban myth is not
the product of paranoia, insanity, delusion, and sometimes the
myth becomes reality.”
Aajeel watched him go, the umbrella tucked beneath the
businessman’s arm pointing back at Aajeel like a threat.
He looked again to the birds, where more of them were
dropping and puffing.
“I agree that sometimes myth is reality,” Aajeel, “but not
today.”
He fluttered his fingers at the birds. “Go on, away, to your
patterns.”
Every bird lifted from the grass and flew away as if upon the
same wing.
Aajeel retrieved the empty envelope from the ground and
smoothed the paper. He read the words typed in the space usually
reserved for an address.
NUMBER SEVEN IS WATCHING.
“Oh, yes,” Aajeel said, chuckling. He glanced to the end of the
table and smiled warmly, nodding as if someone stood there. “It is
perfectly all right. Just time, that is all you need. Do not be afraid,
enjoy yourself. Don’t be afraid.”
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Newbury entered the common area. It was a small gathering
room with minimal attempts at friendliness and warmth. In fact,
there were seven small round tables; each one with two plastic
chairs scooted close. That was it, other than a small television
screen on the wall, a sink with a coffee pot, and a small
refrigerator. Obviously, the people running this program were not
pushing for a whole lot of socialization among the Voyagers. Not
too touchy-feely.
She was not surprised to see Number Six hunched over the
small round table the farthest away from the entrance. She had
never met him before and knew nothing about him, and from here,
he looked like a skeleton propped at the table. A trembling
skeleton, because she could discern the trembling spasms shaking
his entire body.
She went to the coffee pot and got herself a Styrofoam cup of
black coffee. She smelled it. Yes, it smelled good, but the fact
was, it just didn’t smell real. The cup in her hands did not seven
seem real. Even without tasting it, she just knew it was going to be
bad. At least it was hot, it warmed her, and she felt truly cold.
Newbury bore her coffee like a relic and took the seat facing
Number Six, the chair screeching on the polished floor as she
sawed it backward and then forward.
“Huh-huh-hey!” he stuttered, or more likely he was exhaling
and his teeth were chattering at the same time. He was bony, with
bright blue eyes, and a tight crew cut that clearly showed his scalp.
Newbury inhaled, staring at the young guy, who had to be
about her age, but there was something in his eyes or in the
expression around his eyes that made him seem much older;
however, he positively glowed with good health, his skin almost
seemed to shine.
“Hello Number Six,” she said, sipping at the coffee. It was not
bad. It was strong at least, but nothing like the real coffee she
sipped only a half-hour before. “I’m Seven.”
“Huh-hoping s-s-someone would come out,” he said, smiling,
his teeth seeming too white, as if lit from within, on fire. “I nuhknew the-the-the last nuh-Number suh-Seven. They must always
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go for beautiful girls.”
Newbury snorted. “Funny,” she said. “You’re the first
Voyager I’ve met. I’m Voyager Novice, Number Seven.”
She found she had to be careful, because she almost started
stuttering, perhaps in sympathy. She didn’t know if Six had a
mental condition, or was just cold. But staring at him, looking into
his too-big eyes, she knew something was very wrong with him.
“Ruh-ruh-read your suh-stats,” he said, gritting his teeth. Yes,
he decidedly was making an effort. “Suh-sorry, just so duh-duhdamn cuh-cold.”
His teeth literally chattered. Newbury doubted she had ever
heard anyone chatter like that, like a stage-play version of a
freezing man, or a freezing skeleton. The same with the stuttering,
it was almost as if Six was pretending to stutter, although
Newbury knew, instinctively knew this was not the case.
“You are suh-so beautiful,” he breathed, staring at her, his
eyes traveling over her hair and face and eyes and looking over her
body, making her utterly uncomfortable.
“Stop saying that,” she said, looking away from him. She
feared he might suddenly bite her. “I’m not beautiful; I know that,
it’s just something that the chamber is doing.”
“The the the chuh-chamber,” he began, taking so long to get
his words out that she had to interrupt him.
“Let me go get you a blanket, or something else warm, just
keep drinking your coffee,” she said and without giving him time
to reply (it would probably take him an hour) she dashed away. At
her chamber, she looked in the wardrobe that was part of the
whole unit, a small closet behind the desk. She found her old white
hoodie, and thankfully, two neatly folded blankets. She rushed
back to Six and enfolded him in the blanket, tucking it beneath his
arms and folding an edge up to go over his head like a monk’s
hood. Thankfully, it was a large blanket, possibly a queen size,
and she was sure to get the blanket in and around his legs, and Six
complacently lifted each leg in turn to allow her access, and she
tucked everything tightly around his ankles.
She had intended to give him her hoodie, but she too was
feeling desperately cold, so she slid into it and zipped it all the
way up to the top, and pulled up the hoodie over her head, tucking
back her hair from around her face. She wrapped the second
blanket about herself and returned to her seat facing Six.
“Thuh-thanks,” he said, “feels better.” He guzzled the coffee
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and when he set the cup down, she saw that it was empty, and she
hurried to refill his cup. She wished she could do it here, as she did
in the chamber, just gesture, or even think, and the most
marvelously brewed cup of coffee would be there, in her hand,
with honey, and cinnamon, and yes, ginger. Heck, she wished she
could get a good cup of coffee like she did in the chamber, you
know, the real stuff, and then she laughed at herself. She slid the
refilled cup under Six’s drooping head.
“Thanks,” he said, and it finally sounded as if his body was
calming down, that the stutter was subsiding. “Never been so
cold,” he said, each word deliberate and slow, oh yes, he was
concentrating on saying just the words, and not the echoes,
containing the reverberations. Without looking at her, he
continued, “I wasn’t flattering you. You are beautiful. Stunning.
Part of it is the chamber; of course, it was originally created as a
beauty treatment, a mechanical spa.”
“Seriously?” she queried, as she had never heard anything
about the chamber itself. She figured it had all been about the
virtual reality, the high-tech environments a creative person could
summon, almost effortlessly.
“Now, of course,” he continued, speaking ever so carefully, “it
is all about the VR, but they are still developing the healing
aspects.”
“Are you talking about cosmetic surgery?” she said, feeling a
little sick, as she absolutely never would have enlisted for some
kind of beautifying experiment, some kind of plastic surgery for
the extremely wealthy.
“You know how you can defrag your computer?” he said.
“Sure.” She was big on running diagnostics on her various
computers, keeping them in tip-top shape.
“Basically, same idea, only with our cells,” he said, draining
the coffee and plunking down the cup. He burped, loudly, the kind
of belch that only males seemed to enjoy, truly, as if they were
accomplishing something worthy of praise. “Oh, that feels good,
to be human like that. Remember that, when in doubt, belch, and
loudly.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said, pulling her blanket close
about her. “So they are rewriting our, what, our DNA? Our
molecules?”
“Pretty much, yeah, although I don’t the technical details, but
they are reconfiguring us, but at a far deeper level than what
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happens when you defragment your computer. I’ve talked about it
with a couple of the other VVs, and I guess we just pooled our
ideas, and what we’ve learned, or guessed, really, and yeah, they
are combing through the whole of us, putting us in perfect order,
removing cancer cells, free radicals, all that crazy stuff.”
“Come on, that’s not possible, not yet,” she said.
“And where you just came from,” he said, grinning at her
mischievously, “that is possible? Come on, remember, this is the
lesser thing.”
She didn’t answer. That was true, it was inevitable that she
had to awaken to some degree over the past week, because nobody
she knew, not even the ultra tech geeks, none of them had any idea
that what she was experiencing, this brave new world, was
anywhere near current technology standards.
“And the thing of it is, what I just told you, that’s the passé
stuff, you know, it’s old news, I don’t think they really care about
it, you know, to use it to cure all the diseases of the world; now I
think it is just a byproduct of the VR, you see? Something positive
to do with your body while it lies there, all prone and unmoving.
So that you do not deteriorate, but in fact you improve. Haven’t
you noticed, when you come out of the chamber, you feel like you
can run a marathon? Well the stupid thing is, you could run a
marathon, that’s the kind of shape you are in right now. We have
the bodies of athletes; at least, I’m talking about high-endurance
athletes, the ultra-marathoners, and such.”
“You said VV, that you talked about these things with other
VVs?”
“Sorry, they have acronyms for everything. Voyager Veterans.
Most of them are gone, I think, at least from looking at the LED
stats. As clearly as I can now think, and let me tell you, before I
entered the chamber for the first time, my IQ was above 150, but I
can tell, it is much higher than that now, I can think unlike I’ve
ever thought before, I must be in the 170s.”
“Probably body fat,” she said, thinking. Why we are so cold?
“Yes, yes, I am there with you, we have absolutely no body
fat, I mean it must be somewhere in the neighborhood of 2
percent,” he agreed, smiling his too-toothy smile. “Did you know I
checked, last month, and all the fillings in my teeth are gone, they
are all perfect, and I think my wisdom teeth are back in my mouth,
if you can believe it,” he said, talking faster and faster. “All my
scars are gone, in fact, when you get a chance, check, you won’t
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even have a navel anymore!”
“Hey,” she said, leaping into his pause, because it now seemed
if she didn’t stop him, he would talk endlessly, increasing in speed
as he went. She placed her hand on his wrist and he yelped and
jerked away from her hand.
He clasped his wrist with his other hand.
“Careful, you burned me!”
She looked at her hand.
“It’s okay,” he said, “I’m sorry. I should have said something,
I should have told you, that your blood circulation is much better
now and without body fat you are giving off incredible amounts of
heat. The VNs, uh Voyager Novices, they like to screw around
like that, giving each other monkey burns, but just by touching
each other.”
“Have you experienced anything weird in there?” she said.
“In there?” he queried, looking kind of dense for someone
with an imagined 170 IQ.
“In the chamber, in the world, you know, have you run into
anyone, or has anyone, or anything, oh I don’t know—
communicated with you?”
“What, do you mean like—agents, like in The Matrix?”
She did not reply, only stared into his eyes. Yes, she could
read loads of intelligence in his eyes, but probably not to the levels
he was exaggerating. She felt he probably came into this thing
with an IQ of 130, and was probably now hitting 140, because she
had a native 170, and knew that her mind was improving in such a
short period of time. Where could she go, if she became an Elder
Veteran? A Voyager Elder Veteran, yes, that was her goal, to see
how high she might climb. She could probably exercise her brain,
deliberately work to improve her mind, yes, that was a worthy
goal.
“No,” he said, “nothing so dramatic. Why, what happened to
you?”
“Someone let me know that he was aware of my…presence.
And then when I went back to check, a very different individual
actually communicated. He actually talked to me, as if he could
see me.”
Number Six leaned forward, mesmerized. “What did he say?”
Newbury nodded. Yes, she remembered it perfectly, as if she
had written it down, memorized it, even though she had only heard
it once, briefly, in passing, just before she again disconnected and
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came out here to meet Number Six.
“It is perfectly all right. Just time, that is all you need. Do not
be afraid, enjoy yourself. Don’t be afraid.”
Number Six lifted his eyebrows and grinned.
“Well, that’s not so bad. I mean, he might have said: You are
the One! Or, I am your father!”
“Maybe…you are invited to Hogwarts?”
“Or, no, yeah, yeah, it’s all a video game!”
“It’s a movie, but here is a golden ticket…”
He flicked his eyes at her, giving her the expression of...duh,
and said: “You just lost me, and we were doing so, so good.”
“Last Action Hero, Schwarzenegger, screenplay by William
Goldman?”
“Would have preferred The Purple Rose of Cairo. Oh hey,
Goldman wrote The Princess Bride, right? Love that movie.”
Newbury smiled a subtle, knowing smile, nodding.
“Listen Seven,” Six said, “what we are doing, the nature of it,
we are having some massive alone time, you know? We tend to
get weirded out, hell, when you came in, I was pretty much a
useless junkie. We are going so much deeper than anyone ever
attempted in an old-time isolation chamber. What you experienced
was just a coincidence.”
“A coincidence,” Sandra Newbury said, smiling that subtle
smile again.
“So don’t get freaked out. Like the guy told you, just time,
that’s all you need. Enjoy yourself. Don’t get scared. Just stop
freaking out.”

Stacey rapped his knuckles on the tabletop. Jack looked up at
him, and it was obvious, the kid was terrified. Stacey swallowed,
grinning to himself. He knew exactly how the kid felt.
“Jack, don’t freak out. Don’t be afraid. All we need is some
time. Hell, let’s enjoy this, okay, it’s an adventure! Don’t be
afraid.”
Stacey meant it, but he could not deny that his own heart was
pounding in his chest, and he felt immersed in a cool, tingling pool
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of unreality. The fact was, he did not know this kid, and all the
surreal coincidences aside, he really could just jog away from here
(who was he kidding, he would probably have to limp away,
suffering an asthma attack, there would be no more jogging for
him, at least not in the next week). But he wasn’t going anywhere;
there was something about this kid, something more than
coincidence, or a shared weird experience. For the first time in a
very long time, Stacey felt like a puzzle piece had snapped into his
chest. As terrified as he felt, he also felt whole.
“It’s cool,” Jack said, his teeth actually chattering. But he
didn’t feel at all as he had earlier tried to explain, that God was
winking at him. That the mechanical universe was sending him a
message. Instead, it felt like he was in a dark maze, and a large
alien eyeball was peering down, staring at him, piercing him with
the laser beam of its pupil.
Just then, a whole flock of pigeons came fluttering down
around them and began pecking in the grass, as if a wedding party
had just passed and the ground was white with rice.
Stacey watched the birds for a few moments, half-grinning.
“What did you think, just then, when the birds came down?”
Stacey queried.
Jack looked at him for a moment, blankly, and then his
devilish smile appeared. He wagged a finger at Stacey and looked
at the birds.
“I was thinking that you are not supposed to throw rice at
weddings, because it makes the birds explode,” he said, lifting his
eyebrows, looking back to Stacey.
“Pretty close, my friend. Pretty close.”
“But,” Jack said, still grinning, “you do know that’s a myth,
right?”
“Yeah,” Stacey said, “but then again, I wouldn’t put it past
someone, some joker, to mix Pop Rocks with the rice.”
Jack guffawed. “I still doubt that would do anything. Do birds
even have saliva? Ever seen a bird spit, before?”
“I need coffee,” Stacey said, “before I bumped into you I was
heading to—”
“The Coffee Dump?” Jack said, and laughed at Stacey’s
expression. Then he displayed his own coffee cup, revolving the
cup until the logo showed: a dump truck emptying a load of giant
coffee beans.
“I’ll treat,” Stacey said, shaking his head.
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“I’ll order for you. You’ve just got to have this drink,” Jack
said. “I mean, the bad thing is, I think it is actually good for you!”
“The bad thing, that coffee is good? Coffee?” Stacey gasped.
“Did reality change again? First, it’s good for you; then it’s bad,
then it’s good for you. I forget where we left off. Good or bad?
“This coffee will make the lights come on,” Jack said, hefting
his backpack and setting off beside his new friend.
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05 — Lord Dulance.
Six paced outside his chamber, in the small corral of space
allotted to each unit, his body ticking with nervous energy, he
talked to himself, saying inside his head that it was not that he
desperately wanted back into reality, as he thought of it, but that
he couldn’t stand another second in this gray, lifeless unreality,
this place they called the real world; however, even the vibrant
existence of VR could become a grim horror show, although he
knew deep down that he was not afraid of what he must face again
inside his own personal truth. He punched his right fist into his left
hand. The muscles in his face clenched and jerked. He was
unaware that drool ran down his neck.
In RL he was a popular guy, with several girlfriends, lots of
party friends, and even two or three friends that he might know
and cherish years from now, a large family back home with high
expectations for him, and everything the American Dream could
promise. Six knew that a gloriously high-paying job awaited him,
only two years away if he worked hard, yes, yes, that was life, he
could berate himself, that was life, where you were born, the home
of the brave, things worked for him there in RL, he would assure
himself, but you know, you know, oh but you know you fool, all
that does not matter, not any longer, not any more.
Because Six had tasted reality, paradise. He experienced what
it meant to be alive, fully alive, loved, and loving.
Here. Oh here. In RL, now, he was Six. A walking, shuddering
bone, twitching, spasmodic, and nameless. Here he was Six, a
number, a being who dreamed of reality.
Oh but he was in a quandary, locked in a conundrum, battering
his bony head at a dilemma. Stupid, he shouted in his own head,
and he slapped himself, hard, across the face. Think, you are
supposed to be smart, and you are certainly smarter now, right
now, than you were two months ago. He slapped himself again,
first with his right hand, and then with his left, battering each of
his cheeks until his face felt like a fireball.
High Vale was locked. He had that bookmark right there, just
mere hours before the attack on his manor. The bastards had come
inland from the Northern Sea, inching their cursed dragon boat up
along the peaceful, most beautiful of rivers, the Unduline, and they
had crept by night through the rich pastures where grazed the
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plump cattle and woolly sheep of Lord Dulance, and then they
came quickly and quietly up into the highlands. That is where the
bookmark wedged. There, damn it, at the most inappropriate
place.
If only he had bookmarked the simulation two hours earlier,
he might have brought up defenses, if even only his farmers and
ranch hands, strong men. They were not soldiers, but they were
brave men, and very good men, and he knew them all, personally.
The farms, however, spread out in the lowlands, and many of these
good men, along with their families, perished even before the
torching of High Vale Manor.
He had tried it, so many ways, so many exhausting,
excruciatingly futile ways; twenty times, he had tried to save the
manor. He had tried riding out to meet the invaders, he had
attempted fleeing higher into the rocks and caves above the manor,
he had tried leading them away from his people, and it always
ended the same way, with Varrashallaine dead, his precious Varra,
she died, sometimes in his arms, sometimes he heard them raping
her as he lay pinned to the floor by a large, rustic spear. He always
lay there, grasping the shaft of the spear in his hands, and he
always thought it reminded him of the tetherball pole when he was
a child, in the third grade, lying on the ground on his back, legs up
and batting the yellow ball with his foot, watching the rope twine
around and around, and Varra died.
The love of his life, his soul mate, his most precious person,
she died, and there never was anything he could do about it, no
matter how many different ways he tried to change things. He
could not save his Varra. And he could not reverse the sim. It
wasn’t a game, there was no reboot.
Of course, there was a reboot, but the land would be different,
the people different, and Varra would be different, or not there at
all.
Six went into the adjoining bathroom and washed his face in
the sink, pouring cold water over his close-cropped head, slapping
cold handfuls onto the back of his neck. How long had it been
since Seven joined him in the break room? Was that just an hour
ago? His body shook and trembled worse now than then. He sat on
the toilet and drew his knees up to his chest. He must look like
Gollum, all sinew and bone, stringy ropes of muscle.
He wished he could use the toilet. That might prove he was
human here in RL; however, the chamber cleansed him in every
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way, including his kidneys, pancreas, liver, all that goo inside him,
it was all sparkly new, fresh off the shelf. His brain aligned and
configured and perfect and yet he sat here on a porcelain toilet
trembling like an ancient Chihuahua yapper. He sat here weeping,
shaking, and terrified to go back to reality. He lifted his hands
before his tear-streaked eyes and saw his fingers vibrating with
palsy. He concentrated his improved brain and commanded his
hands to be still. Peace, be still. If it were possible, his hands
shook even more.
Enough. Enough. He unfolded from the toilet and switched off
the light. He stumbled and half-tripped back toward the chamber,
salvation, and nearly got twisted in the blanket on the floor. He
chuckled. Funny. He couldn’t remember Seven’s name. That
wasn’t surprising, as he hardly remembered his own name. He was
Six, here. Six. Had they exchanged names? He didn’t remember.
The chamber lifted as he neared and he almost threw himself
upon the bed. He forced his limbs out straight, and clasped his
hands over his heart. The lid descended.
Yes, ah yes, as the darkness congealed and pooled over him,
he sighed, and his body relaxed. He did not even need to
think…peace, be still.
He stood on the top step of his Inner Sanctum, the red door
just behind him. He lifted his right hand just before his face. It was
his hand. He held it out level, straight out before him, palm down,
and there was nary a tremble.
Six half-skipped down the steps, his bare feet embracing the
warm clay of the dojo. As he passed the small round table in the
foyer, his hand seized the warm sake in the small clay cup and he
lifted it to his mouth and belted down the liquor. Yes, that was
good.
Just keep your mind off it, do not think of High Vale. Keep
that in its compartment.
He stretched his naked body and extended his arms out like
the cross, filling his lungs with the warm, humid air. It was so
warm here, so rich.
If he wanted, he could always go and live that precious two
hours with Varra, once a day, and so live out his life. He might
have to do that, always locking the sim prior to that first crash on
the front door. He might have to do that.
Six produced a window in the air just before him and glanced
over his school itinerary and without any feeling, he ticked off
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with his eyes all his requirements, all his deliverables. He was two
months ahead in everything on his double load, two-degree
program. He saw he had a pop quiz in Physics. He seized the quiz
with his fingertips and pulled it out of the window into a small
white piece of paper. Without thinking much he ticked through the
quiz, answering each question automatically, and wrote a brief
summation of how scientists in the sim were bouncing laser beams
off mirrors, looking for jags in reality, and how of course the
program itself neatly bent around the experiments, proving to the
scientists that everything was right as rain in the universe, that real
was real, and that they were all safe, safe and warm in their fuzzy
wuzzies.
Six frowned, rubbed out the right as rain with his pinky, then
rethinking, he wiped out the bit about the fuzzy wuzzies, glanced
briefly over the whole quiz, and then signed it by tapping the
appropriate spot. Done. He flicked the paper back into the
window, and closed it. Well, that was school for the day. School
was getting so easy he wondered at whatever could be the point.
He tumbled forward onto the tatami and rolled forward, end
over end, and then backward. He did not invest much in exercise
in this place, but it seemed to loosen up his brain. He stretched and
did some yoga poses, settling into a lotus position.
What if he took Varra up onto the roof, and hid her there just
until the fires erupted, then he could get her down over the
backside of the house, and they might try circling through the
dark…
Just stop it!
Six needed to stop thinking about it, just stop working on the
problem. He had to solve it, and the solution would come.
He should have asked Seven. Perhaps she was a gamer. She
was certainly bright. Six wished he were that bright, or that he had
ever played a video game in his life. He did not like games, any
kind of game.
What had the mysterious homeless man said to Seven?
Don’t be afraid. Stop freaking out. Enjoy yourself.
That was the gist. Maybe he needed to relax, come at the
problem from a whole new angle. Flippity-floop his paradigm.
The thing was, he had spent literal days going back to a threehour slot of time, and he had faced a living nightmare, over and
over and over again.
Sometimes the seven-foot tall warrior cut him in half,
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sometimes the brute grasped him in one hand and lifted him up to
that face, that face of horror, where it mocked him; but usually it
pushed him back with the great head of its ax, not even bothering
with him, and an equally tall brute would come in from behind the
first warrior and drive the spear through him. He had rerun this so
that he sometimes could block the spear, but then the ax took him,
and that proved more painful.
Okay, that did no good, to think about the home invasion at
the manor. The first time it happened, he was in that drowsy state,
just prior to sleep. He and Varra, his cherished wife, his Beloved,
in each other’s arms, the afterglow of their lovemaking sweet all
about them. And then the door crashed. And the cries began, and
torchlight infused the manor as the invaders surrounded and
attacked.
Six sighed. Blanked his mind. Took deep cleansing breaths.
He stood from the tatami and waved a hand over the bamboo mat,
rolling it up, and the floor opened quietly where the clean salty
water of his bath reflected light. He stepped down into the bath,
descended the five steps until the warm water was at his chest. Just
stop freaking out. He lazed in the water, rolling repeatedly, and
feeling like an otter. He submerged and swam down into the pool.
Just enjoy.
When he was down in the tunnel, he opened his mouth and
gulped in a rush of water, allowing the warm salt water to fill his
lungs. It was a weird moment, even after all this time, but soon he
breathed the water through the gills opening in his neck. The
whole experience was very similar to breathing air, except of
course it waved in and out much more slowly, much heavier. He
loved this slow, languorous crawl through the dark tunnel. The
water shimmered with blue light and he could just make out his
hands moving before him. He kicked lazily, spiraling through the
water. He moved into an undulating porpoise swim, just enjoying,
just soothing, just moving.
Then he was out in the open, the night sky full and bright with
stars above him. He pulled himself onto a rock that naturally
conformed to his body, and he half sat, half reclined, looking up at
the stars. He produced a Guinness Stout in a frosty mug, and when
he was not sipping at the glass, he allowed it to hang in space near
his head. If he listened, he could hear the millions of tiny bubbles
exploding on the foamy surface of the stout.
He sighed, luxuriating in the warm water. He heard a ripple
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out somewhere in the dark. No, he thought, no mermaids, not
tonight, I just need to hang out here for a while, just need to sip
my stout, and watch the stars. He found Venus, which was always
easy, way over there on the edge of the world, and there was Mars,
interesting, tonight they were all laid out like a belt across the
belly of the sky, Jupiter with its red eye watching him, and Saturn,
looking unusually large and clear.
Six sighed, dimly becoming aware that by the time he got to
the bottom of the stout, he probably wouldn’t argue too much if
the mermaids visited, because they cared. Oh how they cared for
him.

“Well? Come on, what do you think?” Jack said, grinning over
his own tall cup of coffee.
They had their coffee in big wide-mouthed mugs, on big
saucers, long-handled spoons jutting up over the edge of the mugs.
This way they could get free refills, and they both agreed they
wanted to stay for some time, and talk.
Stacey took another long pull on his coffee. Well, not coffee,
not exactly, this was much more like drinking a hot, frothy, coffee
milkshake.
“It’s good,” he said, wiping his mouth on a square napkin.
“You know, I usually drink my coffee black. This isn’t one of
those sugary drinks, is it?”
“No! No! No sugar, that’s honey you taste, but only one
teaspoon. They have the raw unfiltered honey here, it’s the best.
What else do you taste?”
Stacey drank again, considering. “Okay, cinnamon, of course.
No nutmeg, thank goodness. Something else, though, something
spicy, a little…bitey.”
“Yes! What is it?”
“Ginger?”
“Yes! Kind of tastes like gingerbread cookies, right?”
“If you say so,” Stacey said, smirking. “But I usually don’t
like cream in my coffee.”
“Right! That’s not cream, it’s steamed almond milk, so what
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you’re drinking is actually kind of a like a health food drink!” Jack
said, practically hopping about on his chair.
“Joy,” said Stacey, then noticing the change in Jack’s
expression, he said: “Hey, but I like it. Really. It’s good. Um, it’s
like drinking a hot frothy coffee milkshake.”
“Yes! It is! It is!” Jack laughed, bouncing up and down. “And
that is strong coffee, too, Italian roast espresso beans. I could drink
it all day long.”
“Doesn’t make you nervous?” Stacey smiled, enjoying the
coffee more, watching the kid across the small round table.
“Nope, coffee doesn’t make me nervous, not at all. And do
you know, I’ve been drinking it since I was five years old,” Jack
said, proudly.
Stacey stared at him.
“What?” Jack spluttered, spraying coffee foam. “Another one?
Come on, what is it?”
“I started drinking coffee when I was five years old,” Stacey
said, softly. “All my life I’ve told people that and they’ve been
aghast. Now you just up and tell me that you started drinking
coffee when you were five years old, and was it your grandmother,
on your mother’s side, that mixed half a cup of whole milk with
three teaspoons of sugar?”
Jack stared at him.
“Your Hungarian grandmother?” Stacey said.
“She made polachinta?” Jack returned.
“Do you know, I haven’t heard that word since I was a little
boy?” Stacey said. “I loved polachinta. She made real fancy kinds,
with cottage cheese and crushed nuts.”
“But your favorite,” Jack said, “your very favorite, that she
made especially for you, was with grape jam.”
“When I’ve described it to people, they say I’m talking about
crepes,” Stacey said, sadly.
“Yeah, me too. I like polachinta better,” Jack said.
“Me too,” Stacey agreed. “Plus, I think polachinta is thinner
than crepes, and I don’t know, just somehow a whole lot better.”
“Exactly,” Jack said, nodding. “But you know, Stacey, you
can come over to my house, and my Grandma can fix it for us,
today.”
The older man looked at the youth strangely. “I think I might
be afraid to meet your Grandma.”
“Because it might actually be your Grandma?” Jack said.
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“No…because it—might not be—her,” Stacey replied, too
slowly leaning back in his chair. “I don’t know which would be
worse.”
“Yeah,” Jack said, leaning back in his chair, “I don’t know,
either.”
“My Grandma was more than a second mother to me; in fact, I
think she loved me more than any other person in my whole life.
They sat in silence a while, sipping their coffee. The place
bustled, but not like a Starbucks. Everyone here seemed to be
talking quietly, in hushed tones, as if this was more library than
coffee house. Plus, books lined the place, stacks of books in every
conceivable place, wall-to-wall bookcases, and books all along the
window ledge. The people were oddball, too, back in the corner
Stacey saw a tiny guy on double canes arguing with a giant
overflowing from a chair that looked as if it might burst under him
at any second. The little guy on canes looked like a movie star,
beautiful, only he was obviously less than five feet in height. His
body looked normal, except that his back might be twisted, and his
legs were not only shortened, but damaged in some way.
“We’re not talking about it,” Jack murmured, staring into his
coffee, stirring it with a spoon.
“We’re working our way up to it, gradually,” Stacey said, still
watching the odd pair in the corner. The giant was boisterous and
loud, possibly the only loud person in the whole packed coffee
house, with a beard long and unruly, far too long and shaggy to
follow any current bearded fashion trend.
Jack looked back to see who Stacey was watching, and he
laughed.
“I see those guys all the time, the little guy won’t look at you,
and the big guy might come over and hug you if you look at him,”
Jack said.
“Really?” Stacey said, bracing himself.
“Well, not literally, I mean he seems to be that kind of person.
I’ve actually studied them, made sketches, you know, life
sketches, plus I eavesdrop on them sometimes, they’re always
here, I make notes, they talk about religion all the time.”
Stacey guffawed. “You eavesdrop? And write down what they
say?”
“Well, not to be nosy. Just practicing, getting it down, like in
writing, don’t you do anything like that, listen to people? Get the
hang of how people talk?”
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“Maybe subconsciously. I don’t think I’ve ever eavesdropped
on people on purpose. Better be careful, that giant looks like he
could pull your arms off.”
Jack snorted. “Not him. He’s the nicest guy. He kind of
reminds me of Beorn.”
“The Berserker, Tolkien,” Stacey said. “I was thinking of
Hagrid.”
“Yeah, Hagrid!” Jack laughed, “only shorter. Or Beorn, only
nicer, not quite as scary.”
“So, Jack,” Stacey said, leaning forward, stirring his coffee.
“Saturn.”
“I’m thinking the Government,” Jack whispered.
“The Government?” Stacey said, eyebrows lifted.
“Or aliens,” Jack said. “I figure it’s the Government, doing
some kind of hologram experiment. Or aliens, playing with us. Or
it could be…God.”
“Or God is an alien that works for the Government,” Stacey
replied, smiling into his coffee.
Jack snorted again. Then he laughed.
“Keep looking at your coffee,” Stacey said. “Tall guy, very
skinny. Bony, with alien-looking cheekbones, very stubbly gray,
expensive clothes, but very ratty old-fashioned sneakers, like
basketball shoes. Looks very nice, grandfatherly, hair perfect,
beautiful, white, but there’s something really—off about him, as a
whole.”
Jack stirred his coffee, looking excited. “Where?” he breathed.
“Back by the fireplace, looking through the books on the
hearth, only he’s not really looking at the books,” Stacey said, in
soft conversational tones, pretending to study his coffee, but
watching the man with his peripheral vision.
“Do you want to treat us to some croissants?” Jack said,
grinning.
“Of course I want to treat us to some croissants,” Stacey
replied.
Jack was up and moving to the cashier, glancing casually
about the room. He ordered two big butter croissants from the
beautiful girl behind the counter, and she told him they could pay
on the way out. He carried the two croissants back to their table,
the two pieces of bread looking like golden alien crabs on the
plate.
“I love croissants,” Stacey said, seizing one and biting off an
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end.
“You know it,” Jack said. “Saw the dude. I’ve never seen him
before, but he almost looks like Obi-Wan Kenobi. Or, you know,
Old Ben.”
“Did he see you looking at him?” Stacey asked.
“Probably,” Jack said, thoughtfully, “but I looked at him, you
know, casually, just glancing around.”
“I think he might be studying us the way you study the guys in
the corner,” Stacey said.
Stacey saw the elegant old man at the fireplace lift a book and
crack it open, and then he stood there, very relaxed, reading in the
light of the fire.
“Could be a coincidence,” Jack said.
“If it wasn’t a coincidence, that would be a coincidence,”
Stacey said, grinning. “Today, something happening that wasn’t a
coincidence might prove the biggest coincidence.”
“So you’re saying that if something happened that didn’t mean
anything or link to anything else, that would be more unlikely than
two unlikely things happening that do mean something, especially
together?” Jack said, obviously enjoying the mental exercise.
“Yeah,” Stacey said, “something along those lines.”
The little man from the corner came stumping past them on his
canes. Stacey watched him, feeling oddly, because it seemed that
he knew him, but then that was absurd because if you ever met this
guy you wouldn’t easily forget him. The little man glanced
directly at Stacey and met his eyes, for just a moment, and then he
was past, making slow, painful progress to the cashier. The very
pretty girl behind the counter smiled at the little man and Stacey
noticed that the man on the canes couldn’t meet the cashier’s eyes.
She went around getting something out of the display cases and
Stacey watched the little man watch the cashier.
“Wow, is he ever in love with her,” Stacey said under his
breath.
Jack glanced to the little drama at the display cases. “Really,
you think so?”
“Oh yeah,” Stacey said, “he’s looking at her like a dwarf
looking at gold.”
Jack and Stacey abruptly looked at each other, each with their
eyebrows cocked.
“That didn’t come out right,” Stacey said, showing his teeth in
an exaggerated grimace. “I should have said he’s looking at her
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like a leprechaun looking at a pot of gold.”
Jack sighed exaggeratedly. “Youch, that came out even worse.
Quit while you’re ahead, at least he didn’t hear you. I know what
you mean, but for some reason I didn’t think he liked…girls.”
“Oh, he does, and specifically—that one,” Stacey said.
But the little guy was coming back along the corridor between
tables, and again he glanced directly into Stacey’s eyes as he
passed.
“I feel like I know him, somehow,” Stacey said.
“We could go over and talk to them,” Jack said, rising in his
seat, as if ready to hurry over to the table in the corner.
“Oh, no, I’m not that kind of guy,” Stacey said. “I’ve had a
problem with shyness all my life.”
“Really? You don’t seem shy to me, not at all,” Jack said.
“Did you ever see Old Ben leave?” Stacey queried.
Jack looked back at the fireplace. The tall old man was gone.
“Weird, I don’t usually lose track of someone like that,” Jack
said.
“Me neither. I’ll be right back.”
Stacey rose from the table and hurried across to the fireplace.
He had his eye on that book, the one the old man cracked open,
and he didn’t want it to do anything ridiculous, like disappearing,
as the old man had vanished. Stacey looked around the room,
briefly, then caught himself, and looked back at the book he was
approaching, thank goodness, it was still there. He seized the book
and immediately returned to the table, and placed it near the plate
of croissants.
“Simulacron-3,” Jack read. “Daniel F. Galouye. Ever read it?”
“No,” Stacey said, almost afraid to touch the book now that he
had placed it on the table.
“There’s a piece of paper stuck in it,” Jack said, bending close
over the book, but not touching it.
“Probably a bookmark,” Stacey said.
“I’m not going to look at it,” Jack said. “You do it.”
“What’s there to be afraid of?” Stacey said, reaching for the
book.
“I’ve got a bad feeling,” Jack said.
Stacey slowly pulled the piece of paper out of the book. It was
a thin piece of notepaper, folded once in half lengthwise. Stacey
flipped the paper back and forth showing Jack that there was
nothing on either side, like a magician preparing to do a trick.
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“Go ahead already,” Jack whispered.
With Jack leaning forward to the side, exaggeratedly twisting
his spine, and the older man leaning likewise to meet him, Stacey
slowly unfolded the paper, opening it so that they could see
whatever it was at the very same moment.
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06 — Into the Sandbox.
Seven stood looking out the dormer window upon the pine forest,
sipping at her favorite mug of coffee. She really did like the
ginger, as there was some complementary interaction going on
between spices; the cinnamon not so sweet, the ginger not so
biting, and the too-strong coffee not so strong, the concoction
blending into one powerful brew. It was like a hot frothy coffee
milkshake. She smiled sadly and formed the dormer window into a
window seat so that she might sit and enjoy the forest below, and
this is exactly what she did.
With her sandbox on creep, for the last thirty hours she
buckled down and concentrated on her schoolwork, actually
moving herself from several weeks ahead of schedule, to closing
down the quarter, taking and passing all her exams. If she
concentrated, and really made an effort, she might accomplish two
years of education in a full week of this lively, attenuated version
of reality, a reality where you never required sleep, never grew
tired, and truly, never endured stress.
Seven was not trying to put paid to her education, in fact, she
was now considering tackling a much stiffer itinerary, which
would be nothing, she told herself. Then she meditated on that
thought, sipping at her coffee, reclining on the window seat of her
favorite dormer window, looking at the still, quiet world of pine
below her, and the fat squirrels that scampered from tree to tree,
chasing each other, scolding, and it bothered her, the thought that a
more extreme educational itinerary would really be nothing, just
nothing at all. What did that mean? It would be nothing. Even
appending letters to her name, what did it all mean, really?
Because what she accomplished here, in RL, it would not—
she stopped her thought, reminding herself that here, where she sat
in this newly formed window seat above a pine forest, this was
actually her Inner Sanctum, this was not RL, she was merely one
step below the staircase of reality, or one step above, if you
thought about it that way, because as Number Six alluded in their
conversation out in the common breakroom, this very private inner
room, and the vast worlds beyond, seemed more like an improved
RL, not in any way like a simulation.
Of course, Six had not really said anything of the sort, but his
physical condition, a world of palsy, trembling in RL, that was not
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the world to which he devoted nearly all his time. Action is so
much louder than the words formed by your lips. What was real to
Six was this place, well, she thought, not this place, but his version
of this place. And it frightened her somewhat, because she sat
across from him, pitying him, he was a junkie; she thought she
remembered Six even making a joke about it. Staring into his tooperfect physical self that was a tangled mass of highly tuned
sinews and fiber, a body lacking fat, she was observing her own
too-near future. Six was a living prophecy of Seven.
Seven, or Newbury (she reminded herself of her name, at least
once a day; no, not once a day, because time did not divide into
days here, but out of habit, she did notice the time in twenty-fourhour blocks, and at least once during this block of time she had to
stop calling herself Seven, it was a number, and she was Newbury,
a person, a real person, not a number but a person), she had not
zipped through her full quarter of study in a concentrated
application of focus to pass the time, or to cram in more credits,
but realized at a deeper level she was clearing some time for her
crystal sandbox, the one she had, secretly from herself, worried
and fretted at all these thirty hours.
That particular crystal sandbox, the one with the kid, Jack, and
the older guy that seemed randomly to appear, and just kind of, oh
I don’t know, the old boxer, Stacey, he had appeared and ran
smack into her Principle, Jack. Jack was her Principle, her object
of study, he was the guy on which she would write her final
dissertation. And it troubled her (oh so much about this crystal
sandbox troubled her), because she first thought of them all as
characters, Jack, Stacey, the businessman, the old guy that looked
like a homeless person, even the pigeons, they were all just
characters in a play to her.
But, they were not characters in a play. They were people;
even the pigeons were individual beings, all with their own
concerns, fears, emotions.
Did pigeons even have emotions?
Seven rubbed her hands together, ridding herself of the coffee
mug. She stood from the window seat and returned it to the usual
dormer window. When she did not need it, she preferred the empty
space to needless clutter.
As she strolled to her desk she thought of a red silk kimono
and looked down at herself in it as it appeared, and it felt good, the
silk already warm to her skin, but she thought she looked kind of
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silly, kind of pretentious, and instead thought of her usual black
sweats, and that was better as she walked, clothed in black sweats
and her fluffy white socks. She felt cozy as she reached the desk,
opened the drawer, and snatched up the crystal sandbox out of its
fancy cloth box. Holding the crystal cube in her hand, she peered
inside and noticed the miniscule bustle of the city on creep time.
First things first. She duped the cube by pulling it into two cubes.
Now the two crystal cubes were identical, neither being an
original, neither a copy. They were now two crystal sandboxes,
and each would run along similar pathways, but soon, probably
even at this moment, they would begin to diverge and the butterfly
effect in motion would soon ensure each was a highly different
environment. She froze the one in her left hand, stilling the bustle
of the city, and this she returned to the cloth box, and closed the
desk drawer.
Seven imagined a server somewhere registering her vast data
doubling, and perhaps a technician bending forward to a screen to
ascertain what the crazy girl in the Number Seven slot was doing.
She knew, however, that there were no limits. This was not as if a
data max imposed on an e-mail account. Still, she did not wish to
worry about being a data hog. She reopened the desk drawer,
seized up a handful of a few of her earlier practice simulations,
and dropped them into the wicker wastebasket next to the desk.
She stared at the wicker wastebasket. It was beautiful,
intricately woven. She loved it. But she frowned, because when
had she done this? Changed her wastebasket? She loved her brass
wastebasket, the one that looked like an old-fashioned spittoon,
which she had formed on her first day in her Inner Sanctum. It had
come with the desk, from a catalog, and they matched. The wicker
basket did not really match She must be subconsciously modifying
this place, making it even more her, because she highly doubted
that anyone was tampering with her Inner Sanctum. She would not
even begin to go down that road of paranoia.
Seven remembered those angry eyes, staring directly into her,
those severe eyes above the half-lens spectacles. Maybe it wasn’t
paranoia. But she wouldn’t worry about that, at least not yet.
Plus, she liked the wicker basket, even better than the spittoon.
More than anything else bothering her, which was the kicker,
that guy, the businessman with the umbrella and briefcase. He was
not a denizen of the crystal sandbox—her crystal sandbox. That
guy did not belong. He was an outsider, and he changed things. He
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carved Jack’s name into a tree, and he gave Jack a book (the book
was now in her to-read bookcase, alongside the William Goldman
novels that Jack and Stacey mentioned). She was not much of a
reader, not the voracious kind, like Jack, and Stacey.
The other man, the old man that somehow revived the
pigeons, he did not belong either. And he told her not to be afraid.
What business was it of his? She could be afraid if she wanted to.
Not that she was afraid. No, she was angry.
Perhaps, that was the point, she was taking this too seriously.
Maybe she was viewing all of this wrong, and she should relax, a
bit, and just enjoy everything.
Okay, Jack, what are you up to? She went to the couch and
spread the crystal sandbox out on the coffee table, and then she
moved her fingers and zoomed in to where Jack stood in an alley.
Seven blinked, what in the world? Jack and Stacey were moving
backward, the kid behind the older man, and Jack’s nose was
bleeding profusely, it looked terrible, and Stacey had his hands up,
and he was bloodied, as well, his left eye closed and already
swelling.
Seven switched angle to take on Stacey’s point of view. Three
small men were advancing, another three lay strewn in the alley,
two not moving, the third pushing himself off the pavement and
jerking to his feet, but then this third man fell over again, his face
a smear of blood.
Okay, something had happened, something that was not
supposed to happen.
Seven scrolled everything to the right abruptly and she caught
a reverse-flow of images tangling, violence, and then she was in a
dark room alive with people, a coffee house and she found Jack
and Stacey at a table. She stopped the flow. She instantly saw the
man that did not belong here, the tall old man from earlier, but
now dressed differently, standing at the fireplace, flipping through
a slim paperback book. A small man with canes was moving past
Stacey and Jack.
Seven moved up close to the old man and he hummed through
the corner of his mouth. It sounded to Seven that he was making
the noise to her, directing the sound at her approach, kind a
smiling mmm-hmmm, as if he were greeting her. The old man
could have just as easily have said: “Ah yes, and here you are,
again!” Then he vanished. Seven gasped. Well, if she needed
further proof, this was it, like the businessman, this tall old man
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was an outsider to this crystal sandbox. They were meddling with
her project, damn it, and she was going to put a stop to it.
Seven considered this for a few moments. She had scrolled
back through time, following what had transpired in a few
minutes, and yet the old man had perceived her approach in the
now, and this did not seem possible. He should not be able to
address her directly, except that of course it was possible, because
in the sandbox there truly was no past or future, there was merely
data flow. At least that is how she understood it. But how could he
be aware, in the now, of something to which she had just scrolled.
She glanced to the side and gasped again because the older
man, Stacey, was striding purposefully toward her. Now this was
impossible, he couldn’t possibly see her! She was preparing
herself for what she could possibly say if he accosted her, because
he might be angry, livid with rage. She perceived many men that
way, right on the edge of fury, especially big, powerful men like
Stacey.
Stacey seized the book from the mantle over the fireplace and
turned abruptly. For a second it seemed he looked right at her, the
way the businessman had seen her, but that was just a trick of the
eyes, because it was not as if she actually stood here, next to the
fireplace. Stacey’s eyes had just moved through space, passing the
area in which her POV resided. Still, her heart thudded in her
breast, she actually placed her hands over her heart where it raced,
and she blinked, because it was not as if her physical heart were
actually here, in a physical body, next to a fireplace.
Seven was at their table in an instant, not walking, but just
being there, being here, even before Stacey returned to his seat.
Just look at Jack, young, vibrant, alive, handsome, almost
trembling with excitement. She was so charmed by his vivid being
that Seven laughed out loud, and then froze, her hands covering
her mouth, because Jack reacted to her laugh, he actually glanced
away from the approaching Stacey, and looked about himself, as if
he were looking for the source of her laughter, and the focus of his
eyes passed right across her face like lasers, but then Stacey was
there. Seven forced herself to relax, it had just been a coincidence,
her laughter, and Jack’s seeming reaction. He could not hear her,
because she was not here, she was sitting on her couch in her Inner
Sanctorum, and then, she was not actually sitting on a couch, but
lying quietly, surrounded by tingling sponge, in a dark chamber
that even now was in the constant process of perfecting her
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physical body.
They looked at the book, the three of them, and none of them
recognized the title, or the author. In her Inner Sanctorum, in her
to-read bookshelf, Simulacron-3 appeared between William
Goldman’s Control and Haruki Murakami’s 1Q84. So much
reading, so little time.
Stacey unfolded the paper bookmark and Seven’s eyes
widened, it was the old man’s message, first to her in the park
after the pigeons came back to life, and now here scrawled in
ungainly pencil.
“Don’t be afraid,” Jack said. “Well, that’s kind of
anticlimactic, ain’t it?”
Stacey sighed. “Everything is anticlimactic. Every comedy is
someone else’s tragedy, and every tragedy is just a headline to
somebody else.”
“What’s that?” Jack queried, pointing to a smudge under
Stacey’s thumb.
Stacey moved his thumb and they saw what could only be an
iconic doodle of the planet Saturn. Stacey’s big hand had smudged
it, but they both knew what it was, and they looked from the note
to each other. Stacey threw the paper down onto the paperback
book.
“So this is all part of something,” Jack said, and he looked
afraid.
“What we saw in the sky, and now here, in a note, left by Old
Ben,” Stacey breathed.
“What’s happening?” Jack said, and he was smiling, but there
were real sparks of fear dancing in his luminous eyes.
Stacey half shrugged, and then grinning, he pointed to the
message at the top of the note.
“Don’t be afraid,” Jack read. “Why does that scare me so
much?”
“What you said, earlier, Jack,” Stacey said. “About an
experiment?”
“You mean by an alien god that works for the Government?”
“Yeah, that one,” Stacey said, his eyes seeing things far away.
“Either that, or ghosts,” Jack said, drawing his chair closer
around the table toward Stacey. “Just before you got back to the
table, I think I heard a ghost.”
“That’s a coincidence,” Stacey said, and made an imaginary
chalk mark in the air.
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Newbury’s eyes widened. Jack was referring to her
involuntary laughter, just moments before, but what Stacey had
just done, moving his finger like that, it looked uncannily as if he
were accessing her system!
“What are we up to?” Jack said, and then he lifted his finger as
had Stacey and made three more imaginary chalk marks and then
drew an imaginary line through the other marks, from corner to
corner. “I think that must be about thirty-one, already.”
“I think thirty-two,” Stacey replied, slumping in his chair.
“When I went to get the book I almost thought I was going to
bump into someone. Someone who wasn’t there.”
“It’s our ghost,” Jack said. “I heard her laugh.”
Stacey chuckled, “I bet she’s very pretty.”
“No,” Jack said, “she’s beautiful.”
Seven nearly screamed as Jack’s eyes moved and looked
directly at her.
She froze everything and stood away from the couch. She
paced to the dormer window and looked out at the pine trees. The
squirrels were chasing back and forth across the patches of snow.
Seven pulled a glass of merlot to her lips. She usually didn’t drink
alcohol this early in the day. Then she nearly screamed. Drinking
alcohol, that was a laugh, this wasn’t alcohol, this wasn’t even a
glass, and what did time of day even mean? Here, damn it, here,
what did anything mean, and what was happening, she was as
afraid as Jack was, because weird things weren’t just happening in
the crystal sandbox, they were happening here in RL, okay, so not
RL, but here, in her own personal sacred space, her Inner
Sanctum.
Maybe she should get out of the chamber, right now. She
could take a break; she had more than two months of free time.
She could go visit Mom and Dad.
She downed the wine in a gulp. She felt woozy. Too fast, too
fast. She refilled and sipped. Just think. You don’t have to be
afraid. He told you. Just relax. Enjoy it. Don’t be afraid.
Newbury (she minded herself) crossed back to the couch and
settled back. She looked at the frozen scene, Jack smiling
wistfully, his glance coming right out of the crystal sandbox. It
was as if they were looking into each other’s eyes. Here was Jack,
a boy, bright and alive and full of mirth and mischief.
And Stacey was there, too, Stacey who did not belong. She
could scroll through the sandbox and find the stone with his name
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on it, she could read the dates, and yet here he was, slurping
coffee, sitting almost knee to knee with the young Jack. Stacey
and Jack, Jack and Stacey, freaking each other out with their
coincidences. Trying to figure out what was going on in a world
that would stymie them at every turn.
Newbury broke into tears, the sobs surprising her. Tears
erupted from her eyes and wet her cheeks. What was wrong with
her? Why was she taking this all so seriously? This was her
project. She had mapped out the details, whipped together a report,
submitted it, and almost instantly, it was all approved, everything,
and everything was here and alive more than she could ever have
hoped for it, even in her most cherished dreams. Here she was,
with the opportunity of a lifetime, and instead of exploring and
documenting and laughing her lungs out in pure
unadulterated…joy…here she was, sitting on a couch, inside
herself, of all things, weeping her eyes out, gulping at wine that
was making her fizzy and groggy.
Jack was a person, fully alive, with all his hopes and fears and
dreams, and even Stacey, he too was a person (one out of time, out
of order, that was true, but here he was, just as vibrant and full of
spirit as the kid was).
Still sobbing, gasping, she contracted the sandbox into its
vestigial crystal cube, but she left it there, sitting on the coffee
table. She had fully intended on putting it back in the desk drawer.
Then it occurred to her where she had first arrived in the
sandbox during this turn, with Stacey and Jack backing down the
alley, the three small men advancing on them. She tossed off the
second glass of wine and woozed for a second. Whoa, oh, it was
very real, drinking wine here in her Inner Sanctum. She refilled
the glass and set it on the coffee table next to the crystal cube.
She burped, loudly. “Excuse me,” she said, her own voice
making her start.
Sandra Newbury wiped her eyes and cheeks on her black
sweatshirt, and then she opened the sandbox, extending it to the
four corners of the coffee table, and leaned in close, staring into
Jack’s eyes.
The whole room was frozen. She stared into Jack’s eyes,
nodding. Then she forced her gaze away from him. She glanced
across the room. She saw the small man, the one who earlier had
stumped on canes past Stacey and Jack. He was looking across the
room, obviously staring at Stacey, and the mountain of a man
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beside him was looking back too, craning his vast head over his
shoulder, his full beard shaggy and a mess, and he too was looking
directly at Stacey.
She turned her attention to Stacey, the man who should not
even be here. Why were they so interested in him? Sure, he was a
striking man, big and strong and handsome, with those beautiful
shocks of white in his dark hair, but it wasn’t as if he were some
celebrity to draw attention in a public coffee house.
Her eyes caught movement outside the window. That
shouldn’t be. No, that could not be. This was a frozen sandbox.
There could be no movement, but she drew close to the window,
and gasped a short breath.
Because he stood just outside the window, looking in. The
businessman. He stood on the other side of the glass looking
directly at Seven.
He lifted a hand before his face and flexed his index finger
toward his face. Seven did not understand. She knew what he
meant, that was obvious. Get out here, now. But it was impossible,
him being here, him breaking her control of the sandbox. Then
with an angry expression on his tight face, he formed his hand into
a fist and jabbed his index finger straight down at his feet, which
obviously meant: I mean it, now. Get out here, little girl.
Feeling like a child about to receive punishment, Seven moved
outside the window and stood before the man, who was of equal
height.
“I am terminating this, do you understand?” he said in very
clipped words, staring at her mouth.
“I duh-don’t uh-understand,” she stammered, feeling
completely powerless, and yet her mind strayed to Number Six,
trembling and stuttering at the table in the common room. She
burped again, but thankfully did not excuse herself, did not even
cover her mouth. But sandboxing and drinking certainly did not
complement each other.
“No. You do not. You understand nothing, do you
understand?” he muttered softly, savagely, barely controlling his
anger, his eyes moving away from her mouth, staring into her
eyes.
That didn’t make sense, not at all—you understand nothing,
do you understand—what in the world was this guy talking about,
and how dare he burst in here, into her sandbox, messing about
and sneering at her.
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And she suddenly realized she was standing here, in the
sandbox, in the alley, in the bright sunlight, standing in front of the
angry businessman. That couldn’t be. Could it? What? What was
going on?
Seven steeled herself. Who did this guy think he was? She
stepped in closer to him so that they were only six inches apart.
“You don’t belong here, and I want you out, now,” she said,
matching his soft and angry tones. Then she surprised herself. She
reached out her hand and poked him in the chest with her index
finger.
His eyes widened, and he looked down at her finger. She
abruptly drew the offensive finger and wrapped her arms
challengingly across her chest.
They stood and glared at each other.
“Neither of you understand,” a new voice said. They looked to
where a group of men was walking toward them, spreading out to
block the alley with distinct menace.
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07 — Confrontation.
Meren Dulance, Lord of High Vale, paced in the darkened high
chamber. The room flickered by the light of one small lamp, and
the great and large man cast vast shadows in the high-ceilinged
room, passing back and forth before the amber flame of the lamp,
his mighty arms clenched across his chest. He paused and listened
in his pacing, for was that not a distant cry? No, not yet. It was not
time. He had just left Varrashallaine sleeping, and felt this was the
last time with her, as he was finally ready to surrender to the
inevitable. When the dragon warriors burst through the front
doors, he would humbly offer them his head, his life, for this was
the thirty-second visit to this, his halted world, and after, after this
final time of agony, he would delete this crystal sandbox, and he
would no longer think of Varra. He sighed. This was the end.
“There is a way,” a voice spoke from the echoing room.
Meren Dulance gasped, whirling, perceiving a dark and
looming shape half-hidden in the shadows of the dark room.
“Toby, I know how much this world means to you. High Vale
is beautiful, and you have been a true artist, a genius in its
construct,” the voice murmured.
“How did you get in here?” Six snapped, his heart hammering
in his great and broad chest.
“How tall are you in RL?” the shadow queried, hardly
moving, it looked like the grim reaper refusing to emerge from the
grave.
“What? Oh, I’m, I don’t know, five-foot seven?”
“Let’s say five-foot six, we’ll be generous,” the voice echoed.
“But here, oh, look at you, Toby. What? You prefer the number,
Six? Fine, Number Six, here, you are massive, a man of power,
six-foot-four in your stockinged feet. Powerful, truly, a man of
power in every way. Yet, sadly, you cannot stand up to the
overwhelming force that even now approaches. Do not worry.
Look at the lamp.”
Six turned and looked at the lamp. The flame did not flicker.
The world of High Vale was frozen. Whoever this was invading
his crystal sandbox, the person was an admin, with its controlling
powers. Whoever this was, they had control.
“What do you want?” Six gasped, more frightened now than
ever he had been by dragon warriors. For this was a threat from
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RL. They could take away everything. They knew. Instead of his
doctorate, his supposed studies, dissertation, all of that rot, he was
living here, at fraction time, at creep, passing ten years in lordly
bliss, while mere weeks passed in RL. They would take
everything.
“Do not be afraid,” the voice murmured, and a tall and very
thin old man moved forward, more into the light. “Try and relax. I
am not here to punish you. I am here to help you.”
“How can you help me?” Six gasped, nearly bursting into
tears. It was all over. Relax. Don’t be afraid. Absurdity, ludicrity,
asininity. How stupid this all was, how pointless.
“Ah, my young friend, it is not stupid. It is not pointless.”
Six ogled the old man. He noticed the sparks of silver flaring
reflections from the frozen flame, tiny sparkles of rainbows light
off the stubble on the old man’s chin. This admin was somehow
reading his mind. He remembered something Seven told him,
about the old man on the bench, the one with the pigeons. Hadn’t
he told her that, do not be afraid?
“I am not reading your mind; well, not exactly,” the old man
soothed reassuringly, moving forward a step. He suddenly reached
out an arm and clasped the beefy Lord of High Vale by the hand,
and squeezed.
Six sighed. His fear was gone. Memories of severe trembling
passed from his mind.
“Tell me what to do, I’ll do anything,” Toby Winnur, Number
Six, said.
“It will take some daring, on your part,” the old man said,
smiling sweetly, “daring, on your part, and mine. But more, we
will more have to be lucky. Very lucky. Does God throw dice?
And, I think, we shall have to break…a few rules. Perhaps just a
few rules.”

Seven instinctively stepped back, as did the businessman.
Newbury noticed that the small man had stepped away from her
even as he retreated a few steps from the advancing men, and he
had his umbrella out before him. He struck the ground hard with
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the metal tip of the black, tightly coiled umbrella. She glanced at
him. With his left hand, he snatched off his half-lens spectacles
and tucked them into the inner pocket of his suit jacket.
“You may take your leave,” the lead figure stated, stopping,
glancing at the businessman, as the other figures fanned out across
the alleyway.
“You do not have the authority to dismiss me,” the
businessman said softly. “And I view your presence here as an act
of insurrection. You may take your leave, and please, take your
aberrations with you.” He swiped the air with his umbrella.
Seven hastily looked over the men facing them, spread like a
barrier across the alley. She blinked, counting six, but it felt like a
trick of the eyes, because the six men looked absolutely the same,
absurdly identical. Apparently, the six were impossibly identical
sextuplets. They wore gray athletic jackets and pants, and black
Nike high-top sports shoes. These details she barely registered,
because her gaze kept snapping back to their identical faces.
They had weird faces. Her first impression was that each man
wore a stocking over his head, flattening their features. The men
had too-small noses, or mere suggestions of noses, tiny lumps
between their eyes and mouth. Tight black hair stood up like halfinch crests on their heads. A first glance would suggest crewcuts,
but their heads seemed to have tight, short feathers instead of hair.
Their eyes were too large, too round, too protruding, showing too
much white and not enough iris. The mouths were lipless, and
hard, seemingly reptilian. And the skin showing at their faces and
hands and throats, was pale, too sickly beige, featureless, and
smooth.
Seven swallowed hard, staring at the six grim men that looked
like an Olympic gymnast team sent from the planet Mars. They
were small, perhaps shorter than Newbury herself, but they looked
very stout, very strong—wooden rods.
Enough of this. Never before had a crystal sandbox frightened
her, not like this. She lifted her hand and ended the world, returned
to her couch in her Inner Sanctum, only it did not work. She stood
here in this too bright crystal sandbox. She glanced at the sun. The
sun was gone, but not the light, and the planet Saturn was there in
the sky as it had appeared to Jack and Stacey in the park. The
others, both the group of aliens and the businessman, followed her
gaze, and they all stared at Saturn hanging there in the sky, surreal
and hyperreal.
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The sun reappeared through the planet, Saturn faded, and the
crystal sandbox lurched into movement, shaking the ground. The
people in the alley braced themselves, spreading their legs, putting
out their arms to steady themselves in the sickening movement of
the ground. It was an earthquake in every sense of the word.
Sandra Newbury jabbed at the air. Something was desperately
wrong. She could not find control.
The shaking ground quieted; however, Seven kept pointing
and jabbing, swirling her fingers, searching, seeking.
“Stop that!” snapped the businessman.
“We have control, and we shall terminate after all aberrations
are eliminated,” the leader of the six stated.
One of the men on the edges of the six, the one nearest the
coffee shop window, came forward impossibly fast, and he seized
Seven by the arm and began dragging her toward his fellows. She
jerked her arm savagely, and nearly pulled the small man off his
feet, but he was as strong as she had supposed, and his grip did not
break. His hand clamped like a vice and he spun her around him as
another of the closest men leaped forward and seized her other
arm.
Without another word the businessman turned and abruptly
retreated at a swift jogging trot up the other end of the alley, his
umbrella tucked up under an arm.
“You are under arrest,” the leader of the six said to Seven as
she pulled and cried out between her two captors. “We are the
Keepers of the Code, and we have judged you a Violator of the
Code.”
“I haven’t violated anything,” Seven cried, kicking at them,
stamping her foot at their feet, and if she could get close enough
she would bite them, but they ensured her unbalance, her feet
barely touching the ground. “Stop it! You’re hurting me! Ah, stop,
help me! Somebody help!”
“Into the portal,” the leader commanded, marching toward the
building across the alley from the coffee shop.
Seven glanced up and saw a perfect green circle form in the
bricks of the building, shimmering, a rippling sheet of plastic
water hanging impossibly in the air. No way was she going in
there. In strength born of terror she lurched her body and twisted,
yanking at the hand-clasps on her arms, not caring how her bones
bent and her skin stretched. They could barely contain her as she
dug in her feet and screamed. Another of the strange men came
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forward to snatch her up but she met him full on and kicked him
fully between his legs and he grunted and fell atop her, and the
whole mass of them surged and tangled.
Someone cried out and there was a flurry of movement and
Seven was thrown backward onto the pavement, suddenly free of
the intense pressure of the men’s hands on her arms. She banged
her head, hard, but rolled and tried to scamper away but legs
tripped over her half-risen body and she was knocked to the
ground again. She rolled away from bodies and slammed into the
bricks. She remembered, the green circle, the portal, and she knew
to move her body as far away from that thing as possible. She
looked back and saw a tall figure amidst the strange men.
“Are you okay?” someone said, gently taking her shoulders in
a grip so different from the ones she had just escaped that she did
not even start at the touch. She looked up into Jack’s eyes, who
looked as terrified as she was, and yet he smiled reassuringly. And
then she saw a shoe connect with his face and knock the kid back
and away.
She scrambled her fingers in the warm bricks and climbed to
her feet as one of the grim gray men came at her. She did not
think. She punched him squarely in the face, and shockingly, the
man tumbled violently backward, away from her, crushed by her
blow.
She did not even think of the power she felt in her fist as she
struck the man. She rushed to Jack, who was half up, scrambling
woozily on hands and knees. She got her hands under his arms and
aided him to stand, and then the tall man, the big man, Stacey
Colton, he came backing into them. She drew Jack back and away
down the alley and they separated for a moment, and she stood
panting, bending over with her hands on her knees, and she looked
up, and it struck her, this was it, this was that moment, that very
moment she had arrived in her opening of the crystal sandbox, it
was laid out before her like a dream she might have had, or a
prophecy in the moment of fulfilment. This was her POV, Stacey
facing off with the attackers, Jack bloodied behind him, and here
she was; she had not seen herself, before, when she sat on her
couch, but she had seen this same scene, through her own eyes,
right now, at this moment.
Stacey was there, facing off with three gray men, and Jack was
just behind the taller man, the boy’s hand braced against Stacey’s
spine, his face full of blood. Stacey had his fists up loosely, and
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his feet were doing some kind of slow-motion tap dance,
constantly in motion.
Three of the six aggressors—Keepers of the Code—stirred
and jerked on the pavement.
The three strange gray men, the leader most prevalent,
advanced.

Stacey lurched in his seat and the coffee mug seemed to leap
out of his hand. He felt woozy, dizzy, and blinked his eyes hard.
What in the world?
“Did you feel that?” Jack croaked, his own arm spasming and
knocking his coffee mug off the table. Instinctively, blinking his
eyes hard, he seized the paperback book from the table and
crammed it into his backpack. He half expected the book to be
gone, but no way was he letting them snatch that away. He felt
like he had just fainted. His head felt sick. One moment he was
looking up, he was seeing the beautiful girl standing there, halfsubstantial, a ghost, looking at him, and he was just smiling, and
then everything had lurched.
“Everything lurched,” Stacey said, clutching at his forehead. It
felt like everything just stopped, just froze, and now began again.
He thought that maybe he was having a stroke. Then he looked out
the window, and started. Jack half stood and leaned over the table,
and they both saw the strange group outside, the young woman in
black sweats poking a very familiar figure in the chest, and the
group of strange men appearing from the periphery.
Then the earthquake began. Stacey seized the tabletop and
stood.
“Earthquake!” Jack spat, grabbing onto Stacey’s arm,
attempting to steady the both of them, attempting to steady the
very world.
“Away from the window,” Stacey said pulling Jack with him
as the diners of the coffee shop began wailing, many people
slipping beneath tables as the whole world undulated.
“Come on,” Stacey said, tugging on Jack, heading them like
drunken sailors toward the front doors.
“But we’re not supposed to go outside in an earthquake,” Jack
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complained.
“It’s her,” Stacey said. “Hurry,” spoke over his shoulder,
pulling the kid along by an arm, “and you stick with her, okay, let
me handle them!”
“Her!” Jack said, and then “them! WHO?”
As they reached the front doors the shaking of the world
settled, it had only lasted ten seconds, at most, even though it felt
as if it must have been an hour. An earthquake is a terrifying force
of nature, trembling the very core of reality, the foundation on
which they existed.
“Get ready!” Stacey called, releasing Jack’s arm and bursting
through the front doors of the coffee shop. One of the doors
slammed into the bricks and shattered into a blizzard of glittering
bits, but Jack ignored the explosion, chasing after the large man
who was moving too fast to be possible and then they were
charging down the alley and Jack barely registered the struggling
knot of people when Stacey slammed into them, a freight train
scattering bowling pins.
Jack saw the girl go over and roll amidst the bodies and he
lifted his backpack like a battering ram and slammed into the pile
of bodies, driving two little men apart, then he got knocked to the
side and literally tripped over the girl’s body as she was trying to
rise.
Stacey grabbed a strange looking man by the seat of his pants
and the scruff of his neck and hardly considering lifted the man
and spun him up into the air above an open dumpster. The tossed
body boomed loudly inside and there was the crash and smash of
glass and the bang and clatter of metal garbage.
With lightning quickness Stacey perceived a man spinning
toward him and he registered a foot slamming him across the
cheek, but reflexively (those old reflexes, bless them) he rolled
with the blow, and chopped his left elbow up and across in a
savage crank, blasting the blur of a man off his feet. Then with
hardly a breath several men were punching him, kicking him, and
he was covering and turning, swinging his torso about, his arms up
in the old stance, he was blocking and ducking, and he realized
(with a stab of embarrassment) he was bellowing like a bull.
Stacey took another huge kick to his thigh and he almost went
over, but he spun neatly and backed through the remaining tangle
of bodies, putting himself between the attackers and the two young
people, Jack and the girl.
71

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

He was ready, but he reminded himself not to start jumping
and hopping like he always used to do. He used to be a swift
motorcycle, but if he attempted to fight in that fashion, he would
die of a heart attack in a matter of second, because now he was
more like a lumbering tank than any two-wheeled vehicle. But he
still had all the tools for this kind of madness.
Someone lurched at him and Stacey neatly jabbed his left fist,
a clean snapping strike, and it caught the guy square in the nose.
But that was weird, because the guy didn’t seem to have a nose.
But the little man flopped backward just as neatly as any normal
man would do, nose or not. Stacey feinted at the next closest
assailant, and the thug jerked back.
Stacey started edging backward, never ceasing his footwork,
ever tracking the three guys in front of him. The guy in the
dumpster started emerging like some kind of eel from a hole but
the lid of the dumpster crashed down on him. Stacey felt a hand on
his spine and knew it must be Jack, and kept moving backward,
herding them away from the three odd-looking thugs.
“This is the main aberration,” one of the identical men said to
the other two, “eliminate him, that is the first objective now.”
The three men came forward but now each had a long black
instrument in hand, at first Stacey thought they must be watchmen
batons, but a second peek revealed that the weapons were sharp,
like needles.
“Ooh boy,” Stacey murmured. “This…is…gonna…hurt.”
But he stepped forward, fists up, ready to use the only tools he
had at his disposal.
“Get away, Jack, run!” Stacey commanded under his breath,
and he moved forward.
“Stop this immediately,” barked a voice of command, and
Stacey heard behind him shoes clattering on the pavement. He
glanced back, keeping an eye on the three fighting freaks with
their black needles, and he witnessed what had to be the strangest
vision of the day, even in a day full of strange visions, because a
line of businessmen came trotting up the alley, trotting up
alongside Stacey and then passing him, forming into a line of blue
business suits.
Stacey registered there must be six of the businessmen, large
men in identical blue suits, but all the men were diversely varied,
there was a blond businessman in a bowler hat, a black
businessman with neat muttonchop sideburns, and at least two
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businesswomen with their hair drawn back behind their heads
tightly into buns. They formed a wall between Stacey and the
clones. Each of these suited saviors had their umbrellas up and
pointed before them like swords.
“You should not be here,” the seventh businessman said,
coming up alongside Stacey. He paused for a moment, meeting
Stacey’s eyes. Stacey recognized the man from the park, the one
that had given Jack the book, the one Jack mistakenly believed to
be the author, Murakami. “But you handled yourself competently,
for an out-of-shape pugilist.”
Stacey grinned and managed to pant: “I never liked fighting.”
And he was completely out of breath, with the old asthma just
kicking in. He spat on the pavement and felt like he was about to
faint.
Jack moved up, took hold of Stacey’s arm, and wound it over
and around his shoulders. Stacey leaned on him, just beginning to
feel pain in his ribs, a limp in his right leg, and assorted other
wailing body parts, crying out for attention.
“You…okay?” Stacey queried, noticing he could only see Jack
through his right eye, the first kick in the face closing his left eye.
“Fine, are you okay?” Jack returned, pulling the larger man
away from the standoff in the alley.
People were out on the street, many of them looking down the
alley, watching the odd confrontation. The lead businessman
pushed through the wall of diverse umbrella wielders and stood
with his own umbrella poking the ground. He looked like a
monument erected to filthy lucre.
“You are under arrest for crossing boundaries, and violating
security,” the businessman said to the clones.
“You have no power to arrest Keepers of the Code,” the
speaker for the six said.
“I will not discuss these issues with you, but demand that you
come without protest, or we shall subdue you,” the businessman
said, and now he sounded as if he were enjoying all this.
A double-cab pickup truck moved across the rear of the alley
and a grinning shaggy head erupted from the descending driver’s
window. It was the giant from the coffee shop.
“Stacey, Jack, Sandy!” the giant called, “Come with me if you
want to live!”
Stacey and Jack and Seven who stood near, gawked at the
giant in the red pickup truck.
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“I’m just kidding! I always wanted to say something like that,
now hurry, get in the back!” the giant bellowed, and despite his
size and shaggy beard, he could almost pass for a mischievous
child, beaming at them. Apparently, he wanted to take them all on
an adventure.
“Do not leave this place!” the businessman bellowed back at
them, and it was at that moment that the odd-looking attackers
launched themselves forward, as if they meant to break through
the line and come after Stacey. The line of businessmen closed and
umbrellas spiraled and flashed, there were fierce cries, and the din
of battle was loud.
“Into the truck,” Stacey whispered, turning Jack about.
“Agreed,” Jack snapped, and they began moving toward the
truck, both of them limping; Seven, however, remained where she
was, making odd signs in the air with her finger.
“Come on,” Stacey called to her over his shoulder.
“It’s not working,” she wailed, trying everything she knew to
take back control of the crystal sandbox, but it was as if she was
no longer in the sim, but the real world. Each moment that passed
in this place made her blood pressure elevate. A black metal sliver
clanged on the ground near her feet and she glanced and saw that
its end was soaked in blood.
Sandra Newbury ceased signing in the air and dashed after
Stacey and Jack.
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PART 2 DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE
“It is sometimes an appropriate response to reality to go insane.”
—Philip K. Dick

“I learned a long time ago that reality was
much weirder than anyone’s imagination.”
—Hunter S. Thompson

“Sometimes legends make reality,
and become more useful than the facts.”
—Salman Rushdie
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08 — Judgment Day.
“I’m Joshua Bouwer, and this is my good friend Michael Potok,”
the giant behind the wheel of the big red pickup truck bellowed in
his happy, gratingly loud voice. The front seat of the truck was
moved back farther than the manufacturer had unthoughtfully not
provided, so that Stacey’s long legs were twisted, one painfully
too low and the other with his knee tucked up close to his chest.
Jack sat close to Stacey, dabbing at the ex-boxer’s closed eye with
a handkerchief provided by the small man, Michael, and the girl in
the black sweats and white fuzzy socks sat far across the rear seat
huddled against the door, apparently drawing pictures in the air,
jabbing, dotting, swirling, grabbing.
“Do you have any idea what’s going on, Joshua?” Stacey said,
groggy and seething with pain.
“I have absolutely no idea!” Joshua shouted, pounding on the
steering wheel and laughing a laugh that sounded like he might be
related to a certain old man that lived far north near a little candystriped pole.
“Voice, down,” Michael said softly, sitting stiffly, hugging his
canes against his chest. He wore big round glasses, and he stared
straight through the windshield, keeping his head unnaturally still.
“How does it feel?” Jack said, wincing sympathetically,
holding the bloodied handkerchief against Stacey’s damaged eye.
“I can’t tell if it’s gone or not.”
“I think I’ve had worse than this, don’t worry,” Stacey said,
but unsure himself how badly damaged he was, except for a
cracked rib—he knew that one, too well—and the big knuckle on
his right hand, that was probably fractured, as well. Still, he
sighed, it felt pretty good punching those little creeps. Normally,
he wouldn’t consider hitting a smaller man, but when there was a
whole bunch of the Martians, he didn’t feel too guilty. He never
wanted to say it aloud, but he knew they had got the best of him;
they had trashed him up one side and down the other. It had been a
long while since his barely modest days in the ring, but still, he
shouldn’t have missed so many punches, it was embarrassing, he
had felt like a grizzly bear taking swipes at clever salmon.
“I’m Stacey, by the way,” Stacey said, his tongue pushing at
one of his lower teeth that was definitely loose. “But you seemed
to know our names, how was that?”
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“I didn’t know who was who,” Joshua bellowed as if he were
calling to someone seated packed into the bed of the truck. “But I
figured the girl was named Sandy, although I guess she could have
been Stacey and you could have been Sandy.”
Stacey peered at Jack with his good eye and grinned, shaking
his head, and Jack got the message, laughing: the giant up front
had a few loose marbles, but he certainly was lovable!
“So that must be Sandy, and she seems to be doing sign
language,” Stacey said, glancing at the girl whose hands were
constantly in motion. Strangely, Stacey seemed to recognize what
she appeared to be doing; it was as if she had a big tablet before
her, though an invisible one, and she was opening and closing
windows, moving them about.
“Shut up,” the girl said, her hands constantly fluttering.
“That was rude,” Jack said, looking over at her. He smiled, she
looked just like he thought she would, his ghost, and he nodded his
head, because it seemed like he had known her forever, it seemed
as if she had always been there, throughout his life, and now here
she sat, scooted across the seat from him, in the flesh, beautiful
and sparkling. For some reason, he always pictured her with a full
mane of shaggy red-golden hair, but she had close-cropped blonde
hair. As he watched his eyes bulged and he gasped as she reached
a hand and started tugging her hair out long and shaggy,
thoughtlessly changing her whole appearance in a few moments.
“You shut up too, Jack, this is important. I’ve got my interface
back, but I still don’t have control. Mr. Odd Jobb must still be
messing with my system,” the girl said distractedly.
“Oh, well, I guess that makes sense,” Jack said, shaking off his
amazement—hey, he’d go with this, this wasn’t the weirdest part
of his day—he smirked and rolled his eyes to Stacey, but the big
man was not looking at Jack, he was watching the girl. He had
seen the miraculous change as well. It was not a wig, not a trick,
no sleight of hand involved, but the girl had changed reality
without even thinking about it.
“Hey,” Jack said, patting Stacey’s arm. “You were great back
there, that was amazing.”
“That? Jack, I got my ass kicked, if you didn’t notice,” Stacey
said, feeling more depressed than excited, or even frightened. “I
am in the worst shape of my life. I was miserable.”
“Are you kidding? You must have taken on ten guys, and you
weren’t even scared, you just piled in there and started knocking
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heads together, I’ve never seen anything like that. You are a
hero!”
The girl, not pausing in her hand ballet, snorted.
“We are in big trouble,” Michael said from the front passenger
seat.
“Oh, you know, it will be okay, everything’s going to be okay.
Remember, Old Ben said not to be afraid, that we should enjoy it!
Isn’t this great?” bellowed the giant, causing everyone else in the
truck to wince.
“Voice, down,” Michael repeated, firmly, it seemed to be a
private ritual between the two. In fact, it sounded as if the calm
little man were telling a very large and beloved dog to get down
off the furniture for the countless time.
“Sorry! Sorry! I forgot! I’ll keep it down!” Joshua bellowed
again, if possible his thunderous voice even louder than any time
before.
“Old Ben?” Jack and Stacey said to the back of the giant’s
head, tensing and leaning forward.
“HE SAID THAT YOU WOULD LOVE THAT!” Joshua the
giant roared.
“Voice, down!” Michael commanded, cuffing the driver of the
vehicle on the arm.
“OKAY! OKAY! SORRY BUT THIS IS SO EXCITING!”
Joshua roared, beyond any semblance of control, slamming his
hand down so hard on the steering wheel that the whole truck
vibrated warningly.
“This is was a tall, old man, dressed kind of oddly?” Stacey
queried as Joshua drove.
“I’ll say, oddly! He was wearing a bathrobe!” Joshua
spluttered, half laughing, a spray of spittle sprinkling the inside of
the windshield.
“A bathrobe?” Jack said.
“No,” Michael said, “not a bathrobe. It was more like monk
robes.”
“Yeah, yeah, like a tall, skinny monk,” Joshua agreed,
obviously smiling, and somehow managing to tone down his
voice.
“He appeared in our house, last night. Late last night, all the
doors were locked, and Joshua and I were going over our website,
and he just kind of walked up behind us in the kitchen while we
were talking,” Michael said, but barely finished speaking before
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Joshua interrupted excitedly.
“We were arguing about this guy, this pastor guy, Bobby
Cilantor, and Old Ben kind of came up and spoke softly, like he
was trying to calmly introduce himself, and he almost scared me to
death! Seriously, I thought I was going to have a heart attack,”
Joshua said, speaking too fast, wriggling around in the seat to look
back at them, of course not looking at the road racing at the front
of the truck.
“Watch the road!” Michael and Stacey and Jack all shouted at
once, as if they had rehearsed a chorus for a play.
“SORRY!” boomed Joshua.
Sandy hardly paid any attention to the rest of them, so focused
was she on her invisible tablet.
“He talked to us for about an hour and told us to be at the
Coffee Dump this morning, and that we should be ready to take
you out of there at the sign,” Michael reported, half turned in his
seat, yet clutching his canes to his chest.
“Which sign? There were so many signs, all day long,” Jack
said, bouncing on the seat.
Stacey grunted as his aching ribs jostled and Jack immediately
simmered down.
“We were not sure,” Michael said, calmly, “he said we would
know it when we saw it.”
“I thought it was when we saw Old Ben in the Coffee Dump,”
Joshua said, over by the fireplace, but he shook his head at me,
and then I thought it was when he just disappeared like a
magician, but then I saw Stacey get the book and I thought that
must be the sign. But first I thought it was a sign the way the
waitress kept staring at the big guy, oops, sorry, I mean Stacey.”
“It was Saturn,” Michael said, softly, and everyone was quiet
for a while. Then Michael continued, “I saw it, in the sky. The
whole ceiling disappeared and I could see the sky, and I looked
directly at the sun and it didn’t hurt my eyes, and then it turned
into the planet Saturn, and that’s when I told Joshua we had to
hurry to the truck and come pick you up at the back of the alley,
that’s where he said you would be.”
“We went out the back door, and I actually had to carry
Michael, and he didn’t even mind, but still, now that I think of it,
the sign might have been the earthquake,” Joshua said, nodding his
big head vigorously, “that was a pretty big sign, too. But then
there were those girls at the next table, remember, I heard one of
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them say Stacey, and another one said Sandy…”
Michael sighed, but did not’ say anything. This too appeared
to be a private ritual between them.
“Did he tell you what we’re supposed to do, what’s going
on?” Jack said, interrupting the giant whom he sensed was about
to go off on a tangent, leaning forward, allowing Stacey to slump
with his eyes closed against the door.
“Go to Jack’s tree, at midnight,” Michael said.
“My tree?” Jack said, “I don’t exactly—have a tree.”
“The tree in the park, with your name carved in the trunk,”
Stacey said, quietly, not opening his eyes.
“Yes,” Jack said with wonder, “that just appeared there this
morning, my name, on my tree; I mean the tree I sit under when I
write.”
“Your name?” Michael said, eyes wide behind his round
glasses.
“The letters, widely spaced, J-A-C-K, carved deep into the
tree, weathered, it looked like it had been there for years and
years, and yet I’ve never seen it before.”

Mr. Kronoss sat in the courtroom with his umbrella before him
on the shiny tabletop. A crisp white bandage covered the bridge of
his nose, and one of his eyes was darkened and puffy. He glanced
across at the other table and looked at Mr. Enseladus, whose arm
was in a sling. The small angry-eyed savage stared back at him,
his bulging eyes luminous. But there would be no violence, not in
this chamber, though the both of them would dearly love to have a
go for a second time.
The tall door at the front dais opened and the Shaannii entered.
Mr. Kronoss and Mr. Enseladus both rose as the Shaannii
appeared, and each of them offered half-bows at the waist, as was
required of the occasion.
“Please, take your seats,” the Shaannii spoke softly, but her
voice echoed the length of the great chamber. The men sat down,
each at his table. The Shaannii remained standing, tall and severe
in white robes from her throat to the silver slippers, which peeked
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beyond the metallic blue border of her skirts. A gleaming hot
jewel sparkled just beneath her chin. Her billowing white hair was
drawn severely back from her face, piled high behind her head in
what looked like a frozen fountain.
“We have reviewed the doings of late, and the charges that
both of you bring against each other. We must say…this is
something that we have not witnessed before, not across thousands
of cycles, the Keepers of Code clashing with Chaos. Resulting to
violence, and we might add, violence of the most mundane kind.”
Mr. Kronoss and Mr. Enseladus lowered their faces.
“What happened, violated code. But we condescend to admit,
we did not find everything…disinteresting.”
Each man slightly lifted his head, and peeked at the Shaannii.
“However,” the Shaannii continued, “we shall have no more
interference, from either the Keepers of Code, or Chaos. We shall
have no more stumbling blocks laid, but shall allow the code to
evolve, as it must, as it always has, and as it ever shall do.”
Mr. Enseladus timidly raised his good arm, pointing his
fingers at the vaults above.
Mr. Kronoss abruptly stood, facing Mr. Enseladus. “This one
has been copying that movie, cloning himself. I want it doubly
understood that he and his gang of abominations terminated three
of my managers, good managers.”
“Do not speak to us,” The Shaannii said. “We overlook all.
We watch. We oversee. We judge.”
Mr. Kronoss sat.
The Shaannii looked at Mr. Enseladus, and her eyes flashed,
but she did not speak. Mr. Enseladus lowered his hand and turned
his face down. The Shaannii turned to Mr. Kronoss, and he too
lowered his face.
“Our judgment is that the minor world in question shall be
shattered, at one minute after midnight, including all digitals
therein. Our judgment is that Number Seven shall not be harmed,
nor blocked. Neither hindered nor threatened. So let the code live
and evolve as life,” the Shaannii concluded, and turned, and
quietly exited through the tall door at the back of the dais.
As one, Mr. Kronoss and Mr. Enseladus exhaled shuddering
breaths, and each stood and pushed away from the table. Mr.
Kronoss snatched his umbrella and twirled it a few times, then
planted it loudly upon the tiled floor of the great chamber, its
echoing boom reverberating through the vast space.
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Mr. Enseladus did not meet his gaze but abruptly spun on his
heel and quick-marched from the chamber, his athletic gear
swishing as he moved.
“Oh, did I miss it?” a voice said, and Mr. Kronoss looked to
where a tall old man in robes came slowly toward him up the lines
of empty pews.
“Aajeel,” Mr. Kronoss said, softly, lips compressed. “Always
late. Always lurking.”
“Mr. Kronoss, my dear friend,” said Aajeel, halting several
rows of pews away from the other man.
“I think you must have had something to do with the events of
the day,” Mr. Kronoss said, staring hard at the other man.
“Raising a few pigeons from the dead, nothing much beyond
that. Oh, I may have lost a paperback book, one I think that might
perhaps have complemented a book you gave away,” Aajeel said,
smiling.
Mr. Kronoss snorted. “At least your clothes are clean. But I
had very high hopes for…Jack, in this iteration.” And he marched
past the tall old man, following in the footsteps of Mr. Enseladus,
departing the chamber.
“A minute after midnight,” Aajeel murmured. He slowly
turned and worked his way along the same route as his
contemporaries, but moving much, much slower.

“Oh my goodness, I’ve got it,” Number Seven said, all the
tension flooding from her body. Thank God, oh thank God, thank
God…THANK GOD! She was so very relieved. She shook her
tangle of gold-red hair from her face and laughed out loud.
“You’ve got what?” Jack said, edging toward her, trying to get
a peek at her invisible device.
“Jack,” she said, giving him a dazzling smile, “I am so very
glad I got to meet you. Weird, yeah, so very weird, but I can’t
think of a historical figure I’d wish to meet more, you are my hero,
and my idol, and I can only wish you the best.”
“What do you mean?” Jack said, feeling unsettled by her
words. What she said was not exactly gibberish, but still, it was
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pretty much little better than babble.
“And you,” she said, in a darker tone of voice, looking across
Jack at Stacey, who had his good eye open and was staring at her
blankly. “You are not supposed to be here. As far as I can see, this
whole mess is your fault. But that’s you, isn’t it? And I’ll tell you,
buddy, I am not and have never been Stacey’s girl, do you
understand?”
And she vanished.
Jack jumped away from her vacant seat, which was slowly
rising up out of the depression her body had just been making.
“Where did she go?” Michael snapped, trying to get a view of
the rear seat with the mirror in the visor above him.
“She’s gone? Just like that? Where’d she go!” Joshua
thundered, staring back and forth between her vacated spot and the
road outside the windshield. The truck swerved from side to side.
“I seem to have that effect these days,” Stacey said, sighing,
again closing his eyes.

Seven abruptly snapped into being upon her couch, the crystal
sandbox spread before her, and she dropped to her knees on the
thick rug, and she vomited up her guts. Unbelievably her whole
belly clenched into a fist and she voided what seemed like gallons
of murky dark sludge, which spread out about her on the floor.
She had absolutely no idea what all this was about, but she felt
deathly ill. She pushed herself out of the mess and muck and
plunked back down on the couch. With a whisk of her finger the
rug and all the filth (it stank, it was worse than throwing up in RL)
vanished and she waved her hand to spread a clean pine scent in
the air, then settling back she got rid of the filthy black sweats and
dirty fuzzy white socks and now she cuddled on the couch in clean
underwear, an oversized t-shirt, a new pair of fuzzy white socks,
and her softest blanket. And for the first time ever in this place,
she fell into a deep, deep sleep, perchance to dream.
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He saw his mother disappearing in the crowd, and he
remembered, this was when he was seven years old, he had been
lost at the zoo for almost an hour, the first half hour was very
exciting, he ran along the monkey cages watching as the little apes
grew more and more belligerent, some of them actually flinging
feces at him, but time was passing, and more and more he realized
how alone he was, a seven-year-old boy, and he was nearing tears
now, and then he had caught sight of Mama, walking and
laughing, seemingly unconcerned where her seven-year-old son
had gone, and Stacey ran after her, but kept getting separated by
the crowd of milling people, and soon he was bumping into things,
falling over, screaming out Mama, Mama wait, Mama, but people
began pushing him and laughing until he was shrieking, but this
had all already happened, this couldn’t be a dream, it was a
memory, only no, this was no memory, he was here, running,
weeping inconsolably, it was real, and people actually were
pointing their fingers in his face as he passed them, and they
laughed uproariously, they had never seen anything as hilarious
as a panicky seven-year-old boy, lost at the zoo, but not crying
because he was lost, but crying because he kept catching glimpses
of his mother, and she was laughing, and he caught sight of her
looking back, her eyes meeting his briefly, and she laughed and
ran with her friends, her big, hulking adult male friends, Mama,
Stacey called and then, finally, he caught up to her, she was
standing very still, and as he reached her, he realized he should
not touch her, for she was formed completely of crystal, and he
had been told forever that you don’t play with crystal, it was
expensive, you will break it, but he was so sad and terrified by this
point that he couldn’t help himself, he threw his arms about
Mama, and of course she shattered, she turned into a million
pieces of falling, dropping shards and bits of glass, and the zoo
went quiet as everyone drew around, circling the two, mother and
son, and it was deathly quiet as Stacey stood above the mound of
sparkling pieces of his mother, and the pieces begin to move—they
lift up and Stacey watches with horror, and he cannot move, the
pieces are little ones, little zeroes, all the same, and bits of ones
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and zeroes scramble about, an angry nest of ants, and Stacey
wants to move, he wants to run, but he cannot as the little
animated creatures, the ones and zeroes, they surround him, they
mill all about him, they clamber over his feet and Stacey blubbers
silently, because he knows, he realizes, this is still his Mama, it
doesn’t matter, he doesn’t care that she is thousands, millions of
bits of animated crystal pieces, he wants her, he wants his
Mama—
—Stacey starts awake, bumping his good eye against the glass
of the window, and it takes him a moment to remember where he
is, that he has fallen forward against the glass, and he remembers
what kind of trouble he is in, and then he realizes he is weeping,
both from his good eye, and painfully from his damaged, swollen
eye.
“Are you okay?” Jack asks.
“It’s all ending, isn’t it? None of this is real, is it?” he says,
hardly knowing if he speaks to the boy, or to himself, or to no one
at all. The nightmare still surrounds him, he expects at any
moment to be swallowed up by an angry swarm of crystal ones
and zeroes.
“Hey, it doesn’t matter, okay?” Jack says, and tears flow from
his eyes, but he is smiling at Stacey, his eyes sparkling with tears.
“We finally got to meet each other, right? This time, finally, we
met!”
And they are sitting close, holding hands, and Jack places his
cheek against Stacey’s shoulder.
“Yes, this time, this time, Jack, we met this time. Yes, Jack.
I’m very proud of you, Jack,” Stacey says, very softly, into Jack’s
ear. “Even if everything goes black, if it all falls down, I don’t
care, I’m glad I met you, and I’m so proud of you.”
“Is the world ending?” Michael says, peeking at them from
around the front seat.
“Don’t say that,” Joshua says, still driving the truck, and
amazingly, he is speaking as softly as the rest of them.
“It’s okay,” Jack says to them all, “just look at the sunshine
out there. Isn’t that beautiful?”
“It can’t end,” Joshua says, “because Old Ben told us to take
Jack and Stacey to the tree in the park, right?”
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The crystal sandbox atop Seven’s coffee table stood
glistening, a terrarium bustling with life, now night, lights glowing
from the city spread out close to the mountains, and Seven lies
sleeping on her couch, and her sleep is fitful, she stirs and cries
out, softly, and her hand reaches for the security of her crystal
sandbox, she reaches and touches the perfect crystal, it is warm
beneath her fingertips, and she smiles in her sleep.
Cracks form all over the glass rectangle. The crystal sandbox
vibrates.
Seven opened her eyes and found the warmly glowing
sandbox with her gaze, and she smiled, but then noticed the cracks
forming all over the crystal walls.
“What?” she says, half sitting.
Her grandfather clock begins chiming from the darkness of the
chamber.
She watches as the crystal sandbox on her coffee table hums
loudly and vibrates, she actually sees the glass walls bending and
flexing, faster and faster, and she listens to the clock tolling the
hour, she has lost count of how many chimes have struck, but it
seems to go on, the tolling chimes, it seems that there cannot be
that many hours in a day, and the crystal sandbox is now shaking
violently, a rectangle more formed of cracks now than perfect
glass.
“No,” she breathes, sitting up and leaning forward, placing
both her palms on the glass, “no, stop it. No, stop.”
The grandfather clock hits its final toll. Seven sits locked in
place, holding onto the crystal sandbox, willing the glass to heal.
She will hold it together. This is her place.
She sits in quiet, breathing hard, staring at the complicated
world inside the crystal.
It shatters. The crystal sandbox becomes a torrent of falling
crystal rubble, all at once; her little world detonates and falls to the
floor of her Inner Sanctum. The pieces vanish as they strike the
floor, quietly. It has all happened at once, in silence, her own
world has ended.
“Jack!” Seven cried, covering her face.
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09 — World in a Locket.
Seven stood at the arched window and looked out at night. The
last thing she wanted to see outside was pesky squirrels, or the
beauty of the pines. She allowed the outer world to reflect her
interior emotions, and thunder rumbled ominously, distant
lightning flashes briefly illuminating the rolling clouds. It had
been hours since the shattering of her crystal sandbox, although
here, in her Inner Sanctum, time was difficult to gauge, and she
could have been standing here quietly for days, or only a few
minutes. She felt as if her life was over, and that nothing could
ever repair or heal her loss.
She called up a steaming cup of coffee and stared into the
reflections in the cup. She switched it to tea. Then the mug
disappeared and a glass of dark wine replaced the mug. She sighed
and the glass vanished. She felt listless and helpless, and nothing
helped, nothing soothed.
Seven called up a window and checked briefly over her
curriculum, but didn’t care, and closed the window.
She closed her eyes and then opened them in darkness. She
was reclining and could feel electrical tingles all across her face
and down along her body. She lay in the pool of darkness and
allowed her equilibrium to establish itself and felt her ears pop
briefly, then she thought the hatch up and it silently raised into the
dim lighting of the chamber room, which seemed far too bright.
She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the chamber bed.
She glanced over the row of chambers and saw all progressing
normally. She had briefly hoped that possibly Number Six might
be up and about, but his chamber was closed and the stat monitors
at the end of the rows flickered as usual.
She went to the bathroom and did not need to turn on the light.
Her eyes were still accustomed to the dark and she could see
herself plainly in the reflection of the mirror, her eyes looking too
large, even huge, and then she lifted her hand before her face,
palm down, and studied her hand in profile, searching for
trembles. Her hand was steady, in fact too steady. She was
optimized beyond full health, and even in the darkness, her hand
seemed to glow with vitality.
She departed the bathroom and paused for a moment as the
door to the chamber room hissed to the side, and she padded on
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her socked feet into the dark corridor that brought her to the
common area. As usual, the small kitchen area was deserted, and
the lights came on at her presence. It looked like no one had been
here in quite some time, all the Voyagers were in deep submerge.
Briefly, she considered brewing a pot of coffee, but why
bother, the coffee was much better inside the program, and the
thought of drinking a severe, biting brew brought no comfort.
What she needed was to get out, to move about in the real world,
she needed fresh air, sunshine, not this stale, lifeless environment.
She went back to the chamber room and searched about in her
closet. Briefly, she thought about thinking a change of clothes, all
the while knowing she would have to go through the physical
actions of disrobing and all the mundane aspects of pulling on
fresh clothes, but right now, in the present, RL seemed very
unreal, the magic of her Inner Sanctum was the norm, not out here,
but she went through the actions, stripping off her sweats, kicking
out of her socks. She considered taking a quick shower, but why
bother, her body was cleaner now than it had ever been before in
RL. It was as if a thousand mice had licked her clean. That thought
made her want to take a shower, but her skin felt clean, fresh, and
tingly.
She pulled on a blouse, and then a baggy sweater. Funny, but
the sweater had not been this loose on her first day, when she
unpacked her suitcases and hung her clothes in this closet. She
snatched a pair of her favorite faded jeans, and even as she pulled
them up over her hips, it was obvious how much weight she was
down. Not even remotely heavy when she joined the program, but
by how loosely her jeans fitted, she judged she had dropped at
least twenty pounds. That must put her at about a hundred pounds.
But she didn’t feel emaciated, only boiled down to the gristle, she
was all sinew and muscle, and it felt good. She did not feel cold,
not at all like Number Six. But she didn’t like the feel of the baggy
jeans, which had been her tightest pair.
She put on fresh socks and then pulled her knee-high boots on
and zipped them up. She pulled her small purse over her arm and
seized a hoodie from the closet, setting the hangar rocking crazily,
noisily, and then she hurried from the room, turning the opposite
direction in the corridor that she usually took, and headed for the
exit.
At the heavy blast door, she placed her palm on the square
screen and leaned her forehead against the pad, allowing a brief
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scan of her eyes. The door clicked and pulled back away from her.
Seven barely allowed it to open before she was stepping through
and hurrying down the steps that lead to the elevator.
It almost felt that she was fleeing someone as she dashed into
the elevator. It felt like someone was back there, just now, at the
blast door, looking through the thick round portal in the door. As
the elevator door closed, she glanced up the steps to the portal, but
could discern no shape in the glass.
Oh yes, she was feeling paranoid. It seemed eyes and cameras
were everywhere. She jabbed at the Ground button and the
numbers above the elevator door started flashing upward from
LL32, she impatiently alternated her glance between the rising
numbers and the dark control panel. The elevator paused and she
saw that she was only up to LL13 and wondered with some fear at
the panicked thought of exactly whom was about to join her in the
elevator. She pressed herself against the rear wall of the small
cube, swallowing hard. She wished she had quaffed some water
before leaving the chamber room.
Suddenly she thought of the angry eyes of the businessman.
Seven is watching. He had written that, as if she were the invader,
in her own crystal sandbox. With grim certainty she knew that
man, the businessman, the guy in the suit with the umbrella and
briefcase, he would be standing there when the elevator door
opened. And he would bring a reckoning upon her.
The elevator door swished open. Seven glanced out at a long
dark corridor, only green exit lighting providing any illumination
down the quiet hallway. She had absolutely no idea what went on
in this building, way down here below the surface. They could be
turning humans into animals or animals into humans for all she
knew or card.
Seven punched the G button again. Come on, come on. Let’s
go, let’s get this show on the road, but the door remained open,
inordinately long, if no one were getting in, the door should have
closed by now. She heard footsteps in the corridor, but the elevator
door swished shut. She sighed, exhaling loudly. Perhaps it would
have been the appropriate etiquette to put her hand out and stop
the door from shutting, but if there were a way to do it, she would
have grabbed the door and pulled it closed that much faster.
Again, the lift ascended. She found that she was shrunk in the
furthest corner of the cube, and she forced herself to stand up and
away from the wall. She composed herself as the numbers at the
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top of the door arrived at single digits, and she felt the lift
decelerate.
When the door slid back, Seven paused for just an instant,
looking to ensure that no one was about to enter the lift. Then she
strode forth, resolute and confident, practically jogging. Her heart
thudded loudly in her breast. As she approached the receptionist
desk she saw the quiet woman behind the desk glance at her, but
they made no eye contact. The receptionist lifted a phone to her
ear and began nodding, talking softly, tilting her face away from
Seven, and Seven picked up her pace as she passed the desk,
feeling foolishly that they were going to stop her.
We are so sorry, but you cannot leave, for you see, we know
that you were watching, we know that you observed things better
unseen.
Seven pushed through two sets of glass doors and then found
herself outside, in the real world.
Newbury squinted her eyes in the bright light of full day. The
light felt like hot pincers squishing her eyes back into her head.
An electric tram stood at the curb and a few people were
stepping up through the doorway, but Newbury wanted to walk,
stretch these too-toned legs and exercise all of her muscles. What
had Six said, that they could run marathons if they desired?
She switched her purse strap from around her shoulder to over
her head, and turned left on the sidewalk, heading up the busy
street, to what location she had not the faintest idea. Coffee
crossed her mind, but even at the best café in the world the
beverage would not come close to what she was accustomed to in
her Inner Sanctum, but the thought of a café was good because
there would be people, real people, people with all their stupidity
and self-importance, all their selfishness, each individual set out
on its own mission, to conquer the world, or to stagger along in
zombie sameness, to steal from others, to mind the baby, catch that
taxi, yes she needed people, yes, she required their meaningless
presences, she needed to get lost, she needed to bury herself in the
nameless crowd.
Newbury, strolling with her hoodie over her arm, forced
herself to study the people on the street. She would not allow
herself to think of that other place. She needed a break, a short
breather.
Two mothers chatted at the corner, each standing with hip
jutting, resting grocery bags on the edges of their belts, two little
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girls assuming similar postures near their mothers, the large pair
and the small pair smiling into each other’s face, and one mother
was laughing and saying something along the lines of: “But that’s
just not real, you must know that, can’t you tell the difference?”
And one of the little girls, in identical tones to her mother, was
saying: “That’s just it, isn’t it? Dada is Dada!”
Newbury chuckled and didn’t pause at the corner, but crossed
against the light. Dada is dada, that was hilarious. When the little
girl was older she would say, men are men, or boys will be boys.
Dada is dada. That was good. A vehicle swooshed behind her,
missing her backside by inches.
She neared an outside café and considered going inside to get
a little something, then maybe sit out here with all the other
people. At one table, four women sat chatting, looking incredibly
similar to the two mothers at the corner; possibly those two had
just left this group, this little book club, but none of these women
had little girls with them. Next to their table, two men sat leaning
toward each other, one with an open briefcase on his knees. The
one with the briefcase was saying: “…in the numbers, okay, it’s
all about the ones and zeroes, you haven’t realized yet but there is
no difference, it’s all just numbers, get that through your head.
Data is data.”
Newbury lowered her head and hurried past the groups of
people. She did not enter the café. Instead she stopped and pulled
the hoodie off her arm and down over her head. It felt excessively
huge on her, as if she was stylishly wearing her boyfriend’s
clothing. Only after she started walking again did she realize she
had pulled the hoodie on over her purse. Well, that was okay,
probably less chance she’d get mugged like this, carrying her
purse like a concealed sidearm. But now, her hands were
trembling, her whole body shook.
Vividly, she thought of Jack going on about coincidence, what
it meant. And even Stacey, with his ideas about coincidence, and
here, out here in the real world, a little girl had said, “Dada is
dada,” something a little strange and humorous, and not fifty steps
across the street and a business guy says, “Data is data.”
Dada is dada. Data is data.
Mere coincidence? Come on, that was impossible. It could not
happen. Both phrases were unusual, but said together, this close
together, what in the world?
It happened. That was the reality. But what did it mean? That
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was the crazy thing, it was a message that didn’t mean anything.
What could something be trying to tell her? Dada is dada? Data is
data?
She leaned against a storefront and looked up into the sky. Oh,
but that would be too much. If she suddenly saw Saturn, any sign
at all of the ringed planet, she would kill herself today, she would
do it, because she couldn’t take it.
The sky was the sky. The sun was the sun. Nothing more,
nothing less. No heavenly portents were present, no signs flashed
in the sky. She looked up and down the street, half-expecting to
see a row of trotting businessmen, umbrellas at the ready, or
perhaps the gymnastic team from hell, their sharp pointy black
things swinging at their sides.
But all of that, all the mess, that was inside, okay, that was
inside, it was inside where things were as perfect as you could
imagine them. That is, until things got very weird. This here, on
the street, was not there, in that other world.
They were testing her. It had to be something along those
lines. They wanted to see how far they could bend her, that was it.
And of course, she remembered Jack and Stacey having a similar
discussion, except hers was all in her own head. She closed her
eyes, feeling somewhat queasy, because how much of this was
inside her own head? I mean think about it, who cared if some
kind of supervisors had invaded her crystal sandbox?
But it had gone far beyond that. Those six guys, they had
dragged her toward a circle that formed in a brick wall, a fiery
circle, full of light. That had to be the most terrifying thing she had
ever experienced in her life. They were going to kidnap her, and
despite her most desperate struggles, she could do nothing to
impede their actions.
The homeless man! He had tried to warn her. But no, that was
no warning. He in fact told her not to be afraid, he was giving her
worthless reassurances, don’t be afraid, and then those
bizarre…guys, what the hell was that supposed be about? They
had bug eyes, no lips, flat snubs of noses, and feathers, come on
feathers?
They wanted to intimidate her. They were trying to terrify her.
Okay, I surrender, I am intimidated. I am terrified. You guys
win. Now what?
Thank God for Stacey, she had to admit it, he had come
plowing into the bunch of them without a thought for himself. He
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had been so heroic! She remembered snatches of him throwing
punches, ducking and weaving and punching.
She hated that. No, she hated Stacey Colton. She had always
hated him. He was the black sheep, he was the loser, the bad guy
in the story. And yet she remembered him putting himself in front
of her and Jack, he was the wall, the protector, the barrier, even
when the Martians produced weapons, Stacey was there, he was
moving forward, doing his stupid, pathetic boxer shuffle, moving
his feet like he was square dancing, dosey-doe, turn your partner
round and round, stupid, brave, heroic Stacey, what had he said?
“This is gonna hurt.”
Come on, he knew he had no chance, and yet he was trying to
buy them time with his own body. She had to admit it: he was
quite a lot of man. How could she hate a man like that? What was
she thinking, she had never known a man like that, not truly. In
any world. Any of her boyfriends would have grabbed her by the
shoulders and shoved her at them, at those Martians.
And dear sweet Jack, he was there, right there, in it with her,
he certainly wasn’t going anywhere, she recalled his arm about
her, and the fact that he was trembling as much as she, and yet he
had not run away. Yes, Jack was everything she knew him to be,
as brave and loyal as she could have ever hoped or dreamed. He
was just a boy, but really, what a man!
She had sat there with them, in the back of the truck, with the
two unknown weirdos up front (she had not a single clue as to who
or what they were or why they were there, other than what they
had said, of course). She was there, in the confusion with her two
guys, Jack and Stacey, and she had been so rude to them! She
cringed at the thought of telling them to shut up, well, not so much
Stacey, but she should have never said anything like that to her
Jack.
She should have stayed with them. Newbury should have
stayed with Jack and Stacey, even with the world ending. If she
had known, oh if she had known, she would have stayed with
them. She could have held Jack’s hand, and go ahead you guys,
you do it, just bring on the apocalypse.
But what about that businessman? Mr. Odd Jobb. He was the
one that pulled her into her own crystal sandbox, yes, he was the
guy. Then he had fled! True, he had come back, like the very
cavalry, with office workers, for goodness sake! All the cavalry
armed with umbrellas. He had shouted for them to stay put. She
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wished she had obeyed. She wished she had remained.
She sighed and opened her eyes, staring at the sky. None of it
was real. Jack was not real. Stacey was not real. The two oddities
in the truck were not real. Mr. Odd Jobb and Old Ben, they
couldn’t be real. She wanted to scream, out here in the real world,
she wanted to scream and rant and hurl accusations at her
tormentors, the tormentors from the other world, that fake world of
ones and zeroes, yes, yes, the data is data, I know, Mr. Odd Jobb
and Jack, they were ones and zeroes, they were data. And what
really could be the difference in the ones and zeroes comprising
Stacey, and those that constructed Jack?
The duped cube. She remembered now. Doubling her data.
She put the duped cube in the little embroidered box in her desk. It
was there now. Jack and Stacey were there now, in her desk. The
world may have ended, but there was still hope.
Newbury turned and ran along the sidewalk. She had to
protect them. She had to get back there and hide that cube. How
she could hide the cube in that place, she did not know, but the
idea filled her with hope, she remembered Jack’s delighted eyes
when he said she was exactly as he pictured her, and she couldn’t
know what he meant, not exactly, but they were linked, he cared
for her as much as she cared for him, and heroic Stacey, that poor
slob of an out-of-shape guy, a guy willing to put his body between
her and those horrific creatures, she owed him too, in fact, in a
way, she cared for him, too, poor Stacey, poor tragic Stacey.
She dashed by the café and did not even look at the people
there, though she did hear a man call out: “Now those are some
nice numbers, there!” Yes, a typical man, even though she had to
admit she did feel kind of flattered, as she was not the kind of girl
that men cat-called or dog-howled, she could generally walk past a
construction site and draw no attention. Yes, her body certainly
was optimized these days, apparent even in these baggy jeans and
oversized hoodie. Even now, with everything she had been
through, she felt a few bubbles of pleasure in the vicinity of her
heart.
Newbury had to dance and hop from foot to foot at the corner
as traffic blurred past. When the light changed, she immediately
leaped off the curb. The foursome of females was gone. She
dashed up the steps into her building, not even glancing at the
receptionist…
…and Seven beat at the elevator button until the door
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swooshed open, and then she was inside stabbing at the pad,
placing her palm over the little window and typing in LL32, and
the lift descended. She leaned against the wall and felt her heart
pounding, more from her resolution than her frenzied dash on the
street. Number Six was right; she could have run all day without
breaking a sweat. But the inner turmoil, that was different, it
popped beads of sweat out on her temples and beneath her arms.
She tensed as the lift dropped near LL13, but there was no
slowing this time, and in moments she was at her floor in the deep,
deep sub-basement, and within seconds she was through the
security and stripping her clothes next to her chamber. She didn’t
bother with hangars and folding but left her clothes in a heap in
her small cubicle. She lay down in the sponge and closed her eyes.
Seven stepped down from the door at her back and crossed to
her desk and snatched open the drawer. The embroidered box was
there. Apprehensively, she slowly opened the box. Yes, yes, the
cube was there, where it should be. She lifted it out of the box and
held it up to her eyes. She could just discern the miniature details
therein. Frozen. You’re safe, Stacey. She corrected herself. You’re
safe, Jack.
Seven shrank the box until it was the size of a vitamin capsule.
She produced a locket on a sturdy chain. The locket was indistinct,
just a lump of metal. She formed it into a slim, stylized Valentine
heart and then flipped it open. She placed the crystal capsule
inside the heart, drew up red velvet about the crystal capsule, and
closed the locket. She sighed and dropped the chain over her head,
tucking the locket inside her black sweatshirt. She patted the
locket between her breasts.
Then she looked to the side and screamed.
Someone was in here, inside her Inner Sanctum, seated upon
her couch.
“I’m terribly sorry,” the old man said, smiling at her, “I did
not mean to frighten you.” He lifted two placating hands, palms up
in the universal gesture of don’t be afraid.
“What!” she cried, it was like finding a stranger inside your
body with you. “What the? What?”
“I know, I know, most inappropriate of me,” the old man said,
shaking his head. “But we need to have a little talk, you and I.
Please?” He patted the couch beside him.
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10 — Apocalypse.
The four sat in the booth at the IHOP closest to the park, Joshua
and Michael seated side-by-side across from Jack and Stacey, a
very odd grouping of somber humanity that constantly drew the
glances of all the denizens of the very busy restaurant. Michael’s
eyes were sad and huge behind his round glasses, but Joshua,
vastly filling his side of the booth, just barely leaving enough
room for Michael to hang at the very edge of the booth, was his
usual jolly self, ordering as much food for himself as the rest of
the group combined. The table was pushed back away from
Joshua, right up near Stacey’s chest, which was a little
uncomfortable, as Stacey himself was a large man, and his
battered body would have been pressured under the best of
circumstances. Jack felt about as sad as Michael looked, but there
was no denying the excitement building inside of him, the
excitement of a lifetime all concentrated down to a few hours in
one day. And Stacey was his usual self, somewhat battered down,
sad but sardonic, quiet but friendly, his small nap in the back of
the truck reviving him as much as a twenty percent improvement
compared to the guy who fled the alley.
“Please Stacey,” Michael said, leaning forward, his glasses
reflecting waves of light. “You have to help me, with this, please.”
Stacey nodded and grinned at the little man. There was
something so melancholically sweet about Michael, you just
wanted to stand before him, shield him, from the world, and
perhaps from the very end of the world.
“Joshua,” Stacey said, looking seriously at the giant, “we
don’t want to cause a panic, everyone in this restaurant screaming,
running from the building, infecting everyone on the street, and
soon the whole city is looting and burning. We are responsible.
We are going to contain this secret, mostly because we don’t
understand it, right?”
“Oh,” Joshua burbled, his eyes swelling hugely, leaning
comically forward, whispering so loudly that someone sitting three
tables away could probably hear every word. “I get it, I’ll keep my
voice down, I promise. Whisper. Shhhh.”
Michael felt the need to offer at least some explanation that
might reassure the two characters sitting across from them. “Don’t
worry, he’s not being sarcastic, although I’m surprised it’s
99

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

working, I might say the same thing thirty-two times and it
wouldn’t help, not a bit.”
“Oh this is serious,” Joshua whispered. “But you have to
admit, it sure is a lot of fun, too!”
The last part of the giant’s speech was already getting a bit
louder than a whisper and his three companions were leaning
toward him, three separate index fingers pressing comically to
three separate sets of lips.
“Yeah yeah yeah SORRY!” Joshua yelled, not truly raising his
voice, but his normal voice seemed as loud as a bullhorn. The vast
smile spread across his face protected the giant from any true
anger or reproach.
“We don’t know what’s going on,” Stacey said, in his quieted
voice, revolving his coffee mug between his fingers on the
tabletop. “But we all feel it, right?”
“And we’ve all been receiving coincidences,” Jack said.
Joshua nodded enthusiastically, but Michael seemed frozen in
one stiff posture, staring at Jack and Stacey.
“We’ve all seen things, I mean in the last couple of hours,
impossible things,” Stacey continued.
“As if we are in a Twilight Zone episode,” Michael said.
“Ooh, I love the Twilight Zone,” Joshua said, nodding like a
crazy man, “especially To Serve Man, where Richard Kiel is a
giant alien with a big ole head like a butt. That freaked me out
when I was a little boy, have you seen that one? Great twist, loved
the shocker ending. Ooh, that was the best one.”
They stared at him.
Joshua snorted, lifting his hands palms up, then planted a
massive finger at his bearded lips. “Shhhhh,” he whispered.
But Stacey went along with Joshua’s train of thought. “But it
feels more like the one with the guy who loved to read, and he
survived a nuclear holocaust in a bank vault.”
“Love that one, love that one,” Joshua whispered, then gulped
down his third hot chocolate in one loud slurp. “Burgess Meredith,
the Penguin. Poor guy. Nobody let him read, especially his wife.”
“The end of the world?” Jack said, quietly, gravely, and
everyone nodded, knowingly. Michael visibly shuddered, and then
gripped his own mug of coffee, as if for stability.
Stacey moved a compressed wad of wet napkins away from
his left eye and experimentally peeked around at his companions.
He was just able see them, mistily. Thank God, his eye would be
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okay, it was just the usual kind of wound he had often suffered in
his prior life.
“Is it okay?” Jack queried, gently patting Stacey’s arm.
“Are you related?” Michael asked, because the two across
from him looked similar, but Stacey seemed a tad too young to be
the other man’s father, but Jack seemed a tad too young to be a kid
brother.
“We just met today,” Jack said, “in the park, at my tree.”
“But it seemed like we were supposed to meet,” Stacey said.
“We stumbled on a bunch of things that are the same about us.”
“It feels like we’ve known each other forever,” Jack said.
The waitress appeared and cleared away some of their plates,
and when she departed Joshua leaned forward and actually kept
his voice down, as he said, “did you see the way she kept looking
at you? Stacey, everyone looks at you like that, especially the
girls, like you’re famous!”
“I didn’t notice anything,” Stacey said, still feeling lightheaded. “It’s probably just that I look like I climbed out of a train
wreck—who doesn’t look at someone that’s all banged up?”
“Oh, it’s happening,” Jack agreed. “I noticed it when we
walked from the park, and in the Coffee Dump. You weren’t
banged up then. There’s definitely something about you.”
“I think it is something about me not belonging here, the girl
said something about that. Did you notice what the girl was doing,
in the truck, with her hands, and fingers?” Stacey asked.
“She was behind me, but I could sense her moving her hands,”
Michael said.
“Yeah,” Joshua said, “it was like she was doing sign
language.”
“What did it look like to you?” Stacey asked Jack.
“She was going like this,” Jack said, and lifted both hands
before his face and moved them about, pointing his fingers and
sliding them to one side and the next.
“Does that look familiar?” Stacey said to Michael.
“Like she was using a tablet,” Michael said.
“Yes!” Stacey said, rewarded by the small man’s
understanding. Michael certainly was quick on the uptake. But
Joshua? Well, Joshua had…enthusiasm.
“But she didn’t have anything,” Joshua said.
“She didn’t have anything we could see,” Stacey replied, “but
she definitely was using something like that, like an invisible
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tablet. But bigger than a tablet.”
“Which is impossible,” Jack concluded, his eyebrows raised
near his hairline.
“At least it is impossible for anything we know, that kind of
technology does not exist. Not yet,” Stacey said.
“So, what, exactly?” Michael said, still in that same frozen
posture. He didn’t even move his head. “Are you saying she’s a
time traveler, from the future?”
“Come on!” roared Joshua.
After the three individual mimes for quiet and Joshua’s cringe
of apology, Stacey continued, “I think it would seem like that to
us, that she’s from the future. But I don’t think that’s what’s going
on.” He looked at them, one by one. “You all play video games.”
It wasn’t a question.
Joshua leaned forward but before he could launch into a list of
his favorite games, Stacey showed him his palms, and the giant
nodded, grinning.
“Go on,” Michael encouraged.
“When you are in a video game, the better ones, you can call
up a menu, various controls, and make adjustments, without
halting the gameplay, right?”
“Come on,” Jack blurted. He waved his hands, indicating the
restaurant. “You can’t think that all of this is some high-tech video
game, I mean, we can tell the difference, right? This is all
obviously real, we’re real. Look around. This is reality.”
Stacey lifted his hand before his face and flexed it, studying
all the lines and wrinkles. He turned his wrist and looked at the
back of his hand.
“I seem real to me, as do all of you,” Stacey said. “But if you
were playing your favorite game, and met with someone, in the
game I mean, and they seemed real to you, and you talked to them,
and after a little discussion you realized that this person—”
“—an NPC!” Joshua said, delighted, not too slow on the
uptake himself.
“Yes, a character in the game, a part of the game, the kind of
details that make the game so real, so convincing, do you think the
NPC would think himself…real?” Stacey said, lowering his hand
to his coffee mug. “He’s part of the game. To him, the game is
reality. You probably couldn’t convince him that the world he
knows and loves is just a game for your pleasure, a game created
to waste time.”
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“I don’t think it’s a waste of time,” Joshua said, then looked
about him at the faces looking at him, registering the expressions.
“Yeah, okay, I see your point. So, what, you think we’re in…The
Matrix?”
“More like The Thirteenth Floor,” Stacey said.
“A city simulation,” Michael said. “But that’s a good
coincidence.”
“Tell us,” Jack said, perking up. He had been sinking lower
and lower into the booth, but the mention of coincidence ever
revived his curiosity. He could be called the Keeper of
Coincidence.
“We have The Thirteenth Floor in our movie library, but
neither of us had ever watched it, the cover just didn’t look that
intriguing, neither of us even remember buying it,” Michael said.
“And Old Ben, he suggested that we watch it before we went
to bed,” Joshua said, rolling his eyes, pounding on the table.
“I haven’t seen it,” Jack said, “but that’s a great coincidence.”
“It’s about a society in the future that runs society simulations,
and in one of the simulations the NPCs set up and start running
their own simulation.”
“So the guys in the simulation think they’re real,” Joshua said,
managing to just barely contain himself, “it’s a really cool movie.
Maybe not as exciting as The Matrix, but still, it blows your
mind.”
“It’s odd that the two movies came out at almost the same
time,” Stacey said.
“How’s that odd?” Michael said, and moved for the first time.
He laid his arms upon the table (and he had to reach a far distance,
as the table was so far away from him, and Stacey feared the small
man might slip off the bench and fall under the table).
“It struck me at the time—I saw both movies in the theater
when they came out—that a lot of people were having similar
thoughts to mine. Thoughts about reality. Long before 1999 I had
begun to almost, I don’t know, I had been—struggling, with the
idea that a lot of what happens, that I experience, really my whole
life, just seems to arranged, to such a degree it just doesn’t seem
like it could be real, like the coincidences, they’d been happening
so much that I thought something must be…off. Something was
going on.”
They sat in silence, all of them staring at the table and the
clutter of dishes and half-eaten food.
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“I always thought of them as miracles,” Stacey continued after
a few moments. “I thought God was helping me. That’s how I
always explained it, to myself. I lost my Grandfather’s hubcab, he
had an old T-bird, and he let me borrow it, and I was roaring about
town, peeling out, doing all the inappropriate things a seventeenyear-old does—sorry Jack, you don’t seem like you’d be the kind
of kid to do those things—but somewhere in my racing around, I
lost one of my Grandfather’s hubcaps, and he just gave me a look
when I returned the car, and I felt terrible about it. So I prayed. I
asked God to lead me to the hubcap. The next day I was driving
my car, another old car, actually, my Grandpa gave me that car as
well, an old 1956 Oldsmobile Rocket 88 that I called Galadriel—
everyone I knew was confused by the name, nobody had read The
Lord of the Rings, at least no one I ever knew.
“And I’d been having radiator problems with the car, that’s
why my Grandpa loaned me his T-bird, so that I could pick up
parts for Galadriel, and I had replaced everything, including the
radiator, all the hoses, and thought I had the problem finally fixed.
But that day, the day after I lost the hubcab, I was out driving in
the desert between Quartz Hill and Lancaster—that’s in Southern
California, LA is just down below—and stupid Galadriel
overheated again, again, after all the fixes,” Stacey said, and
Joshua snickered, but Michael lifted his hand for quiet.
“It’s just that’s so funny, Galadriel overheating, can’t you
picture her getting all flushed in the face?”
Jack laughed, and then said to Stacey, “Go on, so what
happened?”
“Well I was out in the middle of nowhere, about five miles
from home—I did a lot of walking, because Galadriel was an old
lady and kept breaking down everywhere—so I got out of the car,
angry, cussing, cursing the universe for giving me such a bum rap,
and I walked to the front of the car, just stood there pissed off in
front of the massive chrome bumper—I had pulled off the road
onto the dirt, and I looked, and right there, a foot away from
Galadriel’s tire, lying in the dirt, half-buried, was the hubcap from
my Grandpa’s T-bird.”
“Whoa,” Joshua said, “cool!”
“Did you think it was weird, I mean then, right then when you
found it?” Michael asked, looking charmed by the story.
“I was praying, as I lifted the hubcab out of the dirt, I was
thanking God, because it was a miracle. I mean, if you didn’t
104

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

know what to look for, you wouldn’t have even seen it, the hubcap
was covered in loose sand, and yet it was literally twelve inches
away from where Galadriel was parked off the road. I dusted it off,
placed it in the passenger seat, and I figured I’d try Galadriel
again, I got in the car, turned the key, Galadriel fired up, and the
red light was off in the dashboard, she was running perfectly, and I
drove home, and Galadriel never had a problem overheating again.
Think about it, I had driven all over town, all over Lancaster to
various part shops, maybe logging thirty-two miles that day. I
could have lost the hubcap literally anywhere during my driving.
“It was a miracle, an answered prayer, the odds of Galadriel
overheating right there, after all her cooling parts were replaced, it
just didn’t make sense, the odds were astronomical. I gave my
Grandpa the hubcap and told him everything—well, maybe not
everything, I think I forgot to mention all the peeling out and dust
clouds I’d been making, doughnuts, all the screeching of tires, that
T-bird had some power—”
“—you just conveniently forgot those hot-rodding details,”
Joshua snorted.
“Well, you know, as a kid, what was important to me was that
I had prayed to God for something kind of crazy, I mean what
does God care about lost hubcaps? I prayed, and my car boiled
over right at the very answer of my request. Galadriel overheating
was the answer to my prayer!”
“That just sounds wrong,” Joshua said, guffawing like a
mountain coughing out volcanic steam. “Poor Galadriel. Elrond is
gonna get you, Stacey.”
“That’s more about answered prayer,” Jack said, “not so much
coincidence. I believe God answers prayer.”
“Well, yes, that’s how I viewed it, and my Grandpa as well, he
said it was God, that He had answered my prayer. He was very
spiritual. But think about it, if I hadn’t of prayed, if I had never
made that request, and the same thing happened, it would still be
as bizarrely coincidental, if I hadn’t prayed, I might have
concluded that Galadriel herself had led me to the lost hubcap,
which would have been even more bizarre a conclusion. But
things like that have happened my whole life, when I prayed for it,
and even when I didn’t pray for it. I thought I was charmed.
Blessed.”
“So you figure that, in some way,” Michael chimed in, “that
the universe is communicating with you, that it has been a two105
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way street, that you talk to God, and that God talks back to you, or
at least gives you these miracles?”
“I noticed that these kinds of things did not happen to anyone
else I knew, and so I kind of naturally thought that it somehow
meant that I was special, that it was all about me. Throughout my
life the supernatural kept reaching out and touching me, and I
couldn’t figure it out, what it meant, why the supernatural
responded to me in such an open way, but through my life I began
to wonder what was going on, was reality what everyone thought
it was? I mean it was never like a system, I sent an order to God
and He filled the request—I never thought of it that way—most of
the things I prayed for never came to be, and my life has been
something of a downward spiral, and in school when I came across
Plato’s Cave—”
“—I was just talking about Plato’s Cave with my Pop Pop,”
Jack interrupted, too loudly. “Just last night.”
“See how they keep piling up?” Stacey said, “in any kind of
reality we know, this doesn’t happen like this, that we all keep
bumping into these connected things, like magic—The Thirteenth
Floor, 1Q84—there are only a few reasonable explanations, either
it is just coincidence, happy accidents, and they don’t mean
anything, or we are pulling at the loose threads of reality. The
government experimenting on us, or aliens controlling us, or God
playing checkers.”
Michael closed his eyes, removed his glasses with one hand,
and held them frozen before his face, and massaged the bridge of
his nose with his other hand.
“I don’t know,” Michael said, and then, “I don’t know. I
just…don’t…know.”
“So it comes down to answered prayer,” Jack said, “or some
kind of programming. God, or The Matrix?”
“For us,” Stacey said, “sitting in an IHOP, it seems like we are
all four going crazy, or someone is actually time travelling from
the future to visit us, or magic is real, or the Devil and God are
fighting over us, but whatever it is, the whole world is shaking
around us. The universe is collapsing all around us.”
“We could all be in a mental institution, drooling, or just one
of us is, and we are imagining the other three,” Joshua said,
sounding like he was trying to be helpful. “I think maybe Michael
is really Hurley, you know, from Lost, in that coo-coo house?”
“This Old Ben character,” Michael said, ignoring Joshua. “He
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has just recently reached out and touched the four of us, in one
way or another. Is he from God, is he the Devil, is he another time
traveler? Or maybe he is another Non-Player Character…?”
“He is our connection, it would seem he is the guy that is
pulling our strings, but I don’t mean to make it sound like we are
puppets,” Stacey said.
“But that’s really what scares you the most, isn’t it?” Jack
said.
“I guess that’s what I’m trying to say, that’s what scares me,
although I have to tell you, Jack, and you Joshua, and Michael,
I’m not really afraid. Jack? Do you still have that book?”
“Oh yeah, I’ve still got that book, I dare anyone to try and take
it from me,” Jack said, opening his backpack (for some reason he
always kept the back right there, against his knees). He produced
the slim paperback and passed it to Stacey.
Stacey showed the book to Joshua and Michael. “Ever hear of
it?”
“Simulacron-3,” Michael read the cover. He shook his head,
once, his body barely moving. “Never heard of it.”
“Daniel F. Galouye,” Joshua read the author’s name, shaking
his head.
“It was published in 1964,” Stacey said after checking inside
the front cover. “But what I wanted to show you was this,” he said,
pulling the slip of folded paper from the book.
Jack had out his phone and was moving his fingers about on
the surface, distinctly reminding Stacey of the girl just a few short
hours before.
“You are not going to believe this,” Jack said, tensing the
others. “The movie, The Thirteenth Floor, it was based on the
novel Simulacron-3.” He turned his phone, showing it to the
others, displaying a Wikipedia page.
Stacey paused in unfolding the bookmark. “So today,” he said,
“Old Ben conveniently left a copy of Simulacron-3 for us to find
in the Coffee Dump, and last night he recommended The
Thirteenth Floor to you for movie night.”
“Move Night is Saturday night,” Joshua corrected, then started
when Michael mock-slapped his arm.
Stacey passed the note to Joshua.
“Don’t be afraid,” Joshua read. “He said that to us, too.”
“What that, at the bottom?” Michael said, pointing to the
pencil scribble.
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“The planet Saturn,” Stacey said.
Michael, leaning against Joshua to read the note in his hands,
said, “So I guess whatever this is, whatever is happening, we
should do our best not to let it terrify us.”
“Old Ben links the four of us together, and what do you think
he could be hinting at with his choice of reading material, and
movie watching?” Stacey said, thinking about the girl at her large
invisible tablet. “And why, why is he giving us all this
information?”
“But you can’t think we’re in a goop-filled egg, could you?”
Joshua said, for the first time keeping his voice low, almost too
quiet to hear.
“Coppertops,” Jack said, weakly, utterly devoid of his usual
good humor.
“No, that’s not the direction I’m thinking,” Stacey said, almost
sadly. “Although the four of us have seemingly taken the blue
pill—wait, was it the red pill?”
“You think we might be NPCs, don’t you?” Jack said.
Stacey paused, thinking, opened his mouth to speak, but then
he sagged back in the booth, and closed his mouth.
“It’s two forty-five p.m.,” Michael said, extending his arm to
display an outrageously large wristwatch. The watch had a large
digital face, and even though it looked old; also seeming packed
with too many alternate displays and buttons, far more
complicated than the current slew of smartwatches and iWatches.
“Oh boy,” Jack said, “is then the part where you reveal that
you are from the future?”
“We’ve been here for almost three hours, it’s the middle of the
day,” Michael said, ignoring Jack. “So why is it so dark outside?”
They all looked, and it was dark, darker than snow sky, or
even if a storm front had rumbled in. It looked like evening was
approaching, because even as they watched it great darker still.
“I think we should get over to Jack’s tree,” Stacey said.
“It’s too early,” Joshua said, too loudly, watching outside the
window, as it now appeared to be night.
Stacey drew out his wallet and placed four twenty dollar bills
on the table, and even considering how many times Joshua ordered
from the menu there was still a sizable tip included, but then he
reconsidered and placed the remainder of his cash on the pile of
money. Now the waitress would receive a forty-dollar tip. She
deserved it, he thought, especially when considering how dark it
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was outside, how dark it now felt in here, let her have a few happy
thoughts before the world ended.
“Oh I would have paid,” Joshua said, finally noticing Stacey’s
accounting with the check on the table.
“Should we show up this early?” Michael queried, sounding
doubtful.
“Let’s go, come on Jack, hurry up Michael,” Stacey
commanded, seizing Joshua by a meaty arm and groaning as he
pulled the giant from the booth.
“Do we have time to use the restroom?” Jack said, giving
Stacey an embarrassed grin.
“Yeah, good idea, everyone use the bathroom, come on, I just
have a feeling, we gotta get out there, as soon as possible, but
everyone should use the facilities after sitting her for three hours,”
Stacey said.
“Plus I must have a ton of coffee burbling in me,” Jack said.
He hadn’t used the restroom since this morning in the park, when
he began his first goblet of exquisite brew.
Five minutes later and they were all out in front of the
restaurant, looking across the street to the park. Jack could just see
his tree and table across a slight undulation of the park’s lawns,
despite the darkness. All the streetlights were on, and solar-panel
lamps throughout the park were winking.
“Should be go this early, Stacey?” Michael asked, glancing at
his watch, “it’s only—” he paused and did a double-take, peering
at his watch, “this can’t be right. Something is wrong with my
watch.”
“It is 5:55,” Jack said, looking at his phone screen.
Stacey checked his watch, it agreed with Jack’s.
Michael showed his watch to them, it changed from 5:55 to
6:00 while they watched.
“Doot-doo-doot-doo, doot-doo-doot-doo,” Joshua merrily did
a somewhat spooky rendition of the Twilight Zone theme.
“I would have gone with the X Files,” Stacey and Jack said as
one, and looked at each other, and burst into laughter.
“Now I’m thinking we might be late instead of early,” Michael
said, “if we don’t hurry.”
They started across the parking lot, Michael immediately
falling behind on his canes, as even hurrying as fast as he could,
he could just manage an average person’s less than fast pace.
“Michael, it is 6:30,” Stacey said, jogging backward until he
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drew level with Michael, and started walking forward, “Time is
ticking away, oh, here, let me carry you.” He reached as if he were
to take the small man in his arms.
“Don’t you dare!” Michael snapped, staring grimly ahead, and
he began loping on his canes, dangerously wobbling from side to
side. Even at this new dangerous pace, he was going to slow.
Joshua came back and snatched Michael up in his arms.
“Put me down!” Michael thundered, producing a very
impressive volume of voice from such a small frame, causing
Stacey to wince.
“It’s okay, Michael,” Stacey said, “it’s an emergency.”
“I can walk! Put me down, Joshua! You boob!” Michael
thundered even louder.
“Hold onto your canes, Mikey,” Joshua said, grinning, and
began to run.
They jaywalked the street, Stacey and Jack looking both ways
for traffic, but the city seemed suddenly hushed, and they saw
fewer and fewer people out and about, and surprisingly no
vehicles. They hurried into the park, first on the sidewalks and
then soon onto the lawns. Stacey glanced at his watch and saw it
was already after seven in the evening. Trotting at a good pace,
following Jack who was dancing about up ahead with nervous
energy, Stacey looked for any trace of the sun in sky. Apparently,
it actually was evening. Time was moving, but not only that, it
was accelerating.
“I’m telling you Joshua!” Michael screamed.
“Michael! That’s enough!” Stacey boomed.
Michael ceased his struggles in Joshua’s grasp. He looked
down from his high perch at Stacey and his glasses flashed. He
nodded at Stacey, now fully in control of his emotions.
A loud bonging bell tolled across the city. It was the loudest
sound Stacey had ever heard in his life. It sounded like a cannon.
Michael clamped his hands over his ears. Jack tripped and tumbled
in the grass. Joshua roared with laughter.
The reverberations of the bell rolled on and on like rolling
sonic boom. They were all paused in their dash across the park.
Joshua standing holding Michael whose hands slowly came away
from his ears, Stacey standing spread eagled, his head tilted back
to the sky, his mouth open, and Jack sprawled in the grass,
grinning stupidly up at the sky.
No sooner had the last echoes of the bell faded, and it came
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again, crashingly loud and terrifying.
“Move, move, keep going!” Stacey shouted, waving his arms,
but it was as if his throat produced no sound, so buried was the
entire world in the chiming of the great heavenly clock. He
grabbed Joshua by the arm and began tugging him and the big man
slowly came to life and started running with Michael in his arms,
hugged to his chest, the smaller man grimly clenching his eyes
shut, his hands clamped down again over his ears.
Jack scrambled up from the grass and did a frenzied search for
his backpack, and after finding it, he dashed after the others who
were already past him.
Stacey held up his watch and pushed the button for light. Eight
o’clock and all’s not well. He wished he had the watch set so that
when he turned his wrist it would light up, but he had disabled that
feature as the solar batteries kept running out, and now it would be
far too complicated to figure out how to turn it back on. But to his
way of figuring, an hour had just passed in about one minute. If it
continued at this same pace they had four minutes to get to the
tree, but he was grimly fearful that it would only accelerate. He
figured it would be midnight when the clock stopped tolling, and it
had rung twice already, or was it three times? And hadn’t Michael
said they were supposed to be to the tree at five before midnight?
They were almost to the bench and tree but it was so dark now
it was difficult to tell the distance, and even the park lamps
seemed to be muffled. The third (or fourth?) great gong sounded,
and the ground shook. They heard a loud splitting sound, either the
greatest bolt of lightning ever loosed upon the Earth, or the sky
itself was cracking like crystal. The noise did not fade, but was
joined by other loud cracks in the heavens.
Jack soon dashed past the group and headed straight to where
he knew they should go, even though now he couldn’t see it any
longer, he really couldn’t see anything, but he was at the tree,
standing before the tall shadow, looking about, desperate to find
Old Ben waiting for them there, but there was nobody, just the
preternatural darkness, and the rolling peal of the bell, and the
sound of shattering glass, amplified, all about them, above them,
filling the world.
“Stacey!” Jack roared as the great bell bonged again.
The others joined Jack beneath the tree. Joshua went to lower
Michael to the ground but the small man clung to his neck.
“Don’t put me down,” he yelled into Joshua’s ears, but Joshua
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could not hear him because the great bell was bashing down upon
them again.
The tree actually swayed and trembled by the sonic punch, and
Stacey—always graceful and the most balanced of men—almost
toppled over. He grabbed Jack and steadied himself. The ground
lifted like a carpet and snapped beneath their feet.
“The tree, look!” Michael cried.
Finally, illumination, the four letters engraved in the trunk of
the tree were lit as if from within. As they watched it seemed the
letters, J-A-C-K, caught on fire, only there was no fire.
“Touch it!” Stacey shouted close to Jack’s ear.
“I’m not touching that!” Jack roared back.
The bell tolled again, a great rolling BONG, and this time they
all were knocked to their knees, only Michael was able to ride it
out, held above the ground in Joshua grasp.
“How many times has it chimed?” Joshua shouted, his
extremely loud voice sounding not so loud now, but they could
hear him above the shaking reverberations of the great chime.
“Lost count!” Stacey roared back. He was still holding onto
Jack’s shoulders.
“I think we must be on eight!” Jack screamed, tears rolling
down his face. “It might be nine, or ten, I don’t know!”
For all Stacey could recount, they might be on the thirtysecond crashing sky bong, because it seemed to fill eternity, it
seemed he had always heard that great clock smashing out the
hours. Stacey glanced at his watch and pushed the button. Ten
o’clock.
Something vast crashed to lawns of the park and it shattered
when it hit. It sounded like smashing glass. Then on the other side
of the park there was a similar crash, and another, and each blast
moved the very ground beneath them. They could not see what
was happening, but it was vast, and terrible.
The next tolling of the bell began and threw Jack away from
Stacey and he caught himself from falling by throwing his arms
about the trunk of the tree.
Stacey was on the ground, his hands over his ears, and he was
bouncing as if he was on a great train leaving the tracks and
grinding into rock. Dimly, he saw Jack’s shape climbing up the
tree, and Jack’s hand reaching, stretching up.
As Jack’s hand fell upon the four letters that spelled his name
a great light burst about them. Stacey saw a great circle of light
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form with the four letters at its center. The circle was a bright
tracing of blue. It looked like an eight-foot tall hobbit-hole door.
“Friend!” Joshua yelled, up on his knees, still clutching
Michael. “Anyone know the elvish word for friend? Or shouldn’t
it be dwarfish? Friend! FRIEND!”
Stacey crawled toward Joshua who was now up in a half
crouch, just inches from the glowing circle of blue light. Stacey
jumped and placed his hands on Joshua’s thick spine and shoved
him with all his worth, and Joshua and Michael vanished into the
circle, one moment there, and the next, not.
“Go Jack!” Stacey thundered, grabbing Jack by the arm and
bodily heaving the kid into the light, and even as Jack vanished the
loudest toll of the bell began and Stacey just perceived that the
circle was rapidly dwindling, sucking into itself, and he threw
himself at the circle that was now no more than three feet across,
and he knew he was too late as the world crashed down and
shattered about him.
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11 — Awakenings.
She stared at him a long moment, recognizing him as the old
homeless-seeming man from the park, the one discussing her with
Mr. Odd Jobb. She thought of him as the pigeon man. She wanted
to trust him, see him as an ally, and everything about him appealed
to her, especially after the things she had just witnessed,
experienced. Despite her trembling hands and the cold little feet
running up and down her spine, she nodded, calmly, and advanced
through her Inner Sanctum and joined him on the couch. She
glanced at the coffee table, seeing again the falling of her crystal
sandbox, the whole world inside destroyed.
Seven produced her favorite coffee mix in her favorite mug,
and she sipped the warm, comforting brew, and glanced briefly at
the old man.
“Can I get you anything?” she said, as lightly as possible, as if
he had just stopped in to pass pleasantries.
“Oh, yes, but thank you, hmmm,” he said in his kindly,
grandfatherly voice, tones gently warm, friendly. “Maybe a spot
of, I don’t know, breakfast tea?”
A fragile cup and saucer appeared at the edge of the coffee
table, with a full tea set upon a silver tray.
Seven set her cup on the coffee table, picked up the ceramic
teapot, and poured for him.
“Cream, sugar, lemon?” she said.
“One sugar, please, and just a touch of cream, thank you,” he
said, turning slightly on the couch, drawing up a leg partially,
sitting half-facing her, placing a long arm on the back of the couch
so that it seemed she was at least somewhat in his circle.
It sounded to Seven as if he had just a whisper of a brogue,
slight Scots, or maybe Irish, the accent a little too faint to
distinguish.
“I am sorry,” he gently murmured, “about your…troubles; I
wish to apologize, although I do understand there is nothing I can
really say.”
Nothing I can say about your devastation, loss, tragedy,
terror.
“You didn’t do it,” she said, handing him the cup and saucer.
“Did you?”
“Oh no,” he said, accepting the tea, sipping at it. “Very good,
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thank you,” he said, nodding at his cup. “But that? Well, that was
far, far above me, but I doubt you need to worry about anything
like that happening again, at least not in the foreseeable future.
There were, let’s see, complications that no one had foreseen.”
She sipped at her mug, not looking at him, still perching only
on the very edge of the couch, leaning above the coffee table.
Inadvertently, her free hand strayed to her chest, just at about her
heart, her palm reassured by the pressure of the locket beneath.
“How is that you are here?” she asked, glancing at him
through the steam of her mug.
“I think you might best understand my presence as,
administrative privileges,” he rumbled, his voice going lower, as if
he did not wish to be overheard. “Admin privileges that you now
have. Going forward I wish you to have every advantage.”
She felt a pinch on her left arm, a little lower than her
shoulder, and a burning sensation. She set down her mug and
massaged the place on her arm that still throbbed a bit.
“Sorry, there is a little pain involved. Think of it as a
vaccination,” he said, his eyes twinkling.
“Vaccination,” she said with a small laugh, “you mean like
from the study worlds?”
“Yes, something akin to that,” he said, nodding, sipping at his
tea.
“Am I in trouble?” she asked, huddling down inside herself.
She felt like a little girl sent to see the principal.
“No, not in the least,” he said. “In fact, I can assure you
somewhat with the hint that you do have some friends in very high
places. They were not happy with your treatment. The intrusion.”
Seven almost snorted. Friends? Her? That was almost funny,
if it wasn’t so sad. For she had no connections, not in RL, and
especially not here at Vestigial Surreality. It was almost a miracle
that she had even made it into this program.
He called up a window and turned it so that she could see it
fully. It was an outside view of a vast building complex, the large
glowing red VS logo prominent.
“You are a very special Voyager, Sandy,” he said. “May I call
you Sandy?”
She automatically began to nod but then stopped herself. She
set her mug on the coffee table and then pushed deeper into the
couch, but backward, away from him, at least fractionally.
“I prefer Seven,” she stated, with conviction.
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“Fine,” he nodded. “Seven. We have experimented with a
variety of Voyagers at VS. Men, women, even children, and thus
far you are our only candidate that has accepted the program,
naturally. I believe you have met Toby?”
She shook her head, slowly.
“You would know him as Number Six?”
“Oh, yes, briefly, we met in the common area,” she said,
thinking of the stringy young man who was almost terminally
cold. He had barely managed to speak through chattering teeth.
“Until you, he was our most promising candidate, in fact he is
the most veteran in the program, but in less than a year of
immersion he has almost completely rejected RL in favor of VR.”
The acronyms RL and VR were so prevalent in society as to
not even require definition, as people thought of RL—Real Life—
as the other place. VR, Virtual Reality was the common ground of
society. Almost all aspects of RL occurred in VR. Nearly all retail
workers accessed RL from home. Office workers, all levels of
students in the educational system, even tourism, everyone
experienced RL through the portal of VR.
“Number Six has maintained a certain level of personality
integrity. True, he has a certain predilection for the Mermaid Cove
add-on, but he has wonderful focus, far beyond the average
person’s ability to concentrate. In some ways he is very much like
you.”
In the window a smiling young man appeared, with lots of
blond hair.
Seven barely recognized crewcut Number Six. It took her a
moment, because the handsome college guy in the window was
beefy, filled out. He was whole. The guy she met in the kitchenette
was a boiled-down version of the smiling, healthy guy. The guy on
the screen was flush, whereas Number Six was all gristle.
“But the chamber is supposed to improve us, isn’t it? It’s
supposed to align us, in every way, right?” she queried, folding her
arms, clutching herself.
“Yes,” the old man said, closing the window. “It is. It does.
Not only does the system filter every molecule of your being, but
it also straightens out and configures every neuron, strengthening
every neural pathway, and creates new and compressed
connections, so that the human brain functions at a speed of
perfection that previous technologies could only guess, or hint,
even distantly hope. It works, it functions. Number Six has no
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disease, no neurological flaws, he can think and reason at a level
no human previously has managed, far beyond Tesla or Einstein or
Hawking.”
“But,” she prompted.
He smiled at her. “Yes, but. You would think that would be
enough, wouldn’t you?”
“If I could improve my IQ even a little bit, I’d be delighted,”
she replied.
“Yes, that’s what you would think. I would even imagine that
Number Six was happy enough prior to becoming a Voyager. He
had no great yearning for self-improvement. In his wildest dreams
he probably never imagined desiring to become something else, to
abandon RL for a dream,” he said, eyebrows lowering. Then he
sighed, and leaned back into the couch.
“So what is happening to Number Six?” she said, almost
wishing he would ignore the question.
“It is not exactly clear,” he said, contemplating, staring into
space. “But it would appear he is attempting to transfer himself;
perhaps not something he is contemplating consciously, but to me
it seems he is attempting to…escape.”
“Escape? Escape from what?”
“I can’t say, precisely, but I think he is doing his best to
escape…reality.”

Jack opened one eye. First, he stared at the sky. It was the
most beautifully deep sky he had ever seen. Too deep. Too blue.
Cerulean, was that it? Or indigo? No, it was a blue he had never
seen in his life. The color filled him with emotion, but what
exactly he…felt…he could not imagine, or even begin to express,
but it was a deep and drowsy feeling, contentment. He was staring
at peace; was blue the color of peace? Wasn’t that supposed to be
green?
He opened his other eye and allowed himself to glance about
himself. He was in soft grass, grass stalks taller than his reclining
body. He was lying upon his back, in grass, staring up at the blue
sky. And he felt good, he felt relaxed, and at peace.
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Then he remembered, the tolling bell of the apocalypse, the
darkness, the undulations of the ground tearing apart beneath him,
the sky shattering into crystal shards above and about him.
Jack sat up. He was in tall grass, in what appeared to be a
meadow; he could see rolling pastureland below him in a valley,
and a tall forest of dark trees not too far away in the opposite
direction. He looked down at himself and perceived that he was
naked, just lying out here in the grass, without a stitch of clothing
on his body.
I died, he thought, and felt horrible. What in the world, it all
meant nothing, it was over, he was dead, and now here he was in
heaven, naked in paradise.
What happened to Stacey? Looking about he saw that he was
alone, in a too perfect meadow of tall grasses waving in a slight
breeze. Where was Stacey? And Michael, and Joshua?
The air was pure, clean, and taking deep breaths he
acknowledged it was the best air he had ever breathed, he could
feel it inflating his lungs, coursing through his blood. This had to
be heaven!
Where were all the dead relatives? Where was his father?
Weren’t they supposed to meet him? He didn’t see any angels
winging through the beautiful sky. He couldn’t hear any harp
music.
Jack pushed himself into a kneeling posture. He moved his
hands through the grass. This was grass as he had never seen or
touched. He could smell it, and it felt like velvet, and without
thinking, he grasped a handful of stalks and pulled it up toward his
face. The grass came away with hardly a tug, and he lifted the
grass to his face and buried his nose in it, smelling the clean,
minty…fragrance…yes, fragrance, it reminded him of incense, but
not cloying, a green taste but with a touch of lemon, like expensive
tea, but not at all refined or processed. Without even considering,
he bit some of the grass in his hand and chewed it into his mouth.
It tasted good, not exactly like mint, and not really like
lemongrass, but it tasted good, and he found himself chewing the
grass, eating the whole handful, swallowing it, and it was like
eating salad, and the truth was he didn’t like salad, not really, but
this stuff, this grass, he could eat it. He seized another handful and
proceeded to chew on this as well.
He heard birds singing, but not the bird songs he had ever
heard before. Still chewing the grass stalks, he half stood, rising
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above the field of grass. He glanced nervously about, not wanting
to stand up naked in some farmer’s field. But it was a vast valley
with no sign of human disturbance of any kind.
His body seemed different, tight and well-muscled, not big
muscles, true, but certainly more musculature than he had ever
developed—when he was alive. He had always been more of a
runner, lean, with no muscle definition, but now he flexed his
calves and they felt strong, good, and he actually had some visible
biceps!
Was he really in heaven? Was he actually dead? He did not
feel dead. He felt vibrantly alive, bursting, he was half ready to
start running in circles, screaming and laughing and yelling, and
perhaps even crying, but he did not feel sad, not at all, he just
felt—glowing, electric, shining with light and sparks of energy.
He noticed a lone tree standing a short distance away and he
walked toward it, taking huge intakes of breath, expanding his
chest until it was huge. What a thing to get excited about, air, but
it felt wonderful to take deep breaths of this clean air, making him
almost dizzy with its fullness. It was almost as if all his life he had
never noticed air before, because it had been set to only half,
whereas what he breathed now was on full, and it was remarkable.
As he moved toward the tree he noticed big lumps hanging off the
branches, some kind of fruit; the tree was full of the things, great
lumpy things like pears, or maybe mangoes, but really, not much
like either.
If he were dead, then this certainly was not a bad place to find
himself, feeling good, healthy, stronger than he had ever felt in his
life.
Just at the edge of the reach of the trees branches he paused,
noticing the leaves, they were a darker green than the grasses,
which were almost a lime color, and these leaves were dark green,
with halo patterns of deepest blue radiating from the slender limbs.
You couldn’t call the leaves turquoise, but there was a certain
turquoise glow to the leaves, almost if you could just perceive an
aura about them.
He took a piece of fruit in his hand and tugged. The fruit came
away from the tree easily. It was hefty in his hand. He poked the
skin with a finger, he squeezed it beneath his fingers, and it
definitely felt ripe. But what if it was poisonous? Come on,
poisonous fruit in heaven? He sniffed it, and it distinctly smelled
green, but more than that it smelled alive. He held it to his mouth
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and extended his teeth upon it, nipping off just a bit of the skin,
and chewed it. Immediately, even the slight taste of the skin, and
he knew it was good, clean fruit, the skin was a tad sour, but
tangy, kind of like a pear, but more like an apple, at least in
texture. He took a bite, and oh, but it was good, it filled his mouth
with sensation, rich, sour, but very sweet, it made him wince a bit
like when biting into a dill pickle, but it was more full than that,
swirls of sugariness but a hint of bitter, it reminded him somewhat
of coffee, it reminded him of mango, but more than any of these
other impressions was that it was good, so good, as unique a taste
as banana. He liked it, a lot. He could probably live off the grass
and fruit, if he needed to!
Far away, he noticed the grasses moving. Something was
coming this way. He could see a path forming, like an invisible
finger drawing an undulating line toward him. Something very
small was coming through the grass, going back and forth,
something was searching, coming forward at a relaxed pace, and
Jack inhaled, his face breaking into a full smile, because he often
thought that when he found himself in heaven, the first thing to
greet him would be his dog, Lady, from when he was a little boy,
the border collie had been his best friend, his confidant, his
protector, his constant companion, and when he was seven years
of age the dog had died, and Jack had always remembered Lady,
and whenever the dog crossed his mind his eyes would mist with
tears, and his throat would thicken, and of course at seventeen
years of age he would not weep for Lady, not any longer, as were
the bitter tears of boyhood, but it was always close, the sadness,
Lady’s absence in his life, and now, he was certain of it, Lady was
coming to meet him, Lady was searching for him.
“Lady!” Jack called, taking several steps away from the tree,
dropping his half-eaten fruit, forgetting it, “Lady! Come here,
Lady, it’s me! It’s me!”
The progress of the thing making its way through the grass
paused as Jack called out to it, and he clapped his hands, calling
louder, and then it was coming much quicker, streaking through
the grasses as Jack imagined his beloved little Lady breaking into
a run, charging toward him, and soon she would be up in his arms,
licking him, and Jack was laughing, taking big strides toward the
edge of the taller grasses where Lady would emerge.
Jack’s eyes filled with tears, yes, this was it, this was good,
this was heaven, and Lady was his first greeter.
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And Lady burst from the tall grasses, dark and long, but she
strangely kept emerging, and kept emerging, it was not a dog, but
the head and quickly appearing body of a vast serpent, an
impossibly huge snake, and it slithered directly toward Jack, its
monstrous triangular head twice the dimensions of his beloved
dog’s entire body.
Jack’s happy laughter gargled in his throat and immediately
transformed into a scream as naked Jack turned and ran,
screaming, the snake moving way, way too fast, and Jack knew
with grave certainty he could not run as fast as that thing of horror
moved.
Jack ran in an all-out pelt toward the treeline of the forest, it
looked to be about two hundred yards away, and he ran with all his
runner’s knowledge and experience, he knew how to run, and he
headed into that two-hundred-yard race as if he were going all-out
in a fifty-yard dash, there was absolutely no way he could keep
this pace for long, but glancing back over his shoulder he
witnessed the snake slithering about the fruit tree at which Jack
had just stood five seconds before and it was coming on
impossibly fast.
Jack grimaced and ran, his new muscles responding perfectly,
and he dashed through his new-found heaven with a snake behind
him that would make an anaconda look wimpy.

Stacey came to his knees, breathing hard, staring about
himself wildly. What the hell, was his first thought, as he half
stood, immediately noticing his nakedness. He crouched in the
grass, his hands up, ready for defense. Okay, I know this isn’t
heaven, was his second thought as he studied the forest above, the
meadow below. He stood and strode to the tree with the lowhanging fruit. He snatched one of the ponderous teardrop shaped
fruits and bit into it, oh wow, good stuff, Maynard.
He chewed on the fruit and half-closed his eyes with pleasure,
yes, that was good, and so was the air. He glanced down at himself
and spat out the fruit, coughing.
Because he was in perfect shape, jutting with muscles, and
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good night, he even had abs, jutting muscles like turtles poking
through the skin of his belly. Come on, that’s just absurd, he
thought, feeling his muscles. He felt powerful and alive and
strong.
He felt his left eye. The eye was perfectly whole and healthy.
There was absolutely no soreness in his body. He flexed his hands
into fists. Yes, they were his hands, as he always remembered
them, but now it felt as if he clenched atom bombs in his fists.
Even in his best shape, when he trained every day and took a
serious fight once a month, he had never been this strong, this
hale. He felt the energy bubbling through his body.
Forget mortal men, bring me giants!
Stacey threw back his head and roared. Ah, but he was alive.
He was fully alive, and powerful. He shook his head and blinked
his eyes rapidly; he just had to calm down. He remembered the
world crashing down about his body, and diving toward the portal,
the world ending, the terrible crashing and smashing of the
apocalypse…
…the portal.
They went through the door, from one world into another.
“Jack!” Stacey boomed. “Michael! Joshua!”
His eyes caught movement in the taller grasses, something
was coming this way, and coming fast. Possibly a jack rabbit, but
more likely a very large dog, something attracted by his hollering.
Stacey began jogging toward the line of grasses where the shorter
grass ended and the taller stalks began, it was about right there,
that’s where, whatever it was, would emerge.
Stacey braced himself. He remembered pondering heaven,
when he was a boy, and thinking that when he got to heaven the
first person he met would not be a person, so to speak, but his
childhood dog, Lady, the beautiful tricolor collie that had been his
best friend and boon companion. What if it was Lady, rushing
through the grass to meet him?
Somehow, he didn’t think it was Lady. More like a big, ugly
boar with razor tusks erupting from its cartoon face.
He tensed his muscles, half-crouching, leaving about fifty feet
between him and the place it would emerge. His eyebrows came
down low over his eyes and he put up his hands in the classic
boxer’s stance. He was ready, he was ready for anything that
appeared.
When the snake’s monstrous snout erupted from the grasses,
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Stacey woofed a gulp of air and turned and ran, dashing for the
fruit tree, which was the only close obstacle to put between
himself and the monster serpent.
He threw himself at the tree, his hands clutching its trunk, and
he spun himself about, placing the tree between him and the snake.
The nightmare thing came skimming across the grass, surreal and
blazingly fast. Stacey danced at the tree, going from one foot to
the other as the snake came on.
“Don’t let it bite you, and don’t let it squeeze you,” he told
himself, peering around one side of the tree, then shooting his
head to the other side as the snake came on. “Oh, this is gonna
hurt.”
Stacey put out his body from the left side of the tree trunk.
The trunk was about as thick as his own body, and the lowest
branches were only inches from his head. He could climb it,
easily, but he doubted that a serpent of this side would have much
trouble getting him no matter how high he climbed. He jumped
over to the right side of the tree and saw the rushing snake react to
his change of position. It distinctly came right at him.
In moments the snake was there and it struck at Stacey but he
spun about the tree trunk, allowing the snake’s strike to just miss
him, and he seized its speeding body around the other side of the
tree and heaved it up, but found its body so heavy that even with
all his newly tuned and large muscles he could only manage to lift
it a couple of inches from the ground, and he dropped it as its head
came about the tree to take a second strike at him. Stacey shouted
as he felt the wind of its passing, and he leaped over its body and
ran around the tree, and the snake pursued him, moving faster than
he could move, but due to its great length it kept overshooting him
as he maintained his hold upon the tree trunk and spun himself
away from the mouth of the great serpent.
In real terror, Stacey sped his body away from the snake’s
mouth, and it kept striking at him, hissing, and its hiss was so loud
it hurt his ears.
“Stupid snake!” he screamed, continuing his clockwise race
about the tree trunk, jumping and leaping as it repeatedly struck at
him. He had no illusions about getting it tangled or knotted in the
tree by any means, at this point, he was a mouse fleeing a boa
constrictor, and he concentrated on leaping its ever-moving body
and dodging the wicked fangs he saw as a flash every time it
attempted to bite him. It had pursued him four times around the
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tree and although its body ever undulated forward he had not
caught sight of the end of the snake, its tail was still back in the
tall grasses, its body ever moving forward, flexing and breathing
and heaving. How long could a snake be, anyway? He dodged
again and the snake’s head clipped him on the shoulder as it
passed. Yes, he had eluded the fangs again, but the head, much
larger than a bull’s head, knocked him to the ground.
Stacey tumbled, end over end, and though he was knocked a
little senseless, he still had the presence of mind to roll away from
the neck strike, which plowed the ground at the base of the tree.
Then Stacey roared and rolled back toward the snake and seized
its huge body just beneath its head, and as it reared up and back, it
drew him from the ground, snatched him from the ground, lifting
him into the air and then they tangled back down, into the ground,
Stacey never relinquishing his hold. The snake thrashed in his
embrace. He wrapped his legs about the snake and gripped just
under its jaws just the way he had seen on television programs,
except he had never seen a snake even imagined this large, such a
thing was beyond comprehension.
His hands were big but even together his fingers couldn’t go
all the way around its neck.
He only knew, no matter how the monster thrashed and
writhed, that he had better not let go.
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12 — Flight.
Okay, Jack thought, so this probably isn’t heaven. It’s funny
though, because after the initial blast of terror, and when you
begin to deal with something—no matter how horrible it is—you
pretty much can get used to just about anything, even if that
anything involves a hundred-foot long snake that wants to eat you.
Even when that snake is just behind you, and is now gaining on
you.
Jack had toned down is opening mad dash, because even in
this air, with these wonderful new lungs, and all the rippling
runner’s muscles functioning perfectly up and down his legs, he
could never have made it to the treeline before the snake got him.
He glanced back, and yep, it was still there, about fifty feet back,
its head doing a very scary-fast metronome tick tock.
He wasn’t going to make it. Jack tended to be an optimist,
even at the worst times, but perky positive thoughts were never
going to get him to that treeline that was now an impossibly far
hundred yards away. True, he had halved the distance. And despite
the terror of it all, Jack couldn’t help but glory in the flash and flex
of his perfect runner’s body. He had just completed the fastest
hundred-yard dash he could have ever hoped to run. But facts were
facts, and that snake was slithering faster than he was running, and
it had not slowed to match his decrease in speed even as he
attempted to pace himself.
Where were the others? Jack spared only a truncated thought
of concern for Stacey, Joshua, and Michael. He couldn’t worry
much about them, at least not right now, because his world was all
about fight or flight, and he knew he couldn’t fight the thing
gaining on him, and as he knew when he started this race, he
probably couldn’t beat it with speed. And where was the ghost
girl, Sandy? He had felt her presence his entire life, but he
certainly didn’t feel her now.
It was up to him. Jack needed to deal with this monstrous
anaconda, and he figured he would need to beat it with his brain,
because he had to be smarter than a snake, didn’t he?
Abruptly Jack darted to the right, pelting full out. He made
himself breathe, in through his nose—he actually snorted loudly,
like a horse—and out loudly through his mouth, expelling the air
from his lungs in great bursts. Then he stopped, digging his naked
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heels into the grasses and soil beneath, and thank God he didn’t
slide through the grass, and with a massive leap he sent his body
backward, and in a surreal moment of clarity, Jack observed the
snake’s head striking, right in front of his body, and the moment
seemed stretched and forever, as at least twenty feet of the
monster’s head and body passed before him in a muscular punch,
and Jack turned and dashed along its body, and he had sped along
fifty feet of its great body, which seemed about as tall as his own
waist, and as soon as he noticed the body begin to decrease in
speed, he placed a hand on its scales—he dimly perceived the
beautiful scales, as large as his hand, in alternating diamonds of
glowing turquoise and dark green—and vaulted over its body to
the other side.
Jack had seen a snake eat a mouse, in science class in the
fourth grade, and even though that snake had only been about
eighteen inches long, he had found the spectacle awful, and he had
many nightmares about it even into the fifth grade. Because that
mouse had known, and even though it was faster than the snake, it
had still gone down, to one strike of the snake’s fangs, and then a
too-fast winding up of the coils of its body. The mouth bit and the
body seized the mouse in an abrupt winding down of tightening
bands, and then the snake had constricted, and only one of the
mouse’s little feet had protruded from the big muscled fist of coils.
The mouse had kicked for a few seconds as the snake visibly
constricted upon the little mouse body.
And now Jack was only moments away from being that
mouse.
Jack pretended to flee the snake, then he stopped and vaulted
back over to the other side of its body, and the world seemed to fly
up about him, the ground quaking, and there above him twenty
feet in the air were massive coils the size of tractor tires. And he
dashed back down along the snake’s body, throwing himself down
under a coiling sweep of deadly muscled cable, and now the body
seemed to be everywhere, undulating and sweeping, coiling and
writhing. He leaped over another part of its body, jerked to the
side, and as he began to pelt out running again he more felt than
saw the head come past him again in a surreal moment of slowmotion threat. It had gone for the kill, again, and just barely
missed him.
He found himself running parallel with the forest on his left.
He registered the great pile of coils on his right, and it was loud,
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that great body flexing and bending, but Jack figured it would take
the snake some time to get all that bulk going again, and he spared
a glance over his shoulder, and it was there, the mean-looking face
of the snake with its great alien orbs with what looked like horns
above its eyes.
Jack cried out with a burst of speed, hooking away from the
still coiling snake (there were great loops up in the air possibly
fifty feet above him) and he dashed back toward the forest. He
would do a fifty-yard dash without looking back—stop looking
back, you have to stop looking over your shoulder, he had to be
vigilant and focus on the distant trees that didn’t look so far away
now—he looked back, oh shit, and the face was coming, too fast,
off the ground, its mouth opening, and Jack leaped to the left and
dimly registered the head striking past him, just missing—he could
have slapped it as it passed it was so close—and Jack ran.
He heard the grass rustling loudly behind him as if a truck
were careening to run him over and through the corner of his eye
he caught sight of a great undulation of coil coming up on his left,
and he knew the head was close on his right and his heart surged
as he realized he was still within the range of its great coils and he
prepared himself and when he felt the body just there on his left he
jumped and just cleared the body but it bucked up and knocked
him up into the air and dimly he realized he was spinning through
the air, heels over head, and then he was tumbling through the
grass with no idea of where the snake’s head was but he was sure
this wasn’t good, it had him now, there was no way he was going
to get away.
He rolled in the grass and pushed himself to his feet and
started running. Instinctively he ducked and jagged to the right,
and he felt it pass him again. How many times had it struck at him
already? He had lost count, but he wasn’t dead yet, he could still
run, and that he did.
His head spinning, he saw he was running toward an expanse
in the grasses with no treeline in sight, oh great, he was running in
circles, but there just before him was what looked to be the
snake’s tail rearing up from the grasses and he grunted and just
managed to duck under the tail, but it struck him in passing, and it
hurt, it hurt, the scales scratched his naked back and almost
propelled him back into the ground. He abruptly changed direction
and ran in a new direction, catching sight of the trees and hey, they
looked closer!
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A great hissing noise erupted just behind him, sounding like
helicopter blades just above and behind him and Jack nearly froze,
it was such a terrifying burst of sound. The snake was either very
angry or it was using its volume as a tool, to paralyze him, but
Jack was not the kind of mouse to freeze in place when terrified,
no he was the kind of mouse that ran as fast as its little white
mouse legs could carry him.
Jack, running, heard a terrible scream, and only after a
moment realized that the scream issued from his own mouth, and
he hoped no one heard the scream, because he would die of
embarrassment before the snake ever caught him. With a new
burst of speed he ran full-out for the trees before him, oh he might
make it, come on, he sent thoughts of encouragement into his legs,
please, faster, run, faster!
The speeding truck behind him seemed closer now, blasting its
air horn, and Jack wished it were something as innocuous as a
speeding semi-truck about to run him down, because the animal
quality was there in the hissing, it was a being, and that made it
more terrible than imminent death. All-surrounding terror was the
worst thing, and Jack had never experienced true terror, not even
close. His was a life of high school and running and computer
games and thick novels, and that cute girl in his sociology class,
Genevieve, and who in the world had ever run just before the
fangs of a snake, regardless of its size. Modern man was not
supposed to meet such things, not even in a zoo for exotic animals.
Jack squealed like a pig and threw his body to the right and
again—again it struck at him, this close to the trees and it almost
got him again! He could never keep this up, it had missed him so
many times, the law of averages could not be bucked this many
times.
There it was, stretched out ten feet before him, its mouth
clenching down on air, and Jack placed his hand on its neck and
jumped it again, it seemed like he had been doing this trick
forever, that for years he had fled before this snake, jumping again
and again over its body, and Jack realized it was pulling back,
retracting into its own coils again, readying for its final and this
time successful strike, and Jack stuck out his hand and grabbed
what appeared to be a six-foot pine tree, and he whipped himself
around it, not slowing at all, and he vaulted himself away from the
tree into the forest, dodging about a tall tree trunk, and then
forcing himself to zig and zag from tree to tree, that freaking
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snake, oh that flipping freaking snake, let it follow him in here!
Because he was in the trees and maybe the snake wouldn’t like
the dark forest. It certainly wouldn’t be able to maneuver as well
as Jack could manage. He glanced back. Oh, the snake seemed to
be maneuvering just fine, because it was only ten feet back,
erupting through the trees.
Damn it, Jack snarled, that just wasn’t fair, after his mad dash
to the forest, and it now seemed the forest wouldn’t protect him
any better than the tall grasses.
For the first time since this trauma had begun, Jack realized he
was gasping for breath, and he was tired, he was flat-out pooped.
This should be the moment when he could fling himself upon the
dark loam of the forest floor, and laugh at his ordeal. But the
ordeal wasn’t ready to let him go. There would be no laughing, not
even of the maniacal kind.
Jack ran down corridors of trees, he dashed between trunks
that were a hard fit for his body, he cut back around larger trees,
and he managed to scan the overhead branches as he ran. He
didn’t think climbing a tree would protect him from the snake, but
he had to try something other than endless running because his
heart was pounding throughout his body, he could feel it throbbing
in his fingertips. He was slick with sweat, and kept trying to wipe
the moisture out of his eyes with his forearms, which only
succeeded in rubbing the sweat from his forearms into his eyes.
Branches crackled behind him, and he heard the vast snake
breathing, loudly, the great thing was winded too, and Jack
couldn’t run very fast any longer, not because his body was
depleted, but because the closeness of the trees constrained him,
and the noises behind him told him the snake was not as hampered
as was he, and finally he leapt for a branch that seemed just out of
his reach in a tall tree, and he caught it with his fingertips, thank
God, and without pause he swung himself up like a gymnast and
started climbing, hand over hand, climbing like a monkey, hardly
testing branches with his feet as he propelled himself upward.
Thankfully, his arms were in great shape, able to pull his
bodyweight, which was much faster than trying to find good
footholds.
The snake was just beneath the tree and it rose up high as a
man, and then more, higher, it reared up majestically, taller and
taller, not climbing the tree, but rearing up like a cobra before the
tree. Jack kept his eye on it even as he scrambled higher, and
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higher, and within moments, he was thirty feet up in the tree, on
the other side of the trunk, which he gauged to be about three feet
in circumference.
Jack paused, peeking around the trunk; the snake’s head was
just there, watching him. He glanced down, not willing to take his
gaze away from the snake’s face for more than a moment, and he
saw its body drawing into a vast pile of coils at the base of the
tree, my goodness, how big was the thing, anyway? If Jack stood
on the ground in that pile of coils, it would be far over his head.
The ring of coils was fifteen feet across, at least, and ten feet
above the ground. Jack glanced back at the snake’s head. It
watched him. It was perfectly still, save for the expansion of its
body as it breathed. Its head was just outside the ring of branches,
extended thirty feet above the forest floor.
Jack glanced up. He could probably climb another thirty feet,
but didn’t doubt that the snake would be able to reach him, even
way up there. He looked back at the snake. It watched him.
“Come on already,” Jack said, feeling near tears. “Why don’t
you just go away?”
The snake cocked its head. Jack readied himself. It was about
to strike.
“You speak to me,” the snake breathed in a strangely highpitched voice, sibilant and hissing.
Jack’s eyes grew huge. It was almost worse, that it talked.
Come on, this was just too much. How much could he take before
his brain short-circuited? He remembered the note, don’t be afraid,
and almost snorted. Dumb old man, really great advice.
“You dare speak to me, Little Mouse,” the snake hissed, “why
do you run from me? I will admit, naked manchild, my Little
Mouse, that you have impressed me, for no other has eluded me.
None other has reached the green talls, nor the man-dwelling
beneath the green lows.”
Great, Jack thought, there’s a man-dwelling, I ran the wrong
way. Wouldn’t you know it?
“Can we call it…quits, then, good race and all that?” Jack
said, pleading, his body now trembling, because listening to its
high strange voice filled him with surreal fright.
“No we cannot call it quits, Little Mouse,” the snake said, its
head drawing back, sneering (Jack readied himself to dodge
behind the trunk, he felt it was close, the snake’s next strike, he
sensed it was lulling him so that he would be standing still when
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its head darted in and its fangs plunged into his heaving chest).
“You are my meat. It is written, Little Mouse, that the man who
eats the sacred food shall be meat for the god.”
“I didn’t eat the sacred food,” Jack said.
“Liar,” the snake breathed. “You ate the fruit, I smell it in your
sweat. You reek of my sacredness.”
Jack thought of the lumpy pear thing in his hand, biting it, its
sweetness, its goodness. Stupid fruit. He hadn’t even been hungry.
What was he thinking?
“Come on, couldn’t you post a sign or something,” he said,
thinking about the thick branch about five feet above him. When
the snake struck, he would dodge behind the trunk and in the same
motion leap for that branch. “I wouldn’t have eaten it if I thought
it was sacred food. I just ate about ten pancakes, I wasn’t even
hungry!”
“You ate the sacred food of the gods, and now you are my
meat, come, offer yourself to me, freely, and I will swallow you
without my usual entertainment. You shall digest inside of me for
thirty days, alive, conscious, a part of me. Come to me, Little
Mouse.”
Jack felt a compulsion to do just that, step forward through the
branches, and throw himself into the snake’s mouth, arms spread
wide.
“Call him, the god, I’ll apologize. I want to talk to the god,”
Jack said.
“Fool, you are talking to your god,” the snake said, and its
throat expanded to either side, spreading itself out wider than a
cobra hood, and it was beautiful, shimmering with rainbow
flickers of twinkling light. It looked like wings spread from its
neck fifteen feet on either side. He caught twinkles of indigo, deep
colors, they were gorgeous, sparks of purple, flickers of crimson.
“Beautiful,” Jack breathed, the twinkling lights reminding him
of Disneyland after dark, or the rich neighborhoods at Christmas,
for the twinkles of light were actual illuminations, glowing in the
dark forest. They were lights, not reflections. Great, the electric
serpent.
“Yes, I am beautiful, and I am your god, and you will obey
me,” the serpent said.
“You’re not my god,” Jack said, hardly thinking of what he
said, but this monster might be huge, but it certainly was nothing
he would ever consider worshipping.
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The snake struck, brutally fast, like all predators in nature, one
moment it was still, and the next its head was just before Jack and
he barely managed to tuck behind the trunk of the tree, at the same
instant leaping for that branch above him, but the snake’s passage
struck the tree and jarred it violently, so that Jack’s left hand
missed the branch, but his right hand caught on just by the
fingertips, and he swung crazily, high above the forest, the snake’s
head withdrawing beneath him. And twisting, Jack nearly fell, not
doubting that the snake would pluck him out of the air before he
ever came close to the ground.
Jack’s fingers lost purchase and he fell but slapped the branch
with a second swipe of his left hand and he pulled himself upward,
scrambling up, kicking his feet for momentum, doing the monkey
thing again, crazedly pulling himself upward branch by branch,
the strength of his muscular arms amazing, kicking his feet at the
snake’s head just beneath him as it rose through the branches of
the tree. His left foot slapped the snake in the eye and the beast—
the god—withdrew back through the branches. Gasping and
groaning, Jack peered down at the snake’s head, just ten feet
beneath him. It could bite him, right now, at any moment, and Jack
had nowhere to go. He felt a bolt of panic wash through him,
sweeping upward from his genitals to punch his belly up into his
heart.
Jack vomited, his gut clenching, body bending, and all his
pancakes and coffee rushed out of him, the contents of the little
packs of raspberry jelly that he smeared over his sourdough toast,
gushing in a massive spew of acid and fluid, splashing on and over
the snake’s face. Jack doubled over, falling onto the thick branch,
and the impact drove a second gout of vomit from him.
The snake hissed, outraged, and withdrew from the deluge of
vomit, blinking its eyes of the acid.
“Profaner, barbarian, stinking foul mouse!” the snake hissed,
shaking its head violently, withdrawing again outside the ring of
branches.
“Sorry about that,” Jack coughed, and then spouted again, his
mouth a funnel, a literal fountain of bile.
“Never have I been so defiled,” the snake spat. The snake
drew close again and seemed to sniff at him, but with a tongue that
on its own was the size of a swollen boa constrictor. “But clever,
Little Mouse, for the sacred food is purged. But do not think you
have escaped me, for you are now my enemy. I swear it. I swear
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it.”
“Sorry, I’m sorry, no need to swear,” Jack pleaded, scrubbing
his mouth with his arm, “just too much excitement for one day,
plus I kind of overdid it at IHOP.”
“Do not call upon other gods, Little Mouse, they will not save
you,” the snake hissed.
Jack blinked, peering through the branches at the snake that
was raised again at his level. They must be forty feet up. He didn’t
know what the snake was referring to, calling upon other gods,
unless he meant IHOP, and although Jack loved their pancakes, he
wouldn’t ever consider the place to be anything close to a church.
“I will find you, Little Mouse, but now you will not be my
meat. You will be my…plaything.”
“Yeah, yeah, see you then, maybe we can have another race,
slowpoke,” Jack said, never able to resist a bit of sarcasm. But
even as he said it, he felt he might have gone a tad too far.
The snake stared at him, hard, and then it was coiling away,
slithering noisily through the trees, its body seeming to take
forever even as fast as it moved. And finally, Jack was alone, in
the dark forest, exhausted, utterly spent. He patted the tree trunk.
“Thanks, tree,” he breathed. He rubbed the trunk of tree,
enjoying the rough texture of the bark. Then he felt something, an
irregularity in the bark. His fingers traced along what felt like, yes,
something that wasn’t a natural part of the tree, it was a carving in
the bark, it was the letter…J.
He traced. J. And next, there was the letter A.
“No way,” he breathed, finding the next letter C, and the final
K.
JACK.
He placed his palm over the letters carved up forty feet in the
very tree he had chosen in his panicked rush. Out of all the dingy
forests in the world, and I have to climb up this high to find my
name carved right…here.
A blue flash of light enveloped him and he felt vertigo wash
through him. He blinked, his ears popping, head spinning. He was
no longer seated on the branch of the tree, forty feet up in the air.
He was sitting on a little bed, in a small circular room. On the
bed next to him was a pile of clothing. He felt so dizzy. He
glanced about the room, noticing the small fireplace against one
wall, a small wooden door opposite, and a window with glass
across from him. On the mantelpiece above the fireplace was a
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beautiful, intricately carved bow, with a quiver of arrows slung
beneath it. And what looked like a silver dagger. He wanted to get
off the bed and look out the window, but it was all too much.
Jack slumped over on the bed, huddled into a ball, and fell into
a deep rush of blissful darkness.

Number Six pulled his bathrobe over his sweats, his fingers
barely able to loop and cinch the broad terrycloth belt at his waist.
Why was it so cold? He rummaged in the drawers beneath the
chamber and found the extra blankets, snatched one out and pulled
it over his shoulders, remembering how carefully Seven had
tucked the blanket about him that day in the kitchenette. His teeth
chattered and he clenched his jaws to cease the racket. Moaning,
he moved around his chamber area over to that of Number Seven.
Her chamber was closed, as expected, humming softly. He had
distantly hoped she would be out and about, and that they might
have a little chat.
“Suh-suh-Seven?” Number Six called, slapping his palms
loudly on her chamber. Funny, he never noticed before, but their
chambers were very much like coffins, big, fat coffins. He felt
dizzy. Although the lighting was muted, as always, it still seemed
too bright. He clenched his eyes and slapped the chamber a few
more times, huddling in his blanket. He knocked on the metal
surface of the chamber with his fist.
He knew there was a way to communicate with Number Seven
through the nearby console, in fact he could contact her from
inside his own chamber, but he needed to talk to her again, he
needed to have a nice face-to-face sit-down with another person,
and last time Number Seven had made him feel so much better.
With months racked up in Voyages, he just felt he needed to sit
with another real person, hear a voice—her voice.
Number Six slumped down and sat with his back against
Number Seven’s chamber. He pulled the blanket about him and
tried to remain calm, he tried to suppress the trembling that
wracked his emaciated body. It was almost time.
He had followed the old man’s instructions, perfectly, to the
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letter. Old Ben had assured him that everything would be okay,
that this plan would work, he would finally be able to save Varra,
in High Vale, but here in RL he was hitting a crisis. It just didn’t
feel real any longer, here, in this place, in the flesh. He must be
losing his mind, because this felt like the simulation, and not a
particularly good one.
If he managed to save Varra—and he would, he would, he just
had to—with the promised help, he knew things would change, not
only in High Vale, but here. Things were about to cross a
threshold, and never be the same again. Perhaps they already had.
He didn’t know if he could ever go back to classes, or a mundane
job, or even just the plain old normalcy of sitting down to a meal
with a group of people.
Number Six was afraid. He huddled down in Number Seven’s
little alcove outside her chamber, and he actually drifted toward
sleep. When was the last time he had actually slept? It had to be
two months, at least, and in the compressed time of the chamber, it
was actually as if he had been conscious for years, ever active,
ever moving, never stopping, jumping from one interesting thing
to another, one dynamic act after another. His teeth chattered and
he placed his palm over his mouth to suppress the trembling, and
he drifted for long moments, and then, quietly, with a sigh, he fell
asleep, snoring almost immediately.

Seven sat cuddled on her couch, a fuzzy blanket drawn up
about her, sipping her cup of coffee. Quiet Mozart played. She had
chimes tinkling on the small balcony that was usually her dormer
window, and crickets fiddled in the warm summer breeze. On the
coffee table before her sat the small stack of books, Murakami’s
1Q84, Galouye’s Simulacron-3, and Goldman’s Control. She had
just finished reading all of them—she didn’t like the absorption
trick wherein all the contents of a book could be assimilated in
moments, she preferred the old-fashioned way of reading each
word; of course, it wasn’t actually old-fashioned, as she could
speed up the time of reading, from anywhere at a normal hundred
words a minute or so, to a comparatively amazing thousand words
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a minute (she could even speed through at five thousand words per
minute, but that just felt like cheating, there was very little
enjoyment), so she had in reality only spent about ten minutes
reading all three books.
She could not say that she liked any of them, except maybe
William’s Goldman’s book. She liked the artist, the painter of the
blues, and she kind of had a crush on the young cop, and even
liked the humor of the old cop. But all three books were just too
“sciencey-fictiony” for her taste. And 1Q84 was actually kind of
creepy, eerie. But something about all three books made her feel a
little funny, indescribably odd; they gave her the feeling that
someone was watching her as she read, causing the hairs to stand
up on the back of her neck.
And it freaked her out, some, that both Jack and Stacey read
these books and were drawn by their reading toward suspecting
what was actually happening to them, or not happening, not truly,
but that they were not…real. That was impossible. The
programming of the crystal sandbox ensured that anyone even
coming close to the truth was naturally led away from his or her
suspicions. They were supposed to think, “Well, that’s weird,” and
then just drop it, write it off as coincidence, or déjà vu, or just a
plain ole weird feeling (if pressed too far, the program would
remind them that perhaps they were going crazy, and then console
them with the fact that crazy people do not question their sanity,
and this is where it would usually end). And Jack even seemed to
intuit Seven’s presence, he described it as she had always been
there, a part of his life, watching him, but what he couldn’t know
was that his life was only a few days old. True, anyone in the
crystal sandbox would have the ability to draw on tons and tons of
stored memory, impressions, remembered feelings, all the required
minutia of a very real life, drawn from the data of an actual life,
one lived long, long ago.
Jack was somehow sensing her presence as she examined his
childhood, his boyhood, his teenage years; she had somehow
become his Lady Ghost. She kind of liked that, that she was
somehow inserting herself into his actual life, although she knew
this was not what was in reality occurring.
A book like 1Q84 seemed to be drawing on the same
conclusions; the author somehow knew that his world was more
than it appeared to be, or he more likely guessed at it. More, and
less. And for crying out loud, Simulacron-3 put it all out there,
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okay, kind of in a melodramatic science fiction way, but still, how
could these authors even guess any of this? Especially from the
1960s, and the early two-thousands? The technology back then
hardly hinted at what she employed today on a daily basis, even
what the outside world used for everyday things. They could have
no way of knowing. People like Jack, Stacey, even the authors,
they were like cavemen, dreaming of a distant future.
A muffled thumping came through her Inner Sanctum. What
in the world? Her hand went to her heart and pressed the locket
under her sweats. What was that? Was that inside her head?
No, she realized what it was. It was not from here, in her Inner
Sanctum, but it was the call from another world, the one out there,
outside her chamber. Why would someone bang on her chamber?
It couldn’t be good.
She inhaled deeply. She couldn’t hide, not even in here. She
would have to go out there, and face whatever it was that banged
like the fist of doom upon her world. She must rise from her
dreams into the harsher world of RL.
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13 — Fight.
The great serpent thrashed its head to the soil again, attempting
to annihilate the profane creature that clung just beneath its jaws
with a sickening determination to do the god harm. Again, the
great serpent failed in its attempt at freedom. The vermin would
not release its throttling grasp. Stupid mouse, no, plump rat! Ah,
but even its foul touch was profane, the serpent could not stand
being touched, and the vermin seemed to be locked in a death grip.
The main obstacle to the serpent’s freedom, aside from the
profane creature itself, was the fact that it had pursued the
infuriating creature around the sacred fruit tree, more than a few
times, and thus could not bring its powerful constricting body to
bear. In its efforts to free itself from the infuriating rodent, its
entire body had come up thrashing about the sacred tree, and many
coils were now tangled throughout the branches of the tree, and
fruit was knocked free, smashed, and many of the sacred branches
were snapped and damaged. If the serpent continued in the same
fashion, it would destroy its own sacred vessel, the very
instrument that produced its life-giving meat.
The great serpent went still, utterly exhausted, as the
parasitical creature clamped to its head exerted amazing pressure,
constricting, and the great serpent—a god—had never met such a
foe.
Stacey did not know how much longer he could manage to
cling to the monster. Despite the perfect condition and strength of
his fantastic new body, this duel had been going on for far too
long—he had expended too much energy in eluding the snake’s
first violent attack—and he was battered and smashed, slammed
both onto the soil (which at least was soft) and up against the slim,
delicate tree. His body was wet with the smashed fruit scattered all
about the snake and its coils, wet with fruit juice, and his own
profuse sweat. For much of their frantic battle, the snake’s vast
coils thrashed all about him, seeming to fill the sky with
monstrous, sinuous cables of death.
Now the great serpent seemed to be tiring, its vast body
tangled throughout the tree, and a few times it seemed to have him
in its constricting coils, save for the fact that Stacey had its head
seized in both his arms and legs.
He wanted to slam his thumb into the snake’s bulbous eyes,
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but was too afraid to loosen his grip to make even one or two
offensive strikes. He had his legs wrapped around the snake’s
body, his ankles locked together.
“Stupid snake,” Stacey gritted between his teeth, “I am going
to pop...your...stinking...eyes!”
“How dare you threaten me,” the snake hissed in reply.
“Never have I been so defiled by my meat. Damned rat! Rodent!”
Stacey was rocked to hear the thing speak. He understood it
perfectly. Come on, this was just too ridiculous, it was absurd that
he was lying here tangled up in a snake the size of sewer piping,
and now the thing was speaking to him; more, the stupid thing was
actually insulting him.
“Stop talking!” Stacey roared, infuriated. “Think I’m
a...parseltongue?”
“Get off me! Release me!” the snake hissed, the sound grating
and loud, irritating as fingernails on a chalkboard—if the
fingernails happened to be twelve inches long!
The snake responded by slamming its head, and thus Stacey’s
whole body, again and again up against the tree, and the tree was
not soft.
Stacey grunted and dug deep his legs, flexing his muscles for
all he was worth, scissor-locking the snake until it ceased its new
violent thrashing.
The serpent went still again, save for its gasping breath, dazed,
for in its attempt to smash the rat, it had more hurt itself than the
clinging rodent. It could barely breathe, so strong were the
creature’s legs tightened upon its throat. The great serpent was
confounded, because no creature so insignificant should be able to
apply such amazing strength.
Stacey released his flexing legs. His whole body seemed to be
cramping up, and he doubted he would be able to apply any more
bursts of strength. This last battle of strength pitted against
strength was almost too much. He ought to release the thing.
Damn it all. Let it have him. He didn’t stand a chance against
something as vast as the great serpent. It was too strong. It was too
powerful.
No, no, NO! He would not give up. He would kill this thing
before he ever surrendered to a slithering, hissing monster.
Stacey unclasped his right hand from his left wrist. He surged
up and punched up and around with his left fist, striking the snake
savagely in the eye. When the snake reacted, writhing, he
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immediately returned his lock upon its throat. That was close, for
he almost couldn’t get his left hand returned in time, and the snake
almost bucked him off.
That was it. Stacey had expended all his strength. He was
wiped. His vision swam. He had failed. The next time the snake
attempted to free itself, poor Stacey would peel away like a wet
sock.
“Oh, you hurt me!” the snake gasped. It could not begin to
understand the strength of this rat, its very meat, for the pitifully
small thing, barely a snack, just would not give up, its strength
seemed inexhaustible.
The great serpent coughed. It could barely catch breath, and
now its eye throbbed. It clenched a scaly shield down over its
wounded eye. What if it were blinded? Had the rat actually
blinded its sacred eye? If it was not so tangled in and about its own
sacred tree, the great serpent would retreat, it would just leave,
because this was just not right, like suffering indigestion on the
outside of its body! The snake would depart, right now, but the rat
would not let it go. No, the foul rodent meant to kill its own god!
This was not right!
“I’m about to hurt you again,” Stacey gritted, but it was an
idle threat. He doubted he could even manage a soothing game of
patty cake, let alone throw another monster punch. His arms felt
like rubber. His legs felt like rubber. Stacey doubted he could even
bring harsh language to bear on the vicious monster.
“I am a god!” the snake complained.
“Yeah? Well I’m Howdy Doody,” Stacey gritted through his
clamped teeth.
The snake wheezed, its body spasming. For a moment, Stacey
actually felt sorry for the thing, as it shuddered, and began to issue
a sighing cry, a whimpering noise that sounded more like a puppy
than a monster from nightmare.
“Please,” the snake hissed, now softly, “Release me, just let
me go, and I promise, I will reward you.”
“Lying snake,” Stacey said.
“I do not lie,” the snake hissed. “I am a god, and this is not
right. You have wounded me. I think you poked out my eye.”
“Oh shut up, what kind of god are you anyway?” Stacey said.
The thing had no self-esteem. At worst, he had merely put a little
dent in the eye. Poked out its eye—good night—what a big baby!
“I admit it, you have bested me, Howdy Doody. You are not
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my meat, I admit it,” the snake hissed, and it sounded like it was
weeping.
“Don’t call me Howdy Doody,” Stacey snarled.
“But isn’t that your name?” the snake hissed, sounding almost
reasonable.
“It is if you’re a god,” Stacey said, “but call me...Wolf.” He
said it on a whim, as Wolf was the name he used for the years
when he was a boxer, it also was his favorite nickname.
“Ah, Wolf, yesssssss,” the snake hissed. “See, this was all a
mistake, for wolves do not partake of the sacred fruit. Wolves are
not my meat. Never, I can promise you, have I ever harmed a
wolf.”
“So you just want me to...let you go?” Stacey said, and he
half-chuckled. “I’m going to let you go, and what, we are just
going to shake hands?”
“If you wish, you can shake your hands, but I will show you
my tongue, in peace. I promise you, and I do not lie.”
Stacey didn’t know if he liked the idea of the great snake
showing him its tongue. That just didn’t seem right. Kind of
unsavory. It sounded...wrong. But, if that were its thing, who was
Stacey to judge?
“Okay, so, let’s say I release you, just let you go,” Stacey said.
“Yessss, yesssss,” the snake encouraged, drawing out its
sibilant pleadings.
“You are going to reward me, and then we are going to
part...as friends?”
“Yesssss, I promissssse!”
“Okay, I’m trusting you, here,” Stacey said, with some
caution. “But if you show any sign of going back on your word...I
will not be very happy.”
“I promise, we are in agreement, you can trust me, Wolf.”
“What is your name, snake?” Stacey demanded.
The great serpent remained silent.
“Tell me your name,” Stacey commanded.
“I am not supposed to tell you my name,” the snake hissed, so
softly Stacey barely heard its words.
“Look, I told you my name, now tell me your name. If you
want me to trust you,” Stacey said, still hugging the snake just
below its great head. It was like holding onto the neck of a very
long bull.
“I tell you my name out of my great respect for you, in trust,”
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the snake said.
“Well? You still haven’t told me your name,” Stacey said.
“I am Oros Borealis, Deity of High Vale, God of Violence and
War,” the great serpent hissed, sounding very official, and very
proud of itself.
Stacey coughed, and steadied his weary voice. “I, Wolf,
Pugilist, accept your surrender, Oros Borealis, Deity of Violence
and War.”
And Stacey unlocked his hands, but they remained frozen into
clamped claws. He gritted his teeth and released the lock on his
ankles.
The great snake jerked out of his embrace, and slowly,
hesitantly, slithered slightly, creepingly away. It regarded him
with its one huge eye (the other eye remained lidded beneath its
scaly shield).
Stacey, on his side, the great weight of the snake’s head off his
leg, remained prone, his whole body clumped together in the
mother of all cramps. Dripping with sweat and crushed fruit,
Stacey regarded the snake.
Something emerged slowly, sinuously from the snake’s
mouth. The thing, bloated and yellow gold, seemed too fat and big
around to be a tongue, but the thing came forward, and softly
touched Stacey’s face.
“Ohhh,” Oros Borealis crooned, “Wolf, you are
so...delicioussssss.”
Stacey lifted an eyebrow and gave the snake a hard look.
“Mind your manners, Oros Borealis.”
“I keep my word,” Oros Borealis hissed. “I vow that I am your
friend, Wolf, and shall come at your great need. You are not my
meat, although you certainly are the most delectable morsel I have
ever perceived. I honor thee.”
“Thanks,” Stacey said, finally able to unclench his hands. He
felt utterly drained, and it was only by the concentration of his will
that he was able to remain conscious.
“I allow you access to the Sacred Pool of the Sacred Tree,
please, refresh yourself,” Oros Borealis hissed, and Stacey was
able to push himself up on one elbow as he felt the ground move
beneath him.
He watched, wonderstruck, as a great mouth appeared in the
soil near the tree, the ground withdrawing like living flesh to
reveal a glimmering water source. The pool opened further until it
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revealed itself in the shape of a great eye, thirty feet across from
corner to corner, perhaps ten feet across at its middle. Stacey
crawled to its edge.
“It won’t blink, will it?” Stacey said, glancing at the snake.
“Please,” Oros Borealis soothingly hissed, “enter the pool, and
drink of its waters.”
The poor snake appeared as exhausted as Stacey. It sprawled
limply, looking a deflated garden hose meant to water valleys.
Stacey went headfirst into the pool and found the water cool,
scintillating. His toes could just touch the bottom, which felt
mossy, spongey beneath his feet. He floated. It felt good, liquid
energy. Stacey poured handfuls of water over his face, then
submerged his head, opening his mouth, drinking.
It was the most amazing water he had ever tasted, or felt. His
body and face tingled, as if an electric current ran throughout his
being. He closed his eyes and lazed in the water, spinning, floating
onto his back, looking up at the too-blue sky, the deepest blue he
had ever seen.
Other than a run-in with a meat-voracious serpent, this place
really could be heaven.
Stacey registered movement and glancing to the side
witnessed the snake plunge its nose and mouth into the waters. He
felt the water level drop in the eye pool as the great serpent sucked
in water.
Stacey moved to the edge of the pool and drew himself easily
from the water. He felt fully alive, washed clean, refreshed, not a
sore place on his body. He felt even stronger than when he first
awakened in this place, High Vale. Stacey strode in the grasses,
luxuriating in the feel of the sunlight upon his naked body.
It was incredible, he should be suffering the most hilatious
asthma attack, but his lungs felt open, and huge. He breathed
without a hitch, without a touch of phlegm in his throat. He
laughed out loud, boomingly large. Again he felt the need to cry
out. Bring me giants!
He refrained. The last time he had shouted that challenge,
well, just look at how the universe had answered him.
Oros Borealis watched him, lazing at the water’s edge, its one
eye still lidded, looking swollen.
“Would you like me to look at your eye?” Stacey said.
“Please?” the snake god hissed.
Stacey strode to the serpent and dropped to one knee before its
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scaly lid. He gently pushed at the lid, but the snake kept it
clenched shut.
“You need to open this, I’ll be careful,” Stacey said, feeling
bad about damaging the creature.
Flinching, the snake slowly folded up the lid and Stacey
peered close. It didn’t appear damaged. There was no great dent,
as Stacey feared. But it did seem swollen, compared to the unhurt
eye.
“Can you see?” he asked.
“Blurry,” the snake said.
“I’ll wash it. Let me put some water from the pool on it.”
Stacey put his hands together in a cup shape and scooped up
as much water as he could, and then came dripping back to the
snake and slowly poured the water over its eye. Funny, just before
he came to this place, his own eye was swollen shut and bleeding.
“Oooh, that feels good, yessss, soothing,” the snake said,
closing its good eye and sighing.
Stacey repeated the washing process, scooping up several
cupped hands of water and applying the wash all over the great
orb. Stacey retrieved a smashed piece of fruit that was mostly
whole and knelt again at the snake’s eye.
“I’m going to rub some of the sacred fruit on your eye. It’s
gotta have healing properties, in this place,” he said.
The snake did not complain or flinch away, but held still, as
Stacey gently rubbed the fruit over the eye. As he watched, he
seemed to notice the swelling decrease, if only marginally. Then
he washed the eye again with handfuls of water.
“I think it’s going to be okay,” Stacey said, “you’re not going
to be blind in that eye.”
“Thank you,” Oros Borealis hissed.
“Let me help you get unwound from the tree,” Stacey offered,
and proceeded to guide the snake’s body out of branches. He
couldn’t manage more than lifting the body an inch or so, but with
his hands guiding the process, he managed to aid the serpent in
unwinding from out of the tree, and then back again the opposite
direction to free it from around the tree. Other than several
branches, the tree appeared okay, it would survive.
As he aided the great serpent, Stacey glanced to the pool
where the huge eye slowly closed its lid, leaving the ground again
merely soil and grass.
“You are very kind,” Oros Borealis hissed.
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“One reason I never was the best pugilist,” Stacey replied,
grinning.
“Oh, but you are a pugilist among pugilists,” the snake said,
doing its best to compliment him, but Stacey was more than sure
the snake did not quite understand what it was saying in its nicety.
Nonetheless, the thought was pleasing.
Stacey flexed and shook out his muscles. He felt fully
enervated, not a shred of exhaustion remaining. The pool had
restored him and then some.
“Thank you, Oros Borealis,” Stacey said, “that dip in the pool
was a wonderful reward.”
“Oh, no, Wolf, that was not your reward, that was just a
pleasant drink among friends. If you will step back, I will produce
your reward,” the great serpent hissed.
Stacey complied, stepping back several paces from the
serpent’s head, as Oros Borealis began to hitch, and cough. Stacey
had no idea what was going on, but it certainly didn’t seem like
anything that would lead to a reward, of any kind.
It was ironic, but here, with this massive serpent, Stacey felt
safe. He trusted, yes, he actually trusted a snake. Back where he
came from, when someone told you they were sorry, and that you
could be friends when you let them up, as soon as they got to their
feet they’d more than likely pull a razor on you. But not so here,
the snake made an oath, and Stacey fully trusted that it would keep
the oath. Since releasing his hold on the serpent, Stacey had not
doubted the beast’s integrity, not even a little bit. Funny, ironic,
how you could trust an alien serpent, in another world, whereas
you couldn’t trust your own kind in your own place. He couldn’t
count the sucker punches he’d received over the years, all because
he was a man that organically trusted the word of others. It
probably came down to the fact that what you were, you expected
of others.
Something foamy looking began to appear from the snake’s
mouth, fibrous, something that looked woven of hairs, bleached
hairs, as its jaws unhinged, and the bulbous something emerged.
Within moments, several feet of beige hairball in the shape of a
distended egg hung from the serpent’s mouth, and it kept coming
as the snake strangled and coughed.
Sheesh, Stacey thought, I certainly hope this isn’t some
indigenous ritual, where I have to eat a snake’s half -digested
hairball. He felt queasy. What if this was some person the snake
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had swallowed?
With a final cough, the snake spat the long, tubular mess onto
the ground. Stacey sighed, at least it wasn’t writhing, as it did look
something like a beige maggot, wet, glistening.
“This is for you,” Oros Borealis hissed, looking pooped, as if
it had just given birth.
Yikes, what if that is the reward, some kind of baby pet snake?
Or a whole bunch of writhing snakes? What was he supposed to
do? Smile and drape the snakes around his neck and shoulders?
“Um, uh, thanks?” Stacey managed, although he didn’t mean
to sound ungrateful.
“Open it, open it,” Oros Borealis hissed, sounding excited, like
a parent who can’t wait for a child to open that perfect gift, the one
that cost half a paycheck.
Stacey knelt in the grasses by the lump, and tentatively poked
at it with his finger. Thankfully, the lump did not move, and it
didn’t appear to be breathing.
“Here, here, let me help you,” Oros Borealis hissed, grinning
at Stacey, producing a fang fully twelve inches long, and
proceeded to draw the tip of the fang through the skin of the lump.
It reminded Stacey of television programs where medical
examiners sliced into cadavers.
“Okay, please, open it,” Oros Borealis hissed excitedly. Stacey
could almost imagine it dancing about on imaginary legs, clapping
imaginary hands.
Stacey grimaced, and seized either side of the incision in
either hand, and drew them back away from each other, parting
what still felt like sopping hairball fabric. The fleshy, gooey
substance seemed to rend easily, separating into a gaping hole.
Something squarish was in there, very odd, and Stacey felt it
with his hands, and lifted it out, and thankfully the thing came
away mostly clean. It was a backpack, or messenger bag, all made
out of snakeskin. Stacey had to admit, it was a beautiful piece of
luggage.
“A backpack?” he asked, peeking at the snake.
“Yesss, yesss, but there’s more, lots more!” the snake laughed,
at least it sounded like it was laughing, and gleefully too. “You are
the first, Wolf, you are the first.”
The next thing in the hairball sack appeared to be a crumpled
wad of clothing, and as Stacey drew it out, it resolved into a pair
of leggings, and looking closely, Stacey appreciated the fact that
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the pants were made out of fine scales, of an iridescent brown,
only as he turned it in his hands they flickered with light, now
looking more dark purple, with glimmers of scarlet.
He was about to comment when he recognized something else
in the hairball sack, it looked like a pair of cotton boxer-briefs, the
kind of underwear he usually wore. He chuckled and pulled out
the cotton shorts.
“Well, this is convenient,” he said, stepping into the shorts and
pulling them up over his legs and hips. At least they didn’t have
the faux-opening in the crotch that was pretty much useless. “My
size and everything.” He pulled on the legging-things, and they
were stretchy, but thankfully didn’t fit him like tights, and were
thick, and comforting. They felt like leather, but what did you call
snakeskin? Probably snakeskin.
“Yesss, yesss, but there’s even more!” Oros Borealis hissed.
Stacey produced a pair of snakeskin boots that matched the
leggings, and he liked them immediately. They looked like
something from the Tolkien calendars of his youth, painted by the
Brothers Hildebrandt. Stacey slipped into them and pulled them up
just under his knees where they folded in this cuffs. If needed he
could probably wear them unfolded, all the way up to his crotch,
but he felt that might appear a tad too S&M. The boots were
tough, serviceable, not fashionwear.
Stacey found more cotton—he wanted to call it a shirt, but the
thing definitely was kind of blousey, reminding him of the
infamous Pirate Shirt episode of Seinfeld. Still, there was no
denying, it was a very nice shirt. Stacey pulled it over his head,
and of course, it fit him perfectly, well matched to his broad
shoulders. He rolled the sleeves up to his elbows, and tucked the
bottom into the breeches—yes, these were breeches, not leggings,
not tights, thank goodness, he was much more comfortable
wearing breeches!
The next item was a vest made out of the same skin as the
breeches, thick and braced with what felt like boiled leather about
the chest and shoulders. When Stacey wore the garment, he felt
how heavy it was, and discovered daggers hidden inside the vest,
on either side so that his underarms pressed against the hafts. He
drew one of the daggers. It was a beautiful piece of weaponry,
with a horn handle, and perfectly sharp double-edged blade. He
tucked it back into its sheath in the vest.
All this was feeling disturbingly familiar to Stacey.
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When you got your gear in a video game.
But still, he consoled himself with the fact that all of this felt
as real as waking up in the morning, or hiking, or even breathing.
Yes, there more than a few fantasy...tropes, abundant signs that
this was some sort of game, where you beat the boss and win its
treasure, tropes abundant, but hey, he didn’t have much choice.
Plus, he had to admit to himself, this was bad-ass cool, he liked
these clothes, these daggers, these boots. Heck, he was equipped
for Middle-Earth.
“Keep going, keep going,” Oros Borealis hissed.
“There’s more?” Stacey said, now feeling somewhat
delighted. Hey, he felt it, it was like being a kid on Christmas
morning.
He pulled free what had to be the coolest cape—a traveling
cloak! It was fitted to his shoulders, with a large hood, he
experimented by pulling it low on his head, and yes, as he
expected, he could almost completely obscure his face in its
shadow. There were even inner sleeves so you could wear it like a
coat. Yes. Yes! He used to have an oilskin duster, but this
traveling cloak was far cooler. He did a quick check and it was
equipped with pockets for all kinds of things. He removed the
cloak, for now, and folded it and placed it on the messenger bag
(he really shouldn’t think of the bag that way, it was almost as bad
as a fanny pack!).
The bag seemed empty now, just blackness inside.
“Keep going, Wolf,” Oros Borealis hissed.
“I don’t suppose there are some cigars in there?” he said,
joking, but his hand found a small leather pouch, hardened into a
rectangular shape, and when he pulled the top half up and away
from the body of the (leather box?) pouch, he found himself
staring at a clump of seven dark sticks that could only be called
cigars. They were rough, and irregularly shaped, but they were
cigars!
“You gotta be kidding me,” he said, extracting one, looking it
over, sniffing it. Whoa, it smelled spicy, but had that underlying
stink of cigar tobacco. He should probably think aroma, and not
stink, but let’s face it, cigars stank, pure and simple (not that there
was anything pure or simple about stinking). Without thinking, he
nipped the end of the cigar with his front teeth and spat the tip to
the side, and set the cigar in his teeth.
“Pinch the end,” Oros Borealis hissed.
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Stacey pinched the end of the cigar and it burst into flame. He
moved his hand away from the flame, and then puffed,
extinguishing the flame, and was overjoyed by the billows of
smoke that erupted from his lips. Oh, it was glorious!
“Do I know how to reward a conqueror?” Oros Borealis
hissed.
Stacey checked, and sure enough, there was a pocket inside
the vest conveniently shaped for the hard cigar pouch.
“I have to admit, I am very pleased,” Stacey said, chuckling,
grinning around the cigar, as he merrily puffed. And the cigar
tasted good, unlike any cigar he’d smoked before. These guys
must have a direct line to Cuba. Or a fantasy Cuba, perhaps from
the 1930s.
“One last thing,” Oros Borealis hissed.
Stacey peered into the bag, but he didn’t see anything. He felt
around and found something hard. It felt like a pool cue, but if it
was, it was the kind that disassembled, because whatever it was, it
couldn’t be too long, as the bag was no more than four feet in
length. Stacey produced the rod, and it was black, and about four
feet long, with a knobbed end, and a few nubs up and down the
sides, which could only have once been sawed-off branches.
Stacey, removing his cigar from his teeth to examine the stick
better, recognized it at once; it was a black shillelagh.
“That is of the Ironwood Tree, and it is unbreakable,” Oros
Borealis hissed, and it really did sound like he was smiling.
Stacey immediately spun the shillelagh in his hand, spinning it
in one hand and then transferring it to the other, making the black
weapon spin so fast it looked like a propeller. He ended with the
walking stick smashing butt-first into the ground, as if he were Mr.
Peanut.
He chuckled. He had never touched a shillelagh in his life, and
here now he had the skill that martial artists would literally kill
themselves to achieve.
“There’s only one thing left,” Oros Borealis hissed, drawing
suddenly into the air above Stacey, a great hood spreading out
from his neck, a canopy of colors that winked in the sunlight.
Stacey looked up at the snake’s head twenty feet above him as
it peered down at him, all spread out, a majestic winged serpent.
“What’s that?” Stacey inquired, hefting his shillelagh in both
hands, but loosely, at about his waist.
“Now that I have rewarded you, and we both are whole, oh but
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now, Wolf, I really must...eat you,” hissed Oros Borealis, Deity of
High Vale, God of Violence and War. He sounded and appeared
like the Big Bad Wolf hovering over Little Red Riding Hood. “I
am certain that you will ultimately satisfying, and blissfully
delicious.”
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14 — Transformation.
Seven, in the dark, listened intently. The deep booming knock
that had brought her forth from the depths was now silent. She
kept ordering herself to stop being a baby and just raise the lid;
however, a terrifying thought kept the lid down. Vividly, she
remembered the Martians, with their identical faces and athletic
bodies, bulging eyes, eyes too large, lacking any real nose, the too
sickly white skin. The thought of the Martians up there, in RL, just
outside her chamber, well, it was too much. She felt overwhelmed,
assaulted, powerless...until she remembered something else.
Another thought, another memory.
She had not remembered that punch, the one she delivered,
cocking back her fist and letting fly right into that Martian’s face,
and how the ugly man flew backward as if kicked by a mule.
Seven had done that. Something unlike any previous action in her
entire life. She defended herself. And she was not powerless. So,
what did that mean?
Seven was powerful.
The chamber lid lifted, and Seven swung her legs out over the
edge of the chamber bed to sit. She listened, intently, and it was
completely quiet, as always, her ears felt new and unused, and the
dim lighting of the cubicle proved very strong to her newly opened
eyes. She rarely considered the fact, but within her Inner Sanctum,
she did not use her eyes, or her hands. She lifted her hands before
her eyes and formed fists.
You don’t mess with Seven.
She heard a repetitive noise, a stuttering, breathy cry. It
sounded like the whimper of an animal, somewhere nearby. Her
skin prickled with a wave of gooseflesh.
Whuif. Whuif. Whuif.
The hairs on the back of Seven’s neck lifted and her eyes
began to water.
Sifting through the databases of her mind, she could conjure
no likely—or at least no realistic image in her mind, of what in the
world could be making that noise. Terribly, the image that kept
surfacing was something from her childhood, when she watched
an old movie. She must have only been seven years of age when
she watched The Fly, which was supposed to be the remake of an
even older science fiction flick. The mad scientist in the movie
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sent a baboon through a teleporter, and what had appeared across
the room was an animal turned inside-out.
Some things, once you’ve seen them realized, even if only in a
movie, an old movie, well, they are almost impossible to remove
from the mental view screen. Seven, a little girl, had dreamed of
that inside-out baboon.
That quivering mass of baboon organs, twitching, spasming,
horribly still alive, that’s the image that came to mind. Whatever
made that whuiffing noise, did not sound human, and it did not
sound like it issued from an animal. Bizarrely, it sounded like an
asthmatic heart, gasping for its severed lungs, and it sounded as if
it were here, somewhere close in the long room, beat-gasping
amidst the VR chambers.
Whuif. Whuif. Whuif.
Slowly, she pushed herself away from the chamber bed. She
wanted nothing more than to lie back down, and lower the lid, and
return to her safe Inner Sanctum, but there was no way she could
do that while her physical body remained here with whatever
made that inhuman noise. Her foot bumped into something warm
and wet.
Seven screamed and leaped aside from the hot and moist thing
on the floor. As her eyes picked out details she screamed again,
because what she saw there, huddled near the base of her chamber,
was not preferable to discovering a disassociated human heart,
severed and beating upon the floor. She wished for the reversed
baboon. Despite herself, she screamed loud, her hands at her face,
she wanted to run, and just run, run forever from this thing.
In a tangle of blanket was what appeared to be a human Mr.
Potatohead, spongey and shriveled. A human Mr. Potatohead gone
soft, and rotten.
Worse than the sight of the shriveled creature, warped and
terribly animated, was that she recognized Number Six in the
throbbing mass of pink flesh. Backing away, she screamed again,
and felt bad about screaming into his face—Toby Winnur, that
was his name, he was a person, a human being, not a thing—
because it, no—he—was staring at her, with pleading in his
distorted, sunken eyes. His attention focused upon her, with
terrible pleading emanating from every quivering and distended
pore of his being.
“Six?” she breathed, unable to look away from the horror.
Whuif. Whuif. Whuif.
156

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

Swallowing hard, suppressing the overwhelming need to
vomit, she placed her hands over her mouth and began to move
slowly toward him, crouching low, onto her knees. She had to help
him, although her mind was empty of anything that anyone could
conceivably do for him, short of placing him back in the
teleporter, sending him back to his point of origin, and crossing
your fingers that things could ever go back to something close to
normal. Poor guy, poor poor guy.
This couldn’t be real, could it? It was something like the
twisted horror stories people created for themselves in VR. People
actually chose to live VR lives as trolls, triffids, and trilobites;
mummies, vampires, werewolves, and zombies—every
conceivable horror of the imagination. Her head whirled. How
could this be real? She desperately wanted to wake up, but it was
all too apparent, she was awake, this was real, and something had
gone catastrophically...wrong.
“I’m going to call an ambulance,” she said, her shaking voice
scaring her almost as much as the sight of Number Six reduced to
a raisin shape. He looked like a big pink raisin, bald and fleshy,
heaving with agonizing breath. She would call the fire department,
anyone.
“No,” came a distinct word from the mass.
“You need help, Toby,” she said, feeling odd calling him by
his real name, because there was nothing real about him, other
than his agony. What remained of him could barely be called a
number, let alone a name.
It said something, another word, but she couldn’t decipher the
word. She didn’t want to get any closer, but she tilted her head and
concentrated.
“What, Six, what did you say?”
Whuif. Whuif. Whuif.
Through the palpitating gasp-cry, she thought she heard it
forming a word.
“Chamber,” she interpreted through the gurgle.
“You want me to get you back into your chamber?” she
whispered, her heart slamming in her chest.
“Yes, please,” it croaked, clearly. It must have taken
incredible focus for it to say the distinct words, because she could
not even make out a mouth in the lumpy mass of flesh.
She did not wish to touch it, the thing, but she forced herself to
help Number Six, Toby Winnur. She gathered the wet blanket
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about the mass and experimented by testing its weight, lifting
portions of its bulk through the blanket. It seemed incredibly light,
unnaturally light, as if its flesh was made of foam. She gathered
what remained of the man into her arms as it whuiffed in agony.
As she struggled to her feet she discerned a pile of what could
only be his remaining hair clumped about on the floor, and blood,
there was lots of blood, and viscous fluid that looked like snot.
The thing in her arms must weigh no more than fifty pounds,
but still she struggled, leaning against her chamber, lugging the
mass about and around her cubicle into the Number Six alcove.
Thankfully, the chamber was open. As gently as she could, she
placed her load upon the sponge bed. The chamber must still be
able to recognize Number Six, because the lid descended at the
command of what must remain of his mental consciousness.
She hurried back around into her own cubicle and climbed
into her chamber. The lid descended and she closed her eyes.
She was now in her Inner Sanctum with the red door at her
back. She produced a window and saw the blinking light that
represented an incoming message. She clicked on the icon.
“It’s okay, Seven, come on over,” the message read. There
was a link, but she hesitated to click it, because what if even in his
Inner Sanctum, he was yet a deflated Mr. Potatohead?
She called a thick hoodie upon herself, and warm slipperboots onto her feet, and then she clicked the link.
She stood just before a red door much like her own, and
glanced about herself. This was the first time she had ever been in
a different Inner Sanctum than her own, and had only time to
register that Number Six had gone with an Asian theme, basic and
clean, before Number Six himself appeared from deeper within his
sanctum, smiling, and whole, wearing a bright red silk kimono.
“Number Six!” she cried, rushing forward, for he appeared
completely normal, hale and whole. She threw herself into his
arms and he embraced her, chuckling warmly.
“See, see?” he laughed, “it’s okay, everything’s okay!”
She pushed back in his arms and looked at him. This was the
good-looking and somewhat beefy version of him she had only
seen in a photo.
“Wow,” she said, without thinking, “you’re gorgeous!”
He laughed, putting back his head. The laugh was real, and
heartfelt.
“Thanks, you’re not so bad, yourself!” he chuckled, leading
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her into his sanctum, drawing her to an upright futon couch,
beautiful white and immaculate. “Come on, I need to talk to you.”
They seated close to each other on the futon, and Six produced
a frosty mug of a dark liquid.
“What can I get you?” he asked, eyebrows raised, as he sipped
at his brew.
She experimented, not sure if she was breaking any VR
protocol, but she easily produced a crystal wine glass of port.
“I am so sorry you had to witness that,” Six said. He glanced
into his frosted mug. “I should have just contacted you via text,
but I guess I didn’t realize it had progressed so far. But enough of
that. Oh, stout is good, I’m glad that I won’t be leaving this.
Where I’m going now, there is stout. Plenty of stout!”
Whuif. Whuif. Whuif. Unbidden, the memory swirled in her
mind, that terrible noise. And yet, here he was, Six, handsome, and
healthy.
“Where are you going?” she asked.
“I’ve been setting it up for some time, you can actually come
and visit me. I’m sending you a gold pass, right now. You can
retrieve it in your mail. Whenever you need a vacation, or
someone to talk to, just come to High Vale.”
“High Vale—the online game?” she said, blinking, still not
registering what all this meant, what was going on. Hadn’t that
game been closed, like, ages ago? Wasn’t it all part of the great
book burning?
“It’s much more than a game, it’s a whole world, as real as
this world; oh, well, you know what I mean, the outside world.
I’ve been setting up my own firewalled land for some time. It’s
expensive, but I have my account paid for the next ten years, and
when I’m there I have it running at ten speed, so in ten years I will
have lived a hundred full, happy years, there, in my own version
of heaven.”
“Wait,” she said, clasping her wineglass in two hands, holding
it to her heart. “You’re planning on living inside a virtual world?”
“That’s what I’ve wanted to do, it’s like I’m fully me, there.
Plus, Seven, you see what I’ve become in RL. I doubt I have even
minutes left there,” he said, and he didn’t sound sad about the fact
that he was dying, was perhaps on the very door of death at this
moment.
“But what went wrong? Has this happened before, I mean in
the chamber, does this happen to all of us?” she said, feeling her
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heart slamming. She knew there was quite a turnaround in the
program, but she figured that was because most men became
addicted to the sexual potential of the program.
“As far as I know, nothing went wrong,” Six said. “I think this
has all been my choice. The more I am there, the less I am here.
Don’t worry, I don’t think anything terrible is going to happen to
you, Seven. Don’t worry. There’s nothing wrong with the
program, or the chambers. Remember, what Old Ben said, don’t
be afraid?”
“But Six! You can’t just leave RL, I mean, that’s not possible.
When you die, you’re going to be gone, don’t you realize that?
Maybe we can get help for you? Maybe we can get you back to
normal?” She was pleading with him, and she couldn’t believe she
was having this conversation, trying to explain reality to someone.
She doubted she even understood what the concept—reality—
meant, any longer. She had been fighting with herself over the
concept.
A gong sounded from somewhere off in the sanctum. It was a
beautiful, rich tone, with a very long reverberation.
“Don’t worry about me, Seven,” he said, and took a long pull
at his mug of stout. He smacked his lips and belched, then grinned
at her and excused himself. “It’s about that time, Sweetheart”
“You’re going, now?” she said, her eyes huge.
“I made the decision a long time ago. Remember, this isn’t
something that happened to me. I wanted this. I chose it. I did run
into a hitch in my plans, but Old Ben is helping me solve the
problem, otherwise my heaven might have become my hell,” he
said, looking happy, and young.
“But what about after the ten years?” she said, attempting to
think of something, anything that might make him wait a while
longer, and think about his choice. She knew he wasn’t going to
get any kind of magical ten years, not in this world, nor any other.
She fully realized, even if he couldn’t—or wouldn’t allow himself
to realize—that in perhaps moments, Toby Winnur, Number Six,
would be gone, forever.
“Don’t worry, I don’t plan on living forever, or anything like
that. If I’m still alive in ten years, the worst that will happen is that
my firewall will come down and my slice of High Vale will just
become a portion of the larger property. It’s a full and rich land,
and quite dangerous, but beautiful beyond belief. A hundred years
in High Vale, well, that’s a better dream than I’ve ever dreamed.
160

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

Don’t worry, Seven. They won’t cancel my account, or anything
like that. Come and see me. You’ll love it there. You can spend
some time in our chateau. You can meet Lady Varra, my wife,
you’ll love her, and she’ll love you!”
He laughed, and lightly slapped her thigh.
“Really,” he said, “this is like any version of reality. There are
no guarantees. Everything can be over, in a heartbeat, for any of
us, at any time. I’m okay with this. I will even be in touch with my
family, over there. I can bring them to visit, even communicate
with them on a daily basis, via text, e-mail, even video chat.”
She was about to speak, argue, but the gong sounded again.
She shuddered, remembering her grandfather clock tolling the
midnight hour, and her crystal sandbox crashing down. She
clutched at the locket beneath her hoodie.
Six stood and drew Seven up from the futon.
“I really have to go now, thanks so much, for everything,” he
said, and hugged her before she could protest. “I have to go before
the gong sounds again. Plus I have to say farewell to a few very
nice mermaid friends of mine.”
She nodded, her eyes filling with tears.
He smiled and turned from her and waved his hand at the
tatami floor. A pool opened in the floor. Without another word, he
stripped off his red kimono and dove naked into the shallow pool.
She watched as his form became fainter and then vanished into
shadow. She stood and watched the ripples and waves in the
water, as if he might come back for one last word.
The gong sounded again and before its reverberations had
stilled she was back in her own Inner Sanctum, standing before her
red door. She hugged her arms tightly about herself and was
surprised to find she still held the wineglass from Six’s sanctum.
Wine was sloshed about her feet, which she cleaned with hardly a
thought. She looked at the wineglass.
Seven was not a packrat, and hardly sentimental, but she
couldn’t do away with this glass. It was her token of Six. She
strode to her desk and placed the glass, still wet with red wine, on
the top shelf.
She produced the locket she wore on a chain and studied the
heart. She could do something similar to Six, make some of the
same choices. She could go to a world, scrolling back to where
Stacey and Jack compared coincidences in the park, beneath
Jack’s tree. She could come strolling across the park and greet
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them, introduce herself, get to know them, Jack and Stacey. She
smiled, wistfully. They could stroll away from the park, in the
opposite direction of the Coffee Dump, and she could walk
between them, holding each of their arms.
Her smile vanished as she thought of her mother and father,
called to identify a pink raisin.

Jack woke and yawned. He stretched out of his fetal ball. He
had no idea how long he had slept, and only slowly remembered
his recent ordeal; the great snake lifted up and hooded fifty feet in
the air, the twinkling lights glittering in its bat-like wings. He
hugged himself, realizing he was still naked. He looked and found
that he had kicked the pile of clothes onto the floor. He peeked
about the room and was happy to see that he was still alone.
Quickly, Jack clothed himself in the garments, hoping that
whoever lived in this tiny one-room cottage wouldn’t come back
suddenly and catch him here, and consider him a thief. The clothes
seemed to be some sort of renaissance fair garb, dark green
breeches, and shapeless underwear, short and soft boots that rose
to his calves, a baggy shirt with drawstrings at the neck, a short
jacket made of dark green leather, and a peaked cap with a red
feather, it reminded him of the old Robin Hood cartoons.
He felt better clothed, even though the temperature of the
room was nice. Running naked from a man-eating snake had to be
about the most uncomfortable thing in the world. He intended to
do nothing of the kind, ever again.
Jack noticed a small table under the glassed window—had that
been there before? He didn’t remember. But now he noticed a
rounded loaf of bread with a wedge of white cheese, a bottle of
wine, a clump of yellow grapes, and strips of what could only be
beef jerky, all arranged pleasantly on a broad wooden platter. He
attacked the fare, ravenous. After vomiting up his guts, mostly
onto the snake’s head, he was famished beyond belief. How long
had it been since he’d had water? He uncorked the wine bottle and
took a swig. He had never had wine before, but this stuff didn’t
seem all that alcoholic, it just tasted like lukewarm grape juice.
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And it was good. He gulped the wine, and then ripped into the
bread, alternating bites of the crumbly cheese, and the jerky; he
found the jerky thick and tough, but very juicy, and tasting much
gamier than beef. It was probably elk, or moose, or whatever game
was prevalent in this world.
He chuckled. He had thought this place heaven. But there
wouldn’t be rampaging serpents in heaven, would there? And
jerky? You wouldn’t kill the animals in heaven and dry their meat
for food, would you?
At the moment, Jack had no philosophical cares. In the real
world, he was a vegetarian, but here, at least for now, bring on the
slaughtered animals and jerky! He didn’t really mean that, but he
was starving. And he had to admit it, he did enjoy the taste of
blood, just like any other human carnivore.
Chewing on jerky and sipping at the wine, he looked out the
window onto a beautiful grassy meadow. The first thing he
checked on was that there were no giant snakes slithering around
out there. For all he knew, giant snakes might be the people here,
and he might just be another mouse. He immediately went to the
hearth and retrieved the long dagger hanging on a belt beneath the
bow, and this he strapped around his waist. The dagger, about
eighteen inches long, jostled at his hip. He drew it from its sheath
and examined its mirrored surface. The pointy thing was beautiful,
made out of some white metal, sharp and double-edged, and the
handle seemed to be carved bone, slightly yellowed like ivory.
Awesome!
Clothed, armed, and with food and wine in his belly, he felt
much more secure. He belched, and his head swam. Oh boy, it was
real wine, and he felt half-drunk, but this thought just made him
giggle, and snort.
What did he care, he was Jack the Meateater! Jack the Wino!
These thoughts should shame him, but he just sniggered some
more. Then he started laughing, and he knew he was probably
half-hysterical, but that knowledge only made him laugh harder. It
was hilarious, everything was hilarious! Here he thought God had
been sending him messages, and all along the great big fat secret
was that he was just a video game character, and now here he was
dressed like Robin Hood after all the world had crashed down
about him and his new friends. And he laughed harder.
So what, was this his home now? This little one-room cottage?
And why was he alone? Where was Stacey? Where was
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Michael, and Joshua? Where was Sandy? He had thought they
were all in this thing together, and now here he was alone.
Weeping.
Yes, stupid, stupid boy, here he was, at some point his
uproarious laughter had transformed into tears, and heartwrenching hiccups. Poor Jack, oh poor, poor Jack! He would be
eighteen years old in just a month or so, and here he was weeping
like a baby, a big ole blubbering baby, Jack.
Waaaa, waaaa, WAAAAAAA!
Jack burst into laughter. What did he care? He had a whole
bottle of wine. Everything was just too funny. He drank some
more and finally calmed down, wow, that was like riding on a
rollercoaster. Insane emotions. Wine. Meat. He might have to kick
this terrible hobbit. He giggled. He pictured himself kicking a
terrible hobbit. No, that would be horrible, no matter how terrible
the hobblible, wobblible, and bobblible. He closed his eyes and
shrieked laughter. Oh what a drunk, he thought, I’ve become an
alcoholic. Hello, my name is Jack, and I’m a video game
character, an NPC. He sipped some more wine and realized the
bottle was just about empty. Ah well, it had been a good run.
Game over.
He sighed and went to the door. Should he open it? Was he
ready for this? Well, he certainly wasn’t ready for racing another
snake. He was done with snake wrangling. No more snakes, and
no more terrible hobbits. He lifted the rough log from the brackets
at the front door and set it alongside the door. He seized the iron
ring set in the door and lifted, and slowly pulled the door toward
him. He stuck his head out.
Oh what a world. Yes, as he remembered, it was all a thing of
beauty. Too beautiful. Too many colors. Too bright. Too vivid.
Too many notes, he thought, and giggled half-heartedly.
He tucked his head back into the cottage, feeling like a turtle.
He closed the door and barred it. He sighed. Then he remembered
the bow above the hearth.
Jack turned about and put his back to the door. He stared at the
bow. It looked complicated, and more like a snow ski than a
weapon. He realized it looked somewhat odd because it was
unstrung. And then he realized that he knew how to string a bow.
He knew how to nock an arrow.
He strode to the hearth, snatched the bow, strung it with hardly
trying, seized an arrow, whirled and found himself aiming at the
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door, the bow pulled taught, an arrow ready to fly. What in the
world? He must have done that all in one second. He smiled.
Awesome. He was awesome.
Jack was an awesome archer.
“Beware, villains,” Jack grated, in his best Clint Eastwood
sneer, “of Agile Arrowboy!”
Jack heard what could only be the clop of hooves, just outside.
Hardly thinking, he lowered the bow and popped the arrow back
into its quiver. Maybe he should keep the bow armed, you know,
just in case? What if this was some new threat?
More likely, it was the owner of the cottage, and Jack was just
so...busted. He was like Goldilocks, sleeping in the bed,
consuming the food, and dressing in the owner’s clothing. Oh, but
he was just so busted!
Well, best to face it, head-on. He returned the bow to above
the hearth, but maintained his dagger, and strode to the door and
kicked the log up and out of its bed, then snatched open the door
and stepped forward, into the bright sunlight.
Squinting, Jack watched as the extremely large white horse,
covered in black spots like a Dalmatian dog, approached at a
canter, clopping forward, still a hundred paces away. That was a
big horse. It must be bigger than a Clydesdale, and now that Jack
could see him better, that was some huge man riding the horse,
with a blowing fur cape, massive, and a gloved hand held high.
“Hail, and well met!” the big man thundered.
“Hail!” Jack returned, raising his own gloved hand, and then
he snatched his hand back, because it called to mind saluting
Caesar, or worse, Hitler.
The man slung himself off the majestic horse, slapped the
animal’s neck, and then just walked away from it, leaving the
reigns to drag on the ground, and came stomping forward in huge
boots. The horse, looking ten feet tall, stood and stared at Jack.
“I am Lord Meren Dulance of High Vale, from the Lonely
Chateau,” the big man said, towering over Jack, extending a meaty
hand.
Jack shook the proffered hand and felt as if the bones of his
own hand were crushed into fragments.
“Well, you’re not what I was expecting,” Lord Meren
Dulance, said, with obvious disappointment, measuring Jack with
his eyes.
“I’m not?” Jack said, feeling a little slow. At least he had
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ceased giggling. And crying.
“Well, don’t worry about it, Jack me fine lad!” Lord Meren
Dulance boomed, slapping Jack on the shoulder. The blow, meant
as a friendly gesture, nearly knocked Jack off his feet. “We are
alive, and all is well in High Vale! Well met, lad, well met!”
“Yeah, well met,” Jack said, rubbing his shoulder. “And you
said your name is Lord—”
“Never mind that,” the big man said, his face ruddy and
weathered. “Just call me Number Six. Yeah, I like that. Seven
would, too. Just call me Six!”
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PART 3 CURIOUSER AND CURIOUSER
“Words have no power to impress the mind without
the exquisite horror of their reality.”
—Edgar Allan Poe

“As far as the laws of mathematics refer to reality, they are not
certain, and as far as they are certain, they do not refer to reality.”
—Albert Einstein
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15 — The Little Girl.
The little girl strolls along the street, stopping before windows,
cupping her hands around her eyes and leaning against the glass
storefronts. Occasionally, she checks the small pink watch on her
wrist, and she smiles. A woman passing her, in a bright sunny
dress, all expanded skirt and tight crenellated waist, puffed sleeves
and high collar, smiles at the little girl, and pauses.
“Where are your parents, Dear?” the woman asks, pleasantly.
“Oh, you know, Dada is Dada,” the little girl says, giggling.
The woman smiles at her, and then tilts her head slightly,
beginning to frown. She is about to say something else when the
little girl skips away, trailing a white-gloved hand along the
buildings, her fingers slipping in and out over the red bricks and
green-blue grout. The woman follows the charming little girl, but
only with her gaze, and her frown upends into a smile, as she
shakes her head and continues the other way, the little girl slipping
from her mind, a playful foal. The woman smiles at a very
handsome man, who tips his fedora hat and grins. The woman
turns to follow the man with a wistful glance, and she touches the
large mound of curls at her head, wishing she had spritzed herself
with Fer de Lance instead of Moonglow before leaving her
cottage.
The little girl skips across the sidewalk rectangles, always
careful to miss the cracks between the slabs of concrete, to the
corner lift and waits for the blue doors to rise and then slide apart.
She puts her head far back, watching for the lift, and sees it very
high above, a dark smudge in the sky. Her very blonde hair
dangles prettily down her back, in cascades of golden curls. She
checks her pink watch and smiles. Glancing down the street, she
notices a big Irish cop strolling in his crisp navy blue greatcoat,
brass buttons glinting in the sunlight, swinging his nightstick from
a sausage-thick finger. The beefy red-faced man is whistling
merrily, and the girl catches the tune, Buffalo Girls.
“Aaaaaaand,” the little girl sings along, “daaaaance by the
light of the moooooon!”
“Wonderful singing voice,” the very handsome man says,
approaching and stopping near the little girl. He lifts his dark blue
fedora to the little girl, nodding courtly, and then places his hands
into the pockets of baggy suit pants.
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“Thank you,” the little girl says, and smiles up at the very
handsome man.
“Hey,” he says, “would you like to play a game?”
“Sure,” the little girl replies, grinning, because she adores
games.
“Why don’t we pretend that I’m your daddy?” the very
handsome man says, eyes twinkling. He rocks back and forth on
his dark two-tone shoes. The little girl notices how tightly the
shoes are laced, and wonders how the very handsome man is able
to pull the thick black laces so tightly.
“This fine policeman strolling toward us is a very good friend
of mine,” the very handsome man says, nodding in the direction of
the whistling officer. “Let’s tell him that I’m taking you on an
adventure, and that I’m going to buy you real ice cream on the
platform above.”
“Oh, I have money,” the little girl says, showing the man the
little clasp purse on her wrist. She is very proud of the pink leather
purse, and inside the purse, she has two whole dollars, one a
folded green bill, and the remainder in a variety of coins; two
dimes, three nickels, five pennies, and two quarters.
“Your money is no good here,” the very handsome man
laughs, “in this fine establishment, everything is on the house, for
a princess like you. You pick whatever you like from the menu,
and I’m buying. Nothing is too good for my little girl.”
“Oh, I’m not a princess,” the little girl giggles. “I like to
pretend sometimes, but I know I’m not. The Shaannii assures me
that I had best focus on the facts; with the Shaannii, it is always
the facts, nothing but the facts.”
“Well, to me,” the very handsome man chuckles, “your proud
Daddy, you are the most wonderful princess to ever don glass
slippers!”
The little girl frowns. She does not think that glass slippers
sound very comfortable, but she understands his reference.
Cinderella lost a slipper running down the steps at midnight. She
glances down at her own pink sandals, and wishes for heels, but
she is still too young to be wearing heels, at least that is what the
Shaannii says. But the very handsome man using the phrase don
glass slippers—such an old-fashioned expression—perhaps this
friendly man should not be trusted, not quite completely, despite
being so very handsome. Handsome is as handsome does. The
little girl often imagines having a father, and she enjoys imagining
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him looking much like this very handsome man. For now, she will
continue his little game. But she is watching him.
A low beeping tone sounds, and the blue walls of the lift cube
rise from the concrete, and the lift drops like a rock from the sky,
producing a loud whistling noise.
“Top of the mornin’,” says the Irish policeman, nearing the lift
cube, pushing his nightstick into the broad belt at his waist. “And
how is our young lady, my pretty little Buffalo gal?”
The little girl giggles, understanding that the policeman is not
calling her a girl from Buffalo, a city of Old New York, but is
merely referring to the lyrics of the song he has been whistling.
She is charmed by the red-faced man, who is smiling at her with
twinkling blue eyes, and she returns his smile, and for some
reason, she feels like taking his big hand, but it is her “play daddy”
that takes her hand.
“My little lady requires ice cream in the sky, and what can a
father do but give his only daughter exactly what she wants?” the
very handsome man says, taking a step toward the blue lift cube.
“Oh and fine, and what’s your favorite flavor?” the policeman
inquires of the little girl, crouching down, his elbow blocking the
very handsome man. “Meself, I loves the Rocky Road.”
“I don’t think I’ve ever had ice cream before,” the little girl
says, “so I don’t have a favorite flavor, not yet, but honestly,
Rocky Road doesn’t sound too pleasant, it sounds rather...earthy.”
The policeman guffaws loudly. “Oh, but it is not the sound,
no, but the taste of Rocky Road; why you have marshmallows,
and chunks of chocolate, and nuts, that’s the thing of it, it’s the
taste,” the policeman says. “The chocolate will provide all the
acne you could ever wish for! Well beyond puberty, that it will!”
The little girl, smiling at the policeman, really likes him, she
likes his white hair, his crinkled blue eyes, and his big red nose, as
well as his big and gruff voice, and she says, “Then it is Rocky
Road for me. Marshmallows sound nice. And the chocolate, of
course. But I don’t know about the acne.”
“Oh, you won’t have to worry about the acne, not for about
seven or so years, I would think. And what about you, my good
man? Is it Rocky Road for you, too, then?” the policeman says,
pushing himself upright with a grunt, smiling at the very
handsome man.
The little girl looks from the policeman to the very handsome
man and back again, noticing that the policeman’s eyes are not
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crinkling even though he is still smiling.
“I’m more of a sherbet man, myself,” the very handsome man
says.
“Sherbet!” the policeman snorts. “What is it then? Is it ice
cream, or is it yogurt? Hard to trust a treat that can’t make up its
own mind. A wee bit Frenchy, I think.”
The little girl adores the policeman’s lilting accent, and she
giggles.
“Going on a wee adventure with your...Daddy, Darlin’?” the
policeman says, not looking away from the very handsome man,
and his smile seems to fade.
The little girl does not pretend to understand all the dynamics
of the interchange, but she knows the lift will depart soon.
“Oh yes, my Daddy is taking me on an adventure, and he is
going to buy me ice cream on the platform.”
“We have to hurry,” the very handsome man says, dodging
about the policeman, “come along, Sweetheart.”
They enter the blue cube and the doors swish shut just behind
them. Turning her head, the little girl catches a final glimpse of the
big Irish policeman, and sees that he is talking into something in
his hand.
“Wasn’t that fun?” the very handsome man says as the lift
gives a tiny jolt, rocketing into the sky.
“Yes, it was lots of fun,” the little girl says, watching through
the clear cube as the city grows tiny beneath their feet. “I enjoyed
the whole interchange, oh so much. And I liked the Irish
policeman, he was wonderful.” She imagines she can see the Irish
policeman, strolling below them, twirling his baton, his white hair
glimmering in the sunlight. She imagines she can see the smiling
woman with the curly hair.
“Quite an adventure,” the very handsome man says.
“This gives me a very odd feeling,” the little girl says, “my
tummy is funny.”
“Don’t be afraid,” the very handsome man says, giving her
hand a comforting squeeze.
“Oh, no, but I’m not afraid, I understand how the lift works,
but I’ve never ridden it before, and seeing the city get small makes
me wonder if I’m getting big.”
“You are a very strange little girl,” the very handsome man
says.
“I hope I’m not strange,” the little girl says. Looking up, she
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watches as the platform appears far above, seeming to grow larger
and larger, looking like a steel island in the sky. She glances at her
pink wristwatch. “Right on time!”
“Yes,” the very handsome man chuckles, “right on time!”
The lift fits perfectly into a cube shape at the bottom of the
platform, and almost immediately the doors slide open. They walk
into a busy food court where almost every kind of food is
distributed by smiling attendants from a ring of clean outlets.
“What’s your name, Sweetheart?” the very handsome man
says, leading the girl toward the ice cream parlor.
“My name is Manda. What is your name?” the little girl says.
“Amanda. Nice to meet you, Amanda. My name is...Charlie.
But you call me Daddy, for the adventure, okay?”
“Manda,” the little girl corrects him, “and your name is
Charlie, but Daddy, for the adventure.”
“Fine, Amanda. Daddy. We got that straight. Let’s keep it
straight, okay.”
She frowns and checks her pink wristwatch. She is still right
on time.
Only one person is in line before them and the very handsome
man waves his hand before the menu, causing the projected menu
to scroll through hundreds of flavors.
“So, what is it, Rocky Road, as our flat-footed friend suggests,
or something more...exotic?”
The little girl scans the flashing menu, oh so many delicioussounding flavors.
“What about your sherbet?” the little girl says.
“We can eat from the same cone,” the very handsome man
says, squeezing her hand.
She winces, as he has compressed her fingers, too hard.
“Unsanitary,” the little girl says. “Germs. No, I think I will go
ahead and try Rocky Road, as planned.”
The very handsome man snorts. “As planned. Fine. Rocky
Road, it is.”
The person in front of them departs, hefting a crystal glass of
foamy beige something, and the smiling attendant turns to them
and says: “Welcome to A Million Plus One Flavors, what can I get
for you two happy people?”
The girl likes the blue glassiness of the attendant, and she likes
how you can just see through the young man, who is obviously
represented by a happy, nondescript avatar. She understands that
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the real worker is probably somewhere far below, wearing a
headset while playing games at a home terminal, and probably
looks completely different from this generic representation.
“Two scoops of Rocky Road, the real stuff, in a waffle cone,
and one avocado sherbet, on a stick,” the very handsome says.
“Ten credits, please,” the attendant says, almost immediately.
“Ten credits for ice cream, the shame of it,” the very
handsome man says, finally releasing the little girl’s hand to
retrieve a bulging billfold from a pocket within his suit coat.
“Avocado? Isn’t that a strange flavor for sherbet?” the little
girl wonders.
“There’s nothing strange about it,” the very handsome man
snaps. Then he smiles. “Avocado is a fruit, you know, just like
tomato, or mango, or strawberries.”
“Technically,” the little girl says, “strawberries are not
berries.”
“Had to get the know-it-all,” the very handsome man mutters,
not acknowledging the little girl.
The little girl watches as he flips through a variety of cards; as
the cards flick by she registers the various names, James
Thuggard, Ronald Beasley, Thomas Finches, until he comes to
Charles Weingart, which he selects and waves over the blue disk
on the counter, then promptly returns the card to his wallet and
tucks it back into his jacket. The disk pings quietly and the door
near the disk swooshes open, the order displayed on crystal
pedestals.
The little girl giggles, because the cone with the bulging ice
cream looks wonderful.
The very handsome man takes the order and bows courtly to
the little girl, offering her the cone.
“Your Ladyship,” he says, bowing as if presenting a crown to
a princess.
The little girl seizes the cone and immediately begins to lick
the ice cream. Oh, but the policeman was correct, this Rocky Road
is wonderful, chocolatey, and there are the marshmallows, jutting
out of the ice cream, and chunks of chocolate.
“What, no thank you?” the handsome man says in mock
outrage.
“Thank you, so much, it’s wonderful,” the little girl says.
“Shall we take our treats up to the observation deck, M’Lady
Amanda?” the very handsome man says, taking her hand and
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leading her away from the food court. He leads her toward the
small cube lift.
“Let’s take the crystal escalator,” the little girl says. “But you
know, I have told you twice, my name is Manda, not Uh-manda.”
The man sighs but adjusts their course. He allows her to step
onto the first crystal step, but does not release his hold on her
hand. He steps up close behind her. The escalator lifts them,
cutting through the floor of the food court. It is as if they are
levitating, rising through the air.
They pass through three floors where people both get on and
off the escalator, there are shopping booths, lounges, as well as
departure platforms for various destinations, there is taxi traffic,
and hotel rooms for rent, and soon they rise into a magnificent sky,
for the moment free of clouds so that the land is visible, spread out
like a patchwork quilt beneath them.
“Isn’t this lovely?” the very handsome man says, leading the
little girl to the wall of the crystal cube.
In bad weather, or very windy conditions, the top of the crystal
cube seals, making the observation deck a sort of terrarium in the
sky, but on a nice day like this, the ten-foot walls end in open sky.
“Someone who fell from this height,” the very handsome man
says, thoughtfully, “well, there just wouldn’t be much left, would
there?”
“That’s why the walls are so high,” the little girl says, “to keep
people from falling.”
“Or jumping,” the very handsome man says. “But people do
find a way, don’t they?”
“They do?” the little girl says.
“Oh yes, all the time,” the very handsome man says. “Some
people jump, because they are just not happy in this world. And
others are thrown because they make people unhappy.”
“What’s up with people?” the little girl says, thoughtfully,
staring at the world through the crystal walls.
“What’s down with people?” the very handsome man says,
chuckling.
The little girl does not reply, but stares out at the great
distances, enjoying her ice cream. She enjoys working the
marshmallows and nuts with her teeth, slowly extracting the bits.
Rocky Road is her favorite ice cream flavor, she decides.
“Let’s sit down over here,” the very handsome man says,
drawing the girl to a corner bench made of crystal. “Looks like we
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have the whole deck to ourselves. Isn’t this cozy?”
“I think about people, all the time,” the little girl says. “I can’t
really make up my mind about them. They should be happy, and
yet most people are not happy.”
“We’re happy,” the very handsome man says, “you and I, me
and you, we and us. That’s what matters. You like the ice cream,
and I like you.”
“Where’s your sherbet?” the little girl says.
“Guess I wasn’t very hungry,” the very handsome man says,
“for sherbet.”
“Well, you’re not getting any of my Rocky Road,” the little
girl says, continuing to lick her ice cream.
“That’s not very nice of you,” the very handsome man says.
“I already explained about the germs,” the little girl says,
lowering her eyebrows.
“The germs, yes,” the man says. “But you know, married
people don’t worry so much about germs, married people, and
families, fathers and daughters?”
“You realize we are not actually related,” the little girl says,
“that was all for the adventure.”
“The adventure’s not over, is it?” the man says, placing an arm
about the girl’s shoulders. “You are still my princess, and I am still
your Daddy. Don’t you love your Daddy?”
The little girl glances at him. Then she really looks at him.
Something has changed. His nostrils are twitching, and his pupils
are very large, and one side of his mouth is twitching. He seems to
be breathing much louder.
“Are you feeling well?” she says.
“Feel great,” he says, patting her shoulder, “I just so enjoy
spending time with you, my daughter. Why don’t you sit on my
lap?”
“That won’t be necessary,” she says, turning her gaze to her
ice cream, but not licking it.
“Now come on,” he says, sweeping an arm beneath her thighs,
lifting her, “you have your ice cream, you love it. There’s nothing
wrong with a father enjoying a little girl on his lap.”
“But you’re not really my father,” she says, squirming to get
off his lap.
“Stop. It.”
She went still. He had a hand clamped on the back of her neck.
It hurt.
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“See those walls,” the man said, speaking quickly, “they’re
not really that tall. A tall man, like me, can easily throw something
over the top. Just sit still.”
He smoothed a hand over her skirt, straightening the pink
folds.
“You are hurting my neck,” the little girl said.
“No, I’m not. You, moving, that’s what’s hurting your neck,
little girl,” the man said. He placed his hat beside them on the
bench. “Just sit still.”
“I think that perhaps you are not really a nice man,” the little
girl said, sitting very still, but he did not relinquish the grip on the
back of her neck.
“You have no idea,” he said, rubbing his cheek down
alongside her face. “Don’t you know that little girls are not
supposed to go out alone?”
He sounded like a character in a fairytale. The Big Bad Wolf.
“Yes, I know that,” the little girl said, tears filling her eyes. “I
was being naughty. I snuck away.”
“And now they wonder where you could have gone,” the man
whispered. “They will know. Soon enough. After.”
“You are a bad man,” she said.
“That’s what they say,” he answered, and he began to move a
hand down her leg to the edge of her skirt.
“Stop,” she said, and he stopped. She climbed off his lap and
looked at him. He sat frozen, one hand up as if gripping her neck,
the other arm stretched out, the hand curled back, as if seeking.
“What’s happening?” the man said, but his speech was
garbled, as if he could not fully move his lips and tongue.
“Please, do not speak,” the little girl said. She closed her eyes
and they flicked about, moving beneath the lids, as if she were
dreaming. “The Shaannii says there is no hope for someone like
you. What you are doing, you have done, and will do again. You
have done terrible things. And you will do terrible things.”
“Sorry,” the man whimpered, completely still, tears leaking
out of his eyes.
“I am sorry,” the little girl said, opening her eyes. “What you
have done to others, so let it be done to you, so let it be written, so
let it be done.”
The man, not looking very handsome, slammed against the
crystal wall of the observation deck, his legs sticking straight out,
his eyes bulging in horror, as he slowly slid with his back against
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the crystal wall, up, up, and he began to scream, but he kept
moving, as if lifted by an unseen escalator, up and up until he
reached the top of the wall, and then he went over, and now
screamed with all his being as he fell. She heard him screaming
for a long time, until she could not hear the screams any longer.
But the little girl was certain he would scream until the very end,
in about ten seconds.
She looked sadly at the man’s dark blue fedora hat. It matched
his suit so well. She turned and walked across the observation
deck as people began appearing, rushing from lifts and stairwells
and the escalator, rushing, rushing to see what might yet be seen,
pressing their hands against the crystal walls. The little girl noticed
that the ceiling had closed and now the observation deck was a
sealed terrarium in the sky, and all the people were the little
animals in the crystal box. Yes, the people were much more like
animals than people.
The little girl walked around the circular restaurant to the far
side of the observation deck, and walked directly to the lone
woman who stood at the prow of the platform, looking out at the
approaching clouds.
“Right on time,” the little girl said, checking her pink
wristwatch.
“Hello,” the young woman said, turning from her view,
smiling at the little girl, but wiping at her eyes. It seemed that she
had been crying, just moments before.
“I’m Manda,” the little girl said.
The young woman paused, and then said, softly, “I’m Sandy,”
and she ceremoniously shook the little girl’s proffered hand.

Wolf remained very still, staring up, holding his black fighting
stick in both hands, parallel to the ground. The great serpent had
just threatened to devour him.
The serpent’s great head drew very close. It came down
slowly, until its nose was inches away from his face. Only
moments after their life-and-death struggle, and now here it was,
the great serpent threatened to go back on its word and eat him,
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after everything, after all their oaths of friendship.
“Do you think I’m joking?” the serpent hissed.
“You do have a strange sense of humor,” Wolf said.
“You should see your face,” the serpent hissed, and released a
bellow of air in what must pass for laughter. “Come on, admit it,
Wolf, you were worried.”
“Maybe...concerned,” Wolf said, allowing himself a grin. Still,
his hands did not shift on the black shillelagh.
“Concerned,” the serpent hissed. “I’m surprised you did not
soil yourself.”
“I actually might have done that earlier, during our wrestling
match,” Wolf said.
“No, I do not think so,” the serpent hissed. “You are a stern
man, strong and brave. I could not depart, not yet, because I
wanted to give you one last gift.”
Wolf lifted his eyebrows.
The serpent opened its great jaws, producing its monstrous
fangs, longer than his arms. On each fang was what appeared to be
a ring of leather.
Wolf snapped his black stick up under his arm and reached for
one of the leather strips. With a few tugs he was able to pull down
one of the leather bands, and he carefully removed it without
touching the tip of the fang, and without pause he did the same to
the other band.
He glanced at the two bands. They were gloves, fingerless
gloves. Wolf chuckled. The gloves appeared to be MMA gloves.
He pulled them on over his fingers. They came down well below
his wrists, fitting perfectly like gauntlets, and were made of the
same scaly leather as the breeches and boots.
“I was not joking, however, about how delicious you appear to
me,” the serpent hissed.
“Thank you,” Wolf said, choosing to interpret that as a
compliment, flexing his fists in his new gloves. Big flexing horns
covered all his knuckles. These gloves would not only protect his
hands, but deliver devastating damage at any blow, and aside from
all that, they just felt cool.
“Fare thee well, Pugilist Wolf,” the serpent hissed, and then it
swung its hooded and horned head away and was off moving
through the grasses, like a freight train seeming to take forever.
Wolf lifted his pack and opened the flap; he dug just a
moment, extricating a bottle of wine.
179

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

“I could use a drink,” he said, prying the cork out of the bottle
with his thumbs. He took a sip and nodded his head. Not bad, not
bad at all. He took a longer swig, and then replaced the cork. He
belched. He slipped the bottle back into the pack and snatched the
hooded traveling cloak from the ground.
He set out walking downhill, and after a few moments, he
noticed the growing chill. Evening seemed to be coming on. He
slipped into his cloak and pulled the hood up over his head. In all
the recent excitement, his cigar had gone out. He squeezed the tip
and it once again burst into flame. He sucked the cigar until it
billowed smoke, and then set out walking again, slipping the pack
onto one shoulder, prodding the ground before him with his black
walking stick. All in all, he didn’t feel bad. Truthfully, he felt
rather excited. He chuckled. Ah come on, whom was he kidding,
this was like being a kid again, on Christmas morning. He wanted
to scream!
He wouldn’t be going back to that job. He wouldn’t be
worrying about his bills, or his credit debt. Forget GMOs, high
fructose corn syrup, car insurance, diet sodas with zero calories,
lying media, flu shots, and Wi-Fi hotspots. You can keep your
traffic tickets, political ads, popup adware, and online
pornography. No, this was a world of vivid colors, and giant
serpents, and he was alive; he had survived the crashing
Armageddon of one world, and he felt more than equipped to
handle anything, and so he might as well push forward and
discover what this new world had to offer.
The serpent had mentioned something about a human dwelling
below, and that’s what he set off for, enjoying his fantasy Cuban
cigar and the pleasant evening stroll. He noticed a moon peeking
over the edge of the tall mountains on his left. It looked huge,
perhaps twice the size of the normal moon he was used to seeing.
As he strolled, puffing on his cigar, he twirled the black shillelagh,
and man, but that felt good, something completely normal to his
hand, as if it were part of him. It felt too light for such a strong
piece of wood, and it felt alive.
No, at least for the time being, Stacey and his world and all his
problems were gone. In this new place, for however long he
should be alive, in the now he was Wolf. He picked up his pace
into a loping jog, hefting his stick in his left hand, his right hand
steadying the pack above his hip. He glanced at the moon again,
which was almost free of the mountain range, and it was truly an
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awesome spectacle, bloated and glowing a dim blue. Something
caught his eyes from over on the right side of the far valley where
a more rugged set of peaks rose high in the air, and he blinked, for
it appeared to be another moon, this one tinged with green, and
perhaps one eighth the size of the blue moon (probably half or less
the size of his moon, in that destroyed world), and it was moving
in the opposite direction; he supposed, some time tonight the two
moons would meet in the sky, and one would eclipse the other.
Two moons? Wasn’t that pressing things a little too far? Still, he
had to remember, there were worlds with more than one moon,
why shouldn’t this be one?
He loped a little faster as full night came on. For now, it was
enough to head downhill. But even with two moons in the sky, he
doubted he would be able to find his way safely in the dark. He
gave himself another half hour to find the human dwelling. If he
didn’t find the place, he’d have to make camp out here, and
hopefully there were sufficient supplies inside his pack, as he had
not really explored its contents as yet.
A sound above the breeze brought him to an abrupt halt. There
was no misinterpreting that song of the night, it was a very loud
wolf howl, and it carried on long and loud, sounding like the wind
singing. The howl began low and mournful, and then rose piercing
and sad, yet very beautiful. Wolf had never actually heard a real
wolf howl, in the real world (or what passed for it). He had only
heard the song of the wild in movies. But out here, in the wild, the
song brought gooseflesh to his neck and shoulders, and he actually
felt his scalp rise up as if in terror. But he felt no fear, none
whatsoever.
He threw back his own head and howled into the night, putting
all of himself into that howl, ripping free every pain and worry of
the last couple of days, and he howled with his soul, tears leaking
from his eyes, offering up the torment of losing a world, offering
up the terror of birth into a new world. Then, spent, he stood,
listening, puffing on his cigar.
If he expected the wolf to answer him, he was disappointed,
because all was silent, save for the chorus of crickets that came
alive, first like a string quartet, and then like a full symphony. But
Wolf’s disappointment was only short lived, because a great shape
emerged through the trees and loped across the meadows. It was
the largest dog-like beast he had ever hoped to see, far larger than
a Great Dane or St. Bernard.
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It was a wolf, a white wolf, perhaps the size of a pony. And it
was loping directly toward him.
Wolf stood with his black shillelagh in his left hand, waiting,
until the great wolf came and sat on its haunches, ten feet away.
“Don’t worry,” it said, in a deep, friendly voice. “I’m not
another test. Boreallis sent me. I am to be your guide, and
protector. And I hope, ultimately, to be your friend.”
“I am Wolf,” Wolf the man said.
“I know. I am Wolf, as well,” Wolf the wolf said. “I enjoyed
your howl.”
“Thank you. I enjoyed your howl, as well,” Wolf the man said.
“Grab onto my ruff, and run alongside me, and I will guide
your feet to safe places of treading,” Wolf the wolf said.
And they ran, into the night, into the wild, Wolf and Wolf.
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16 — Bully.
Jack had an arrow nocked, his bow half drawn, but he trusted
Six, and did not take action, but the smell of blood made him
woozy, and he feared he might faint. Other than the perpetual
television violence of his former life, he had experienced very
little violence in the flesh, at least of any substance, until
yesterday, or the day before, or whenever this part-nightmare,
part-wonderland had begun, first in the alley behind the Coffee
Dump, with the Martians, and then his run-in with the colossal
snake, and finally, this brutal encounter with the giant.
It did not seem to matter, the surreal nature of each violent
encounter, because they were real, visceral, palpable, and ugly.
You did not care that Humpty Dumpty was an adorable fairytale
being, when he appeared in your home, in the middle of the night,
with a bloody ax in his adorable fairytale hands.
But there was nothing adorable about the giant before them,
all nine feet of height, with its too vast skull, leering green eyes
beneath a Neanderthal brow, a domed head the size of a small
refrigerator, and that jutting lower jaw with too many, too big
teeth, in a sneering smile. The thing had introduced itself by
snapping the neck of the great white horse, the steed belonging to
Lord Meren Dulance of High Vale.
Jack stood numbly, not moving, watching the towering brute
as it ripped the beautiful white head off the dead horse. The giant
lifted the head in his hands. As big as the horse had been—much
larger than a Budweiser Clydesdale—the head looked small, like
that of a miniature pony, clasped in the massive hands of the giant.
The giant crammed his square, pink tongue into the gory hole of
the horse’s neck, and sighed loudly, but its staring gaze of murder
never departed from Jack and Six.
“Just stand still,” Six said, his left hand locked upon his sword
scabbard, his right hand on the hilt of his great sword. “This is just
a High Vale mugging, meant to terrorize us. If we leave the
crooden giant alone, it shouldn’t come after us. If it does, don’t
fight it, or wound it, but run. Get into the cottage, it’s a safe zone.
Hell, all of this is a safe zone.”
Jack counted six fingers on the giant’s hands, but that wasn’t
what was so strangely fascinating about the giant, because the six
fingers matched the six hands, which matched the six muscular
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arms. This was some nightmarish interpretation of Kali, only
decidedly too male, and without any touch of beauty. There was
something almost insect-like to the nightmare being, for six
appendages protruding from a VW-bug-sized torso just didn’t look
human. Most everything else was apparently human to the giant,
however, except for the hooves at the ends of its massive goat
legs. It wore a filthy loincloth, but no other clothing.
If you counted the bizarre legs, it was more of a spider, with a
total of eight appendages.
“I think I could put an arrow in each of its eyes, while it’s
standing over there,” Jack said, voice quavering, “because
whatever else happens, I just don’t want the thing standing over
here.”
“Don’t do it, these things are incredibly fast. They are
warriors, to the max, and I’ve heard tales of crooden taking out six
fully armed knights. Not even a full party of adventurers led by a
wizard with a healer want to go toe-to-toe with a crooden.”
“So what, we just stand here, after he killed your horse?” Jack
said, feeling a rising anger that matched his terror. He was sick
and tired of getting pushed around. He was sick and tired of
running from big things.
“No, we don’t just stand here,” Six said, “we run, and we run
like we’ve never run before.”
“You two alive,” the giant snorted, in an almost reasonable
tone, sounding like a grizzly bear, holding the gory head in one
hand, like an ice cream cone, still licking at it, “cuz I got treat.
Delish. But run, I eat all.”
“That doesn’t sound too promising,” Jack whispered.
“Guess we’ve been talking too loudly,” Six whispered in
return. “I didn’t think it could understand us.”
The giant grinned at them, with blood-stained teeth. The two
rows of teeth were almost nicely laid out, as if the brute had worn
braces when it was a brutish teenage six-armed giant. In fact, the
giant’s smile reminded Jack of Julia Robert’s too big, too perfect
teeth.
“Me understand. Crood like pretty talk. Crood like pretty
fairies,” the giant said, but Jack didn’t know if it was talking
directly to them, or to itself.
“We are not fairies, but men,” Six declared in a surprisingly
confident shout.
“Men. Fairies. Same, Crood. Din’t tink wuz real,” Crood
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growl-laughed. The giant stood from its crouch to its full height.
Jack blinked, recalculating his earlier visual measurement, the
giant’s head would probably go right up through a basketball net
and wear the hoop as a crown.
“Tuh-Ten fuh-feet tuh-tall?” Jack stuttered.
“Yeah, this a big boy, even for crooden,” Six answered,
drawing closer to Jack. The two men huddled together, trembling.
The crooden showed them the palms of five hands (one hand
still held the gory head), and these looked like normal hands (other
than the six fingers, and the incredible size) as if the monster were
being utterly reasonable with them, and took two impossibly long
strides toward Jack and Six on its weird backward goat legs. Jack
thought that must be the strangest thing about the giant, its legs,
which looked like human legs, only twisted, with the elbow in the
rear—knees, whatever—however the logic of this twisting of
animal and human worked, because it seemed to be albino-white
human skin, terminating in human-looking ankles into what could
be viewed as beautiful hooves, hooves the size of boulders, hooves
that made loud clopping noises when they struck and shuddered
the ground.
How in the world had the thing snuck up on them? One
second everything was right with the world, everything was
beautiful, they’d had such a lovely night in the little cottage, and
the morning had begun so beautifully, and then without warning,
the giant was there, and the horse was struggling in its grasp, but
only for the briefest moment, and then the horse’s neck was
twisted, and now they stood facing an approaching behemoth on
boulder-sized hooves.
“No fraid,” the crooden growled. “Me nice, Crood nice.”
Suddenly Six grabbed his own crotch and squeezed.
“Whatever you do, don’t pee!” Six whisper-shouted to Jack.
“The smell will drive it crazy.”
Jack clamped down, because it was close, when something
like this monster strode toward you and the ground boomed
beneath its hooves, you could easily lose control of your bladder.
The crooden boomed laughter.
“So funny,” Crood snickered. “Funny fairy. Go pee-pee,
Crood no care. All good.”
“This is a safe zone, newby zone, you shouldn’t be here!” Six
shouted, seizing Jack in a hug and moving them backward, away
from the monster, toward the cottage. It was only two strides away
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from them. Two strides of those legs, and those hands would have
them, and the men would tear as easily in those hands as had the
neck of the majestic horse.
“Why fraid?” the crooden snickered, obviously enjoying their
terror, crouching down, reaching out one arm across the distance,
its finger pointing at them, as if it meant to tickle them. Its finger
actually tickled the air, just five feet away from the two huddling
men. “Crood play fairies. No fraid.”
Six clenched his eyes shut and squeezed Jack, but the younger
man could not look away from the approaching doom, Jack could
never close his eyes to whatever bad was coming. Then a black
stick came crashing down on the wrist and the crooden stumbled
up and away from them, and a figure in a black hooded cape stood
between them and the monster.
“You’re just another bully, aren’t you?” the man in the black
hood said, twirling a black club in his hand.
The crooden stared down with incredulous eyes, one of its
hands cradling the wounded wrist. The giant’s too big, too perfect
teeth jutted out in what appeared to be a smile of rage. The bulging
eyes slitted.
The man in the hood turned and looked back at Jack.
“Stacey!” Jack cried, and then: “Watch out!”
Because even as Jack recognized Stacey’s smiling face, the
crooden giant leapt forward, swinging one of its massive fists.
The man in the black hood reacted while turning back to the
giant, swinging his black club up to block the approaching blow,
and it was fast, everything was fast, but horribly, the fist connected
with Stacey’s head, even as Stacey rolled with the blow and the
black club seemed to absorb at least part of the force of the
monster punch, but Stacey was lifted up and thrown, end over end,
to crumple ten feet away on the ground, twisted and broken, facedown in the grass.
“Struck Crood! Fairy struck Crood!” the giant bellowed, its
head opening up in a vast crack as its great mouth lifted to the sky.
How could a mouth open so wide? The giant dropped the gory
head and all its hands formed into fists that looked like knobbed
wrecking balls. Except for the hand that Stacey had struck, which
flopped impotently.
Jack, still hugging Six, looked from the giant to Stacey, and
was amazed to see the man in the black hood pushing himself up
from the ground, shrugging out of his hood and cloak, the left side
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of his face appearing torn and bloody. Stacey wasn’t dead! How
was that even possible? He’d been thrown ten feet by that blow,
and now he stood there, shaking his head, smiling, leaning upon
his black walking stick.
“Ah, Pugilist,” Crood snarled, great lips drawn back in a rictus
leer. “Fight Crood! Fight Pugilist!”
“You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve been suckerpunched,” Wolf said, shaking his head. His left eye was swollen
shut, and the cheek below the eye hung in a bloody flap of ripped
skin. “Ernie always said I was too cocky. When you look away
from the bully, that’s when he strikes. I just never seem to learn,
do I?”
The crooden took a half step forward, its massive hoof
crushing the severed horse head.
“This is Stacey, your friend?” Six said, pushing away from
Jack, drawing his sword.
“Yes, it’s Stacey,” Jack said, drawing his bow and sighting
down the arrow at the giant’s teeth. Just open that mouth again, I
dare you, crack it open like you did before, come on open that
mouth, Jack mentally commanded, concentrating. Just one perfect
shot. Come on, open wide, Humpty Dumpty.
“Stacey, you can’t fight it!” Six shouted. “Don’t try to fight it!
You have to stay alive, I need you, that’s why you’re here! Don’t
waste yourself on this crooden!”
“I am Wolf. Let me handle this bully,” Wolf said, his black
stick suddenly up from the ground and twirling. He snapped his
hand and the shillelagh danced away, skipping end-over-end
toward the giant, who barely had time to glance down, and the
black club bobbed up and punched squarely between the giant’s
thighs, smacking into its great groin. The stick came skipping back
end-over-end into Stacey Wolf’s hand.
The giant’s giant eyes bugged out.
“Ooiiip!” Crood croaked in an uncharacteristically highpitched bleat.
Then Wolf strode forward, tall, his black shillelagh twirling.
The giant flailed at Wolf in an ungainly punch, but Wolf ducked
the blow and tapped the sweeping fist with his stick. There was a
loud crack and the giant winced and stumbled backward.
“Hurt Crood! Hurt Crood!” the giant bellowed.
“That’s the idea,” Wolf said, in close now, doing a double
crack on each of the giant’s ankles. Ankles, or whatever those
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things were called above the hooves—withers? No, that wasn’t
right.
The giant roared, in pain, in frustration, but mostly in fury, its
eyes livid, its great smile more prominent than ever, as it stumbled
away from the comparatively small attacker’s onslaught. It was in
pain, it was hurt, but the giant was certainly not retreating, as its
fists aligned into a fighter’s stance, and the giant crouched and
honed in upon Wolf.
“Crood...crush!” it sneered, and its smile now took on the
form of enjoyment, as it poised on its own attack. It would make
short work of this meddling fairy, and then it would enjoy pulling
the creature to pieces—tiny, tasty pieces.
“Crood read too many Hulk comics,” Wolf laughed, beginning
to dance, his boots trotting gracefully, waltzing to the left, and
then tap-dance snapping to the right, but he stayed right there, in
the giant’s kill zone, the black shillelagh twirling and spinning, the
stick moving like a helicopter propeller blade, moving from left
hand to right, from right hand to left hand. He looked powerful in
his renaissance garb, breeches and vest glowing burgundy in the
morning sunlight.
There was a loud crunching noise.
“Ooiiip!” Crood gasped, going very still. It stood there, like a
statue, as if it were turned into stone, and briefly Jack thought of
Tolkien’s Hobbit, and wondered if perhaps the rays of the morning
sun had magically done its work. The giant’s eyes rolled and
stared at Stacey Wolf, at Six, and then at Jack. Its eyes seemed to
swell bigger, literally bulging out of the great egg of its head.
Then the giant turned his head, very slowly, and looked over
his shoulder. The monster did an almost comical double-take, and
then threw back his head and roared. Jack, sighting down the
length of his arrow, cursed, because the giant’s head was turned in
profile, and he just didn’t have the shot he most desired. He did
not wish to waste a single arrow.
The giant’s six arms writhed in the air, fingers clasping,
gripping at the air, and again Jack thought the giant looked like
some bizarre insect, its arms looking like grasshopper legs,
flexing. The giant spun about, and only then did they see the truly
huge animal attached to the giant’s body, a great wolf, its teeth
sunk deep into the giant’s meaty right buttock. The giant
continued to turn, bellowing in fury, and the great wolf was lifted
off its feet, spun about, swinging through the air.
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Stacey Wolf dodged back as the wolf came around, and Jack
was amazed to take in the wolf’s size, it was as big as a small
horse! But still, in comparison to the giant, it looked like a poodle
dangling from the giant’s butt.
“Damn it all!” shouted Six, “you’re just pissing it off!”
The giant crooden kept attempting to turn around, to get one
of its many hands back to free itself from the wolf, but the big
animal had its paws dug into the soil, and it was yanking
backward, its jaws locked in flesh.
And then Stacey Wolf danced in and cracked it on one of its
elbows. And the giant roared and came at Stacey, who danced to
the side, cracking out again at another reaching hand.
There! Jack, concentrating, had his shot. The tip of his arrow
was aligned with the giant’s open mouth, facing full on, and all he
had to do was release the grip of his right hand, there, now, do it,
do it! But then the moment passed and the giant went still again,
his mouth closed, lips pulled over the vast teeth. Jack closed his
eyes. You missed it. You had it right there, you could have shot
him right through his open mouth, right up there into his brain,
you had it and you blew it. Jack sighed. Why hadn’t he fired?
Then Stacey Wolf went right up the middle, right between the
giant’s six arms, and he actually ran up the giant’s belly in a
dazzling Parkour move, his boots striking the giant just above the
waist, and with both arms he brought the black shillelagh down
upon the giant’s forehead, just above and between its eyes.
Curr-ACK! It sounded like Mark McGwire hitting one far out
of the park.
Stacey Wolf fell back, landing on his feet, dancing back away
from the giant.
The crooden giant, vast even among crooden, stood still a few
moments. Then its eyes came together, crossing, and then rolled
up into its head, and the giant went over backward. There was a
loud scrambling as the great wolf behind the giant released his
hold, and danced away from the falling behemoth. The ground
shook as the giant struck the soil.
Jack ran forward and seized Stacey in his arms, actually lifting
the large man off his feet.
“It’s you!” Jack cried, holding onto Stacey, and weeping. “I
thought you didn’t make it through.”
“I’m here, it’s me,” Stacey Wolf said, woozily, and then he
saw the world spinning, and his own eyes rolled up into head,
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much the way the giant’s had a few seconds before, but Six was
there, and they caught him, and lowered him to the grasses.
And then the giant wolf was there, licking Wolf the man’s
face.
“Please stand back,” Wolf the wolf said between licks.

She stood at the railing of the observation deck, leaning on the
cool aluminum bannister, sipping at her hot cocoa. She did not
know what she was going to do. She didn’t know if she could go
back to Vestigial Surreality, because she was right there, huddled
beneath a blanket when they removed Toby Winnur from his
chamber, and they tried to keep the mess of what had been him
hidden from her, but she had seen, just enough. Poor Toby was
gone, only vestiges of him were in that black body bag upon the
stretcher. She had seen the outlines of what could have been
interpreted as a hand, a human hand, in the remains of the flesh, or
not flesh, but bubbles. What they carted out had not been human,
not anymore. At least the bundle she had carried across the floor
had been somewhat substantial, although foamy, and light.
Molecularly, he had become something else. Toby Winnur,
Number Six, had become slime.
That could still happen to Seven.
But what bothered Seven even more than the fact that Toby
Winnur was gone—she had at least expected that—but what was
worse than his inevitable death, was the fact that no one had come
to question her. None of the EMTs had even glanced at her. None
of the security men in their uniforms had come to talk to Seven.
Worse, no one had tried to comfort her.
What kind of company handled things this way?
She had to go back, she knew that, regardless of her eventual
fate, because she had to go to her Inner Sanctum. She couldn’t
leave herself there. She understood Six, if only now, because
Seven was truly Seven, only there, in that world.
Seven toyed with the locket beneath her shirt, tracing its heart
shape with a finger. She sipped at her cocoa and frowned. There
was something...?
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Something bothered her. It was right there, on the edge of her
mind, circling her, and if she could only reach out, and grasp it,
but she couldn’t quite get a mental hand out there, far enough. But
something was bothering her.
She clasped the chain around her neck and drew out the
locket. She smiled at the silver charm, a heart, tracing the intricate
carvings with her fingertip. She loved the feel of the cool silver,
with the aged deep lines, the silver was polished bright by the
constant movement beneath her clothes, but the grime of ages had
worked its way into the etchings, the tracings, the veins. It calmed
her to work the locket in her fingers.
But something troubled her. Something. What was it?
She studied the heirloom locket. What was the shape in the
center? Funny, she thought there had been initials engraved deep,
but no, it was a shape. It looked like a ball, a globe, with a circle
going around it. Was it supposed to be a figurative representation
of the world, spinning? Or, was that supposed to be an airplane
flying around the Earth? No, it looked like a ring, kind of like an
iconic depiction of the planet Saturn.
But it was so old, this locket, the engraving so worn down
after time, that it was almost impossible to figure out what the
engraving was supposed to be.
Her mother gave her this locket, and her mother before her,
going all the way back to the ancestor, him, the mythical one, their
patron saint, their beloved forefather. Supposedly, this locket had
belonged to Jack Messenger. She didn’t know if it were true, what
her mother told her, because there were a lot of things about her
mother that she couldn’t quite trust, but her mother supposedly
knew Old Jack, the Patriarch, when he was more than two hundred
twenty years old, when her mother was just a little girl.
Seven’s eyes filled with tears. She wondered where Six was,
had he made it, as he planned, was some part of him even now
alive, in some utopian world?
“Right on time,” a voice said at her elbow.
Seven turned and smiled at a little girl. A funny little girl,
dressed in an old-fashioned frilly dress, all shades of pink, and hair
up with bunches of golden curls. Seven set her cup of cocoa on the
railing and turned to face the little girl.
“Hello,” she said, smiling, wiping at her eyes.
She heard an alarm sound somewhere in the platform and
noticed people rushing toward the back of the observation deck,
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and the ceiling suddenly closed in, sealing off the atmosphere. The
air immediately felt warmer in the confines of the deck.
“I’m Manda,” the little girl said, putting out a hand to shake.
“I’m...” Seven began, taking the little hand in her own, and
she hesitated, because she was almost going to introduce herself as
Seven, it’s how she identified with herself, but this little girl—
something about her, something familiar—she smiled and
squeezed the girl’s hand, “I’m Sandy.”
“We had best catch a taxi,” Manda said, not releasing Seven’s
hand, but transferring it to her other hand, and walking, pulling
Seven along with her, so that they were strolling and holding
hands.
Seven laughed, wow, what a little controller, but she had to
admit, the little girl was charming. Seven thought she had caught
sight of the little girl earlier, in the food court, as she was rising on
the crystal escalator with her cocoa. She glanced back. Great, she
left her beverage sitting back there on the railing, she almost
paused, but the little girl drew her inexorably onward.
“Didn’t I see you earlier, with a handsome man?” Seven asked
as they entered a stairwell and began the spiraling descent to the
taxi platform.
“A very handsome man, oh yes,” Manda answered, smiling
sadly, “but handsome is, as handsome does.”
Seven chuckled. She might have said, never trust a pretty face.
And she thought of Stacey, and without considering her actions,
her hand grasped at her locket, which she had tucked back into her
shirt at the little girl’s approach. And there was that
troubling...feeling, again, as if she had left the stove on, or the door
unlocked. Something gamboled off in the darkness, playfully
tickling at her conscious mind, like a moth batting at an electric
light, so close it burned, but still, it couldn’t get in.
They were on the taxi level and the little girl hustled her over
to an open portal, and that was weird, because you always had to
wait in lines for a taxi, despite the seven portals. Even with seven
portals on either side of the platform—fourteen portals in all—you
still had to wait for a taxi, always. As they walked into the waiting
taxi, Seven glanced along the portals and saw at least five people
in each line.
“You’re not a queen, are you?” Seven asked, chuckling a bit
as she seated herself close to the little girl.
“I used to think of myself as a princess, but I was only
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pretending,” Manda said, smiling at Seven.
“Dada is dada,” Seven whispered, troubled, her eyes
widening.
“You remember me,” Manda said, nodding.
“That was you,” Seven breathed. “Dada is dada. Data is data.”
“Could be a coincidence?” Manda said, giggling. She was
playing with something in her hands. Seven leaned in close as the
taxi pulled away. Distantly she considered that she did not know
where they were going, and they hadn’t said anything to the driver
silhouette up front. She felt the craft lurch and her tummy dipped
when the vehicle sped away from the platform.
“This is beautiful, an heirloom, your mother gave it to you?”
Manda said, holding up her hand and dangling the chain, the heartshaped locket swinging, a pendulum.
“How?” Seven breathes, her hand clasping at her heart, but
wait, that was in the Inner Sanctum, not here, she distinctly
remembers crafting the locket, placing the crystal cube—the size
of a vitamin pill, yes she distinctly remembers—she places the
crystal cube into the heart-shaped locket, a smooth locket without
engraving—yet she distinctly remembers Mother, a High Jackian
Priestess, giving her this locket, on her thirteenth birthday, a token
from Old Jack himself, before he died at the age of two hundred
thirty, she remembers all this.
“Keep it safe,” Manda says, handing the chain and locket to
Seven. “Don’t pull it out in public like that. Trust Old Ben, though
you never know what he will do next. And talk to Mr. Kronoss,
don’t be afraid of him, but never, absolutely never trust him.
Especially if you’re a pigeon!”
Seven placed the chain over her head and dropped the locket
inside the top of her shirt. She did not wish to look at the little girl,
not anymore, and she could barely breathe. She realized the taxi
was stopped, settled, the door opening. As she went to flee the
taxi, the little girl, Manda, seized her arm.
“Tell me, Sandra Jean Mondragon Newbury—Seven,” Manda
said, and despite herself, Seven looked into her eyes. “Are people
worth it? Do you think people are evil, or good?”
“People?” Seven said, unable to look away from the blue eyes
of the little girl.
“I know there are good ones, I especially like Jack, and Stacey
too. In fact, I think Stacey is my favorite, of all the people that
have ever lived. But mostly, aren’t people just...crazy, little
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universes inside coconut skulls, scrambled like eggs, always
turning to evil?”
Seven tried to snatch her arm away but the little girl’s grip was
a vise of steel. Coconuts. Eggs. Her own brain seemed scrambled.
Images of snakes and Humpty Dumpty swirled about for a few
moments, and she thought she must be suffering a stroke. She
witnessed dead pigeons suddenly take flight. Angry eyes glanced
at her from a cell phone video. She was behind Stacey, Jack’s
hand on the big man’s spine, and the Martian were approaching.
Old Ben stood in the corner, leafing through a book. And Saturn
glowed behind her eyes.
“I can’t figure it out, truthfully,” Manda said. “I love people.
And I hate them, desperately. Don’t you?”
“Yes,” Seven said, and when the hand released her, she shot
from the back of the taxi onto a deserted sidewalk.
“Bye-bye!” Manda cried as the taxi doors shut and the craft
lifted up into the sky
Seven turned and looked up at the vast building before her, the
steps leading up to the rear entrance mere paces away. She saw the
red glow of the giant VS logo, even though she couldn’t see the
letters, which were too high up and just around the corner of the
building The little girl, Manda, had dropped her right at the steps
of Vestigial Surreality.
Slowly, she climbed the steps. She had two minds, for just
these moments, she could cling tenuously to both of them, both of
her minds, both of her collection of memories, for she remembers
creating the locket and she remembered her mother’s gift. The
same locket. Different lockets, of different worlds, of different
realities.
And Seven remembers the little girl, Manda, too, for it was her
own face, the face of Sandy Jean, when she was seven years of
age. Manda was a perfect reproduction of seven-year-old Sandy.
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17 — Lewis and Lewis.
Stacey opened his eyes, and for just a few seconds, he couldn’t
for the life of him figure out where he was. His apartment ceiling
looked utterly alien. He moved to the edge of the bed and sat,
swinging his legs over the side of the bed. Nope, nothing alien
here, just a mess, as usual, clothes strewn about. But the look of
his Spartan room was enough to kick off a migraine, and he even
tested his eyes, rolling his gaze up and down, all around, but there
were no tell-tale twinges of pain behind his eyes, and the top of his
head felt screwed on properly.
He couldn’t remember what he had just been dreaming, but he
knew it was big, and weird, and that was funny, because big weird
dreams he couldn’t remember were another sign of an impending
sick headache. But he felt fine, if a little bit groggy. Had he been
drinking? His mouth certainly didn’t feel pasty.
Stacey abruptly stood and walked to the window, peeked
through the curtains, and it looked like a bright Spring morning
out there. Everything appeared normal, but something nagged at
the back of his mind. Was it something he needed to remember?
Something he was supposed to do?
He glanced to the side and started, body tightening, but his
mind quickly resolved the pattern of what he was looking at—two
black socks on the carpet, slightly entwined, each stretched out,
unnaturally posed, as if the two socks were frozen in the moment
of death struggle—he almost laughed, because for just a second he
was sure a snake was moving there, right here in his bedroom. His
eyebrows came down and together, and his forehead clenched.
What? What was he trying to remember? Something about a
snake?
The Aurora Borealis, lights in the northern sky, why was he
thinking about that? For a few moments, he could almost see the
swirling lights, but not just in his mental view, but in his actual
vision, but he knew he had certainly never seen the lights, he had
never lived far enough north. He shook his head, yet checking for
signs of one of his sick headaches, and now he was starting to
freak himself out, he was getting weirded, suffering some willies,
because things just didn’t seem right...real?
Maybe he should run to the park, do a few circuits? Who was
he kidding, he’d die of an asthma attack before clearing a mile.
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And he was certainly not going anywhere near that park. But why
in the world would he think that, there was nothing negative about
the park, so why did it suddenly fill him with dread?
Stacey heard something out in his apartment. He quietly
padded from his bedroom into his small study. For a moment he
paused, sniffing, something didn’t smell right? Not smoke, but
something else threatening, some chemical smell, and the books
stacked all about his study, there was something wrong. He
blinked, but couldn’t read any of the titles, not the titles of the
books in stacks, nor the books in the shelves. Didn’t he have his
contacts in?
Okay, something weird was going on, because his eyesight
was perfect, he most certainly had his contacts in, he could see
everything properly, except for the titles of the books. With
disbelief, he stepped toward the nearest bookcase and reached for
a book. He snatched a book by random and held it before his eyes.
All the text was blurred out, as if someone had replaced his real
book with this fake book, and he knew what he would find before
he even cracked the book open, the lines of text inside would be
nothing more than fuzzed lines of gray, and when his now
trembling fingers split the book in half to a random page, that is
exactly what he found, gray lines that looked like a cartoonist’s
bare suggestion of writing in a book.
The cover of the book was something he didn’t remember,
something generic, a minimalist presentation of science fiction, or
science fantasy, a guy standing in space, perhaps an alien world,
with an atom in the sky in the place of a moon. But no, it was not
an atom, as he had first interpreted, but the planet Saturn, or a
rather childish delineation of Saturn, with a wobbly ring about a
bloated ball.
Stacey dropped the book. This wasn’t real. He felt uncanny.
As if he was dreaming, and yet this obviously wasn’t a dream. He
knew reality, he knew this was real, and yet half of him realized
this wasn’t real, he knew and recognized everything, and yet at the
same time he knew this was an alien place, that nothing was
familiar. And he felt weird, unsettled, as if something stalked him.
He turned abruptly and found himself in a defensive stance, his
fists up, he was cocked and ready to fire, and yet nobody was here,
nothing was here, there was no threat, nothing was coming from
the bedroom—nobody attacked, and yet he felt it, all about him,
wrongness, danger.
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“Oh my goodness, what in the world is wrong with me?” he
breathed, and his faint voice nestled within his whisper scared him
more than he already was terrified, and that was it, that was the
alien element—the fear—Stacey actually felt fear; he was suffused
with terror, he reeked with fearsweat, and fear was an alien
sensation, to Stacey, but he certainly knew it now, this was fear,
this was sick dread. He was a little boy on an alien beach and great
fins were cutting the dark waters, fins as large as sailboats,
reflecting the light of three moons.
Moons, that was another thing, multiple moons in a brilliant
night sky.
Stacey blinked his eyes, reaching for the doorjamb, dizziness
suffusing him, because that image of himself, a boy on that beach,
that was too real, the image in his mind was almost an image in his
eyes. He could almost hear the fins cutting the waters. He smelled
sea salt.
He placed the fingers of his right hand upon the underside of
his left forearm and dragged his nails hard and deep, going from
about wrist to elbow, and he truly scratched, leaving snaggy
scratch trails which went from white to red in an instant. Yes, it
hurt. He just damaged himself. The pain was real. This was no
dream. He stood here, in his study. But nothing was right.
Everything was too gray, like the faked lines on all the books.
“Wake up Stacey, come on, wake up,” said someone.
Stacey jumped, glancing about him. The disembodied voice
was right here. It was real.
“Stacey, you dingbat, open your eyes, come on, please Stacey,
just open your eyes,” the voice said, desperate, pleading.
“Jack?” Stacey said, looking at the ceiling.
That was Jack’s voice, he knew it. Jack.
Stacey put his hands in his hair and tugged. He seized great
handfuls of hair and yanked.
Jack? From the park, that Jack? The kid. They met in the park,
coincidentally, yes, that was it, coincidence. Coffee. The Coffee
Dump. The strange businessman that was not Murakami. Joshua’s
bellowing laughter. Michael’s strained, terrified face, the too-big
eyes looking through round lenses, round eyeglasses. Pancakes.
Tentacles. Pancakes and tentacles. Old Ben standing in the corner.
The girl, the ghost girl, Sandy, making gestures in the air on an
invisible tablet.
Yes, that was all in the dream he had just been dreaming. And
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Kali, looming above, six fists flying. And a vast snake, Oros, all of
this was in the dream. A whacky, distended dream that just went
on for far too long.
“Stacey, please, you can’t die, just wake up, please, open your
eyes!” the weeping voice pleaded, too real, right here, right now,
all surrounding, everywhere at once.
Stacey opened his eyes and gasped. The weird, vivid colors
were all about him. And shifting his gaze, there was Jack’s
worried face. Jack, dressed like...Robin Hood!
“You look like Robin Hood,” Stacey said, blearily.
Jack burst out in laughter, relief flooding his face.
“Thank God!” Jack bellowed. “Oh thank God! We were sure
you were dead!”
“Why are you dressed like Robin Hood?” Stacey queried,
lying upon his back, in grass and soft soil. Another man was there
too, a strange man, a beefy man, bearded, looking at Stacey with
worried eyes.
“I know! I know! It’s not fair!” Jack laughed, tears pouring
from his eyes, pulling Stacey up into his arms, hugging him. Jack,
kneeling in the grass, squeezed Stacey for all he was worth. “I got
Robin Hood, and you got freaking Aragorn! I should have traded
with you while you were dead. I mean, I got the Errol Flynn Robin
Hood, why couldn’t it have been the Kevin Costner or even the
Russell Crowe Robin Hood!”
Stacey didn’t know what any of that meant, but he looked
about himself, over the kid’s back, and he remembered the fantasy
world, High Vale, he remembered it all, the running through the
night, his hand buried in the ruff of a giant wolf, and there he was
too, Wolf the wolf, his wolfish face actually smiling at Stacey,
long tongue hanging out of the wide smiling mouth, panting.
“Thank you,” Jack said, reaching out and ruffling the wolf’s
fur. “You saved him, thank you! And it looks like his eye is going
to be okay, too.”
“You are very welcome,” Wolf the wolf said, in his deep,
elegant voice. “I am quite fond him, as well, you must
understand.”
“Wolf the wolf,” Stacey said, smiling at the great beast,
pushing himself into a full sitting position, but Jack wouldn’t let
him go, and so he found himself seated in the grasses crookedly,
pulled into Jack’s embrace. It was very uncomfortable, but he
couldn’t bring himself to push the kid away.
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“Welcome back, Wolf the man,” Wolf the wolf said.
Somehow, the two tusk-like fangs protruding from its upper jaw
hardly looked threatening, not in such a friendly face.
“That’s just weird, but I like it,” Jack laughed. “We finally
made it to Narnia, Stacey. Talking animals and everything.”
“High Vale,” Six corrected. “Narnia must be some other
online world.”
Jack and Stacey shared a laugh, thinking the bearded man was
making a joke, but the look on his face revealed the truth.
“C.S. Lewis, Narnia?” Jack tried. “The Lion, the Witch, and
the Wardrobe? Aslan?”
“Never been there,” Six said, shrugging. He had no idea.
“I’m Wolf,” Wolf the man said, extending his hand to the
crouching beefy man.
“Six,” Six said, clasping Wolf’s proffered hand, but strangely,
he grabbed him about the wrist and squeezed, and Wolf found
himself gripping the beefy man’s wrist in the same fashion, as if
he had always shaken hands in that way.
“Six?” Stacey queried, unsure of what the number meant.
“He’s Lord Somebody or Other, but we can call him Six,”
Jack explained.
“How in the world did you get a dire wolf as a guide?” Six
said, studying the great animal. A small head peered over Six’s
shoulder, some small creature creeping from the beefy man’s
cloak.
“Whoa, who’s the little guy?” Jack said, smiling at the furry
little face.
“This is Rex, my guide, he’s a ferret,” Six said, snatching the
too-long creature from the back of his neck and rolling it about in
his hands—the ferret chittered and tried to bite his fingers—and
then Six tossed the little animal to Jack.
Jack caught the animal, careful of its sharp teeth, but it
cuddled against Jack’s chest, cooing and squeaking.
“What a cutie, hello Rex,” Jack said, “but where’s my guide?
How come I don’t have a guide?”
“You both are recent IBBs, so your guide should appear
whenever you need a little help, but I’ve never known any IBB to
get a wolf, let alone a dire wolf. Plus, guides never help out in a
fight, so I don’t know what’s going on there.”
“Ibb? What’s an Ibb?” Jack asked.
“Newby...noob. It’s an acronym—I.B.B.—it means In the
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Belly of the Beast, to get to High Vale you have to come through
the snake, everyone does, it’s kind of a nasty joke, but I guess it
makes us all appreciate High Vale that much more, you really
suffer a lot of delusions, and then you end up having to dig out of
the snake crap,” Six explained. He extended his hand and Rex the
ferret twisted out of Jack’s hands, leapt to the ground, and
scampered across to Six, and easily scrambled up his leg and body
and up and around to whisper in his ear before disappearing again
into the beefy man’s cloak. He stared from Jack to Stacey,
incredulous.
“What?” Jack and Stacey said as one.
“Rex says neither of you were IBB, that you’re not IBBs, but
that’s not possible,” Six said.
“I don’t care what kind of a game world this is,” Wolf the man
said, “but I’m not going into any snake’s belly. We kind of worked
out a deal between us, me and...the snake.”
“And I...got away,” Jack said, unable to tell them exactly what
measure he had inadvertently employed to make that escape. That
would be just a little too humiliating, but still, the thought of all
that goop dripping off the snake’s face, that thought made Jack
almost snicker. He covered by rubbing his arm across his mouth,
but still could not suppress the most minor of giggles. Tossing
your cookies on a snake god! Throwing up on its head! He
chuckled but still suppressed the bubbling laughter. If he allowed
himself to reflect on the experience even for a full second, he
would fall to the ground with laughter. He would laugh his ass off,
literally, if that was literally possible.
“But that’s not possible,” Six said, shaking his shaggy head.
“It’s part of the introduction, you have to get swallowed. Everyone
takes the fruit. Everyone breaks the commandment, and you spend
thirty days and nights digesting in the belly of the beast. I don’t
think you really spend that long, not really, but it sure seems like
it. You feel your skin dissolving. It’s great.”
Jack and Stacey looked at each other, then burst into laughter.
“It’s not funny,” Six said. “It’s all really wonderful.”
“We didn’t exactly come here by choice,” Wolf the man said.
“So, somehow the two of you managed to elude being
consumed, both of you did this, and to the best of my knowledge,
that’s never happened before—everyone gets swallowed. And
nobody, absolutely nobody starts off with a dire wolf as a guide.”
“I’m kind of known for that,” Wolf the man said. “It’s kind of
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in my nature, to buck the system.”
“He’s a boxer,” Jack said, proudly, as if that explained
everything. “And he did say buck the system!”
“Pugilist!” snarled Crood, sitting up, a giant hand clasped to
his head. An angry red knot the size of a goose egg lumped in the
very center of the creature’s forehead.
The three men scrambled to their feet, moving away from the
giant, who sat glaring at them with eyes as red as a seven-day
drunk.
“Forgot all about that thing,” Wolf the man said.
“I thought it was dead,” Jack said.
Wolf the man’s black shillelagh twirled in his hands and Wolf
the wolf was already circling wide around the clearing, always
facing the giant. Six crouched with his sword in hand and Jack had
an arrow nocked.
“Should have cut off his head when he was down,” Six said,
shaking his head, keeping close to Jack and decidedly behind
Stacey. “I don’t know if these things can even be killed.”
“Well?” Wolf the man said, “I’m standing right here.”
“And I am standing right here,” Wolf the wolf said, now on
the far side of the clearing, behind the giant.
“Done,” Crood snarled, struggling to his massive hooves.
“Crood done. No fight.”
“Want me to turn around?” Wolf the man said, actually
turning his back on the giant again, black shillelagh now still, held
parallel to the ground before the man.
“What are you doing?” Six whispered, eye bulging in fury or
fear.
The crooden stood swaying, his massive egg-shaped head
tilted forward, viewing Wolf the man, his enemy, through the tops
of his blood-filled eyes, flexing his six fists. He seemed to be
considering it, delivering another massive sucker punch to the
back of the man with the black stick.
Jack was ready this time. This time, he would not hold back.
As soon as the giant roared, Jack would loose the arrow.
“No trick,” Crood snarled. “No fight. Pugilist, you win.”
Then the giant coughed, bent forward at the waist, and
vomited up a mass of bloody noodles, or maybe it was snakes. The
giant wadded the bloody, squirming goo into a ball, and then
tossed this mess at Wolf the man’s feet.
“Crood see Pugilist again. Promise,” the giant snarled, and
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then turned and lumbered away through the trees at the edge of the
clearing, great hooves clopping loudly.
“Watch out, Stacey,” Jack muttered, “the thing can be quiet
when it wants to, it’s probably going to sneak around and come at
you from another angle.”
“Good call,” Six whispered, “get ready.”
“I don’t think so, that’s not the way games work,” Wolf the
man said, “unlike the real world, there seems to be honor running
throughout this place, plus Wolf the wolf is following him.”
He thought of when he faced down the snake, when it
threatened to eat him, after everything, as it poised above him—he
had trusted the great serpent at its word, that it would not kill him,
that it would not eat him, digest him. He trusted it. But in the real
world, any such snake would have struck down and swallowed
him. But this place was not the real world. Somehow, in many
ways, he preferred this place to the real world. At least you could
count on consistency here. Honor seemed to have more to do with
consistency in action than any oath or code of conduct.
“See, guides don’t do stuff like that,” Six said with disgust.
“You’ve got something working in your favor, that’s for sure. One
of the old wyrms must be looking out for you, Stacey, and Old
Ben said you were my man.”
Wolf the man, lowered his shillelagh to the ground, tapping
the soil.
“Here, I am Wolf. That’s who I am, Wolf the man. And hey, if
Old Ben said it, it must be true,” he said. “Let’s get onto the next
part of...all this. I’m your man.”
“This isn’t a game, not to me,” Six said. “This is my life. And
from what Old Ben says, this is your life, too.”
“Well, I for one, am all for it,” Jack said, in his perky way. He
snatched Stacey’s cloak from the ground and shook it out, and
then offered it to his friend. “I can’t wait to see just how far down
the rabbit hole actually goes.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Six said, turning on Jack,
anger in his face.
“You’re kidding,” Jack said. “Where are you from, anyway, I
mean in the real world?”
“Texas, originally,” Six said, anger evaporating. “But I’m all
High Vale, now. This is all I’ve got. Right here.” He slid his sword
into his scabbard.
“You have never heard of C.S. Lewis?” Wolf the man said,
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tugging into his cloak, aided by Jack. He felt better in the warm
cloak, because in truth, he was still a little shaky. He prodded at
his left cheek with his fingers and found the skin beneath his left
eye tender, and felt bruised to the bone. But he could see fine out
of his eye.
“Wolf the wolf licked you clean, he must have some kind of
healing tongue or something,” Jack said, looking closely at
Stacey’s face, studying it. “But it does look like you’re going to
keep a very nasty scar, or two scars, or one big scar that goes up to
your eye, and comes down on one side just beneath your eye.”
Jack traced the scar beneath Stacey’s eye. It went from just
beneath the center of the left eye, down to almost the jawline, and
on the other end it trailed back from the corner of the eye into
Stacey’s mane of hair.
“Looks cool,” Jack said. “Now you’ve got a great scar to go
with the big white stripes.”
“Never heard of C.S. Lewis,” Six said, and then he did
something with his hands, very reminiscent of the girl in the back
of the truck, when she accessed her invisible tablet. “But I can
look him up, if it will make you happy.”
“What are you doing?” Jack said.
“Sorry,” Six said, distracted, but then he turned a window in
the air, now visible, he turned it like a screen so that both Jack and
Stacey could see. It looked more a Macintosh window than
Microsoft, but more real, it was palpable, hanging in space, like a
very real screen. Six resized it, and zoomed in, all accomplished
with little flicks of his fingers and swipes of his hands.
“Awesome,” Jack breathed, and Wolf the man crowded in
close to have a better look. “Just what you thought, the Ghost
Lady was looking at one of these.”
A full text biography appeared titled Clive Staples “Jack”
Lewis, and details leapt out. Six deftly pulled a photograph of
Lewis, the historical figure, straight out of the window and left an
image of the man hanging in space. The face was full color, and
both Jack and Stacey recognized the author, and amazingly, the
face peered back at them, good-naturedly smiling, and nodded its
head at them. Jack and Stacey leaned back, away from the smiling
man’s face, as if he might pose some sort of threat, and the
simulated author tracked them with his eyes. His face moved and
breathed, and blinked normally. It was breathtaking, like meeting
the author face to face—meeting a live, breathing version of the
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author more than fifty years beyond his death.
“Wow,” Wolf the man said. “This is incredible.”
“Standard Wiki stuff,” Six said, frowning briefly at them.
“Okay, I see he was an author, and religious figure, that lived a
long, long time ago, like back when the dinosaurs did the
peppermint twist—that’s an expression, right? But I don’t see
anything about a rabbit hole.”
“No, that’s Lewis Carroll,” Jack said. “Alice in Wonderland.
Come on, you’ve heard of Alice.”
“So C.S. Lewis and Lewis Carroll, they’re not the same guys?
Let me guess, another old-timey author, right? What is it with you
guys and old books, anyway? Nobody actually reads text
anymore.”
“It’s kind of our thing,” Jack said, sounding a little wounded.
Wolf the man sighed and closed his eyes, briefly, and rubbed
his forehead with both his hands.
“What year is it?” he said, suddenly opening his eyes and
looking hard at Six.
Six flicked his fingers and the window disappeared.
“What do you mean, what year is it?” Six said, frowning at
Wolf.
“What I mean is, what is the date? For you, what’s the date?”
“For me, what’s the date? The same as it is for you, what kind
of question is that? It’s April 23, 2285,” Six said, shaking his head.
“Did you just say twenty-two eighty-five?” Jack yelped.
“Yes,” replied Six, “twenty-two eighty-five. The twenty-third
of April. So, what about it?”
Wolf the man placed an arm about Jack’s shoulders. “Well,
Jack, it is along the lines of what we were thinking, at the pancake
house.”
“A house...made of pancakes?” Six said, staring blankly.
“Does this have something to do with the rabbit hole, and Alice,
and C.S. Lewis?”
“But that’s like,” Jack said, looking up, inside his head, “that’s
like three hundred years. Are you saying that Six time travelled
three hundred years to us?”
“No,” Wolf the man said, “it would more like us travelling
more than two hundred and fifty years forward, to his time, but
that’s not what’s going on. Not exactly.”
“Well what in the hell is going on, anyway?” Jack cried,
punching Stacey in the arm.
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“Six, our friend here, is in a simulation for the Year 2016,”
Wolf the man said.
“I am not in a simulation for the Year 2016,” Six snapped,
“that’s ridiculous. I am in my year, the only year, you know, the
year of today? There’s no such thing as time travel. Yes, we are in
a simulation, but not like you’re thinking, this is a real world,
created in the real world, matching it molecule for molecule, and
in some cases, this is more real than the real world. This is just
merely digitized reality, only it is somewhat enhanced, in every
way.”
“You are really confusing me,” Jack said, “all of this, none of
it makes any sense.”
Wolf the wolf came trotting back into the clearing and sat
down on his haunches next to Wolf the man. Without thinking
Wolf the man dug his hand into the fur at the great wolf’s throat,
and scratched and tugged idly.
“He’s gone?” Wolf the man said.
“Yes, moving swiftly, perhaps more than a mile away already,
muttering all the while how he will one day twist your limbs
slowly from your body. But I think he meant it all with the utmost
respect, as he has never been bested before,” Wolf the wolf said,
taller sitting—by a few inches—than Wolf the man, six foot two,
standing.
“What year is it?” Wolf the man asked of Wolf the wolf.
“It is the Year of the Snake,” Wolf the wolf replied.
“No, out in the real world,” Wolf the man clarified his
specified criteria.
“I am sorry, but I do not comprehend the phrasing of your
question,” Wolf the wolf said, grinning and panting.
“Well I’m sorry,” Jack snapped, “but I do not comprehend the
phrasing of anything that’s happening. I don’t know who we are,
where we are, when we are, or why we are. Does that cover
everything?”
“How we are?” Wolf the man supplied, helpfully.
“What we are?” contributed Six, grinning wickedly.
“Okay, knock it off already, that’s not what I meant. Yes, I’ve
taken Journalism 101, it’s a pre-college course at my high school,
I know the questions, but I’m just not digging any of the answers.”
“Digging?” Six said, “what’s that supposed to mean?”
Wolf the man turned his left arm over and looked at the
underside flesh, and traced the fingers of his right hand down
205

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

along the four furrows in his skin. Little beads of blood had dried
up and down the scratches.
“What’s that from?” Jack asked.
“It’s from me, when I woke up in my apartment, or a very
twisted version of my apartment,” Wolf the man said.
“When you—” Jack began but Wolf the man cut him off.
“I guess the only thing we need to go on, Jack,” Wolf the man
said, slowly, somewhat sadly, “is that none of this is possible,
when we are, at least the when we are from, but it is possible when
Six is, and so we are just going to have to accept what we have,
for us, that this is all reality. Hell, it’s the only reality we have
left.”
Jack frowned, puzzling it out in his head, and then he grinned,
and put out his fist. “I can live with that. All for one?”
“And one for all!” Wolf the man laughed, slapping down his
fist on top of Jack’s, seizing it, squeezing. And Six, looking
puzzled, but attempting to participate, put his hand on Stacey’s,
and then Wolf the wolf’s great paw came down on them all.
“We’re your guys,” Wolf the man said, grinning at Six.
“Lead on Macduff!” Jack laughed.
“It’s actually lay on Macduff,” Wolf the man said.
“Yeah, but I don’t want to lay on Macduff, I’d prefer if he
would just do the leading, if it’s all the same to you!” Jack
laughed.
“Do you have all your gear?” Six queried. “We’re in the noob
zone, so I can teleport us to my manor, but I have to warn you,
things will start snapping when we get there.”
“Hold on, just be one second,” Jack said, racing into the small
cottage, reappearing in seconds, a small leather knapsack held on
his left arm. He looked to be stuffing a wine bottle into the pack as
he emerged through the open doorway. He closed the door and
patted the wood, then joined the party in the clearing. “Did you
know the two books are in this pack? Both of them, 1Q84 and
Simulacron-3, but now both have leather bindings! It’s like
everything that was in my normal backpack is here, only it is
changed, transformed into urban rustic, if that makes sense.”
“Don’t forget that,” Six said, nodding with his chin toward the
slop at Wolf the man’s feet.
“What, I’m supposed to bring this along? In case we get
hungry?” Wolf the man said.
“No, that’s probably an artefact,” Six said. “Probably a real
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biggy.”
“Allow me,” Wolf the wolf said, snagging the mess of what
looked like bloody noodles with one of his protruding tusks. The
great wolf shook the mess and the entire globule broke apart,
revealing something perhaps twelve inches long, and glistening
black.
Wolf the man retrieved the item from the grass. It appeared to
be some kind of equipment, perhaps a piece of armor.
“That’s a bracer, probably magical,” Six said, and whistled
appreciatively. “I’d guess it’s worth one hundred diamonds, and
probably a whole sack of gold besides.”
“Magical?” Wolf the man said, sighing, “really?”
Wolf the wolf coughed and nodded his nose at Stacey’s arm.
“Place the bracer upon your right arm, it is armor to protect
your strong arm, and may be used to deflect the full cut of a
sword, or the strike of an ax,” Wolf the wolf explained.
“You are full of information, aren’t you?” Wolf the man said,
and as he moved the bracer near his right arm it suddenly snapped
into place, like a bear trap, upon his right arm, covering his arm
from wrist to elbow, but unlike a bear trap, it felt good. It felt
really good. Like a spandex legging for the arm—an arming?
Only not so shiny.
“Whoa,” he said, “I feel it all through my body. I feel strong.”
The armor fit him like an athletic bandage, and it was smooth,
and flexible, and somehow comforting.
“Probably hitpoints,” Six said, “as well as pluses, to your
strength, dexterity, speed, and healing. The big artefacts usually
cover a lot of bases. And considering that came out of an
unbeatable crooden warrior giant, I’d say it’s a powerful artefact.”
“Hey,” Jack noticed, “it matches your fingerless gloves, and
your boots, and hey, really, everything you’ve got matches, that is
just so not fair.”
“Didn’t you get anything from the snake?” Wolf the man
asked.
“Yeah, just a promise that he was really going to mess me up
next time we meet,” Jack said, uneasily. He didn’t really want to
think about the snake or the next time they met.
“How in the world did you survive the snake, without being
swallowed?” Six demanded.
“I ran,” Jack said. That was true. Boy, did he run.
“You can’t outrun Northern Eyes,” Six said. He was looking
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at Jack as if he were telling tall tales and mighty whoppers.
“Well, I got to the forest, and I climbed a tree,” Jack said,
defiantly.
“That’s still not going to do any good, even if you could reach
the forest,” Six said.
“Jack’s telling you the truth,” Wolf the man said, “but we can
talk about all this later. Right now, get us to where you need us to
be, and I’ll deal with your problem, whatever it is.”
“Yeah, right,” Six concluded, turning his mind to the
weightier matter of what awaited them, and the impossibility of it,
of them surviving, of Stacey the Wolf being able to deal with the
dragon warriors. True, Six had witnessed the man taking on a
crooden warrior giant, almost single-handedly—he had witnessed
the man absorb a punch that would kill an elephant—and if it was
also true that the man had somehow bested the serpent, well,
maybe he could handle close to a hundred dragon warriors.
Six held out two black stones, one on each hand, offering them
to the two men.
“Keep these safe, in one of your deeper pockets. These are
traveling stones, and will allow you to move wherever you need to
go. I’ll guide you this first trip, but after, you will pretty much
have carte blanche in High Vale, though I’d strongly suggest you
stay out of PVP zones, at least for a couple of weeks, until you get
your footing.”
“Lay on Macduff,” Wolf the wolf said.
“Or, you know, just do, do, do dat tang!” Jack snapped,
grinning.
“I have no idea what either of you mean,” Six said, “but we’re
going now. Stand close, hold onto your hats, and try not to vomit.”
“All for one,” Jack breathed.
“And one for all,” Wolf the man returned.
They vanished, leaving little trace of their ever having been in
the clearing, save for the decapitated corpse of a once beautiful
white destrier.
A little girl came out of the trees and strolled about in the
clearing. Then, laughing, she hurried to the small cottage and
entered, closing the door behind her.
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18 — Dragon Warriors.
Nobody spoke as the close group stood in their tight circle in the
dimly lit foyer of some dark mansion, a rustic lord’s mansion of
giant timbers with only two lamps that oddly did not flicker. The
amber-orange light seemed frozen. In fact, the entire atmosphere
seemed unnaturally still. Jack and Wolf looked at each other. Wolf
the wolf whined softly. Six stood unmoving, looking uncannily
like a mannequin. Wolf the wolf turned in a half circle and paced
to the heavy double doors, and stood there, head cocked, listening,
whining insistently. Something was coming. Something was on
the other side of the doors. Something was out in the night.
“What is it, boy?” Jack said, his voice sounding too heavy and
too thick in the frozen room. Breath emitted visibly from the
youth’s mouth as he spoke, and he shuddered, realizing for the
first time just how cold it was in this weird room.
“Don’t call him boy, he’s not a dog,” Wolf the man said.
“Do I really have to start calling you...Wolf?” Jack said,
snorting. “I like Stacey better.”
“In this world, apparently I’ve been brought here to fight, and
Wolf is my fighting name,” Stacey, Wolf the man, replied, sinking
into his deep cloak, reflected light catching and sparking briefly on
his eyes as he looked to the double doors where the great wolf
stood listening to something. “Plus, with a name like Stacey, my
whole life, I’ve almost been the boy named Sue.”
“Made you tough, though,” Jack said, containing his snicker,
almost. “You know, the whole my name is Sue, how do you do!”
“Probably just gave me a lifelong bad attitude,” Wolf said, his
cool black shillelagh extending from his hand like a walking stick,
its tip delicately touching down on the shiny wood planks of the
floor.
“I don’t know, that’s the first thing I noticed about you,” Jack
said, grinning, his bow sliding off his shoulder, an arrow nocking
almost magically between his nimble fingers. “It’s unusual, your
great attitude.”
“Six,” Wolf whispered, cuffing the man on the arm. He
glanced at Jack. “What is going on? He’s catatonic.”
The big man stood like a pillar of plastic, mouth slightly open,
eyes unfocused, one hand extended for their Three Musketeer
salute, the other hand clasping a medallion extended on a chain
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about his thick neck. Jack thought he looked like some statue they
would put out at the entrance to a Renaissance Festival.
“This whole place is catatonic,” Jack replied, shivering, “and
cold. I didn’t get a cool Aragorn cloak like you did. In a few
moments I’ll be as frozen as him.”
Wolf slipped out of his big cloak, and held it open for the kid.
“Really?” Jack said, “I don’t think that thing is going to fit
me.”
“In this place, it will probably size itself to fit you perfectly,”
Wolf said, aiding Jack into the warmth of the cloak.
But the cloak did not resize itself to Jack’s slim build. He
stood with the garment swimming huge on him.
“I feel like I’m trying on my Dad’s clothes,” Jack laughed,
nervously, smiling up at Wolf, tugging back the sleeves.
Wolf hugged him, briefly.
“Whatever happens next,” he said, with gravity, “I want you to
stay safe, try and stay behind me. Don’t let the beauty of this
world fool you, it’s dangerous. Let me do the rough stuff.”
Wolf the wolf whined softly, and scratched at the door.
“What is it, boy?” Wolf said, moving stealthily to the great
beast’s side, and then he realized what he had just said and
chuckled. “Sorry, what is it, Wolf?”
The big wolf growled and lapped out with his huge tongue,
catching Stacey under the chin.
“You know, I kind of like it, don’t be sorry,” Wolf the wolf
said, eyes glowing amber lamps.
Wolf the man ruffled Wolf the wolf’s fur, and scratched up
between his ears.
“You be careful out there, too. I don’t want you getting hurt,
just be ready to back me up if a six-armed giant punches me in the
head,” Wolf the man said.
Wolf the wolf scratched at the door again.
“Do you know what’s out there?” Jack said, joining them at
the doors, his bow at the ready, clasped in his left hand.
“Men,” Wolf the wolf growled deeply. “Bad men. And many
of them.”
Wolf the man tucked his shillelagh beneath his left arm and
seized the heavy beam across the door.
“You sure you should open the door, I mean while Six is in
this state?” Jack said, unable to suppress the quaver in his voice.
“Open the door,” Wolf the wolf growled.
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Wolf the man easily lifted the beam out of the brackets and
propped the beam up on its end beside the door.
“You did that so easily,” Jack said, measuring the beam with
his eyes. He doubted he could have moved it, as it must be seven
feet in length, and twelve inches by six inches in girth, and it
looked solid. Jack felt maybe they should have left the beam in
place, because it could probably hold off a battering ram.
“Ready?” Wolf the man said.
Wolf the wolf nodded his big head, once.
Jack swallowed, hard. It sounded like an egg was stuck in his
throat.
Wolf the man pulled upon the huge ring on the right-side door
and swung the eight-foot-tall door inward, bracing himself. Wolf
the wolf immediately shot through the door, his large paws
strangely quiet in the night. Wolf the man stood in the open
doorway, listening. There was nothing. The strangeness inside the
manor extended beyond its door, with the world hushed and
resting. Yet there was that sense, that the night crouching outside
the door waited, ready to pounce.
“What the hell are you doing!”
Jack and Wolf started, whirling about. Six stood a few paces
away, his sword in his hand, crouching.
“Shut the door, you idiots!” he cried.
Wolf ushered Jack back into the manor and gently, quietly
closed the door, and remained with his shoulder against the
monstrously heavy door, leaving a crack, which he could peer
through, as Six came forward.
“Glad to see you’re okay,” Jack said, “but you almost gave us
a heart attack sneaking up like that.”
“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Six said, “you don’t
know what’s coming. Close the door! Lock it, put the beam back
in place.”
“The lamp,” Wolf said.
They turned to the lamp upon the table. The amber flame
flickered in the rippled, smoky glass. And everything felt different.
While they focused on the door, the whole world came back into
existence.
“Oh no, we’re not ready, but it’s happening, now, they’re here,
right now, outside the door,” Six said, his sword lowering until the
tip rested upon the floor, and his left hand clutched at his heart as
if he were suffering an attack.
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“Calm down,” Wolf commanded, his voice low, almost a
growl. “Isn’t that why we’re here?”
“Yuh-yes,” Six stammered, “buh-but I’m not ready. This is
our very last chance, and you don’t even know—”
Rough voices sounded outside. Wolf tensed at the door,
crouching. Jack scrambled back, raising his bow, an arrow ready,
and Six finally steadied himself and flanked Wolf to the right.
Six felt frozen throughout his bones, because he had lived this
moment, too many times, it seemed countless times, and here it
was again, the two giants outside the door. The seven-foot tall
brute with the ax—Six had felt that ax, right here, in his breast—
and the squat brute with the spear, almost a bigger man, at least
sideways, and Six had experienced the particular delight of the
spear, as well.
Except now, this incredible Stacey guy was here, taking
charge, that was decidedly different. And the wisp of a kid, he was
here too, with his bow up and an arrow sighted.
Okay, Six thought, this time we’re all in. I’m fighting, and
even if I have to die, I’m doing it, I’m going for it, I don’t care
anymore.
Loud boots sounded on the porch outside, the dragon warriors
not even attempting stealth.
The first crash would strike the door in moments, and Stacey
was just standing there, the blow would drive the door into him
and he’d fall backward, but when the giant went to kill Stacey, Six
would take him, oh yes, this time he would pay back some of the
torment these raiders delighted in so much. This time. It would be
different, this time, oh yes it would.
Then Wolf pulled the door inward.
Six cried out and scrambled backward as the two hulking
figures appeared in the doorway, the seven-foot giant swinging his
ax.
Wolf twirled his shillelagh in his left hand and caught the
downward swing of the ax crosswise, smashing the giant’s fingers
and driving the mighty ax swing to the side, and with one
continuing fluid movement he stepped in close and drove his right
fist (garbed in the ludicrous thorny snakeskin MMA glove)
directly upward into the giant’s chin. The gloved fist cracked upon
the tip of the big chin, and the giant’s head snapped backward,
tilting almost comically upward, and suddenly the monstrous
attacker was doing little mincing ballerina steps, backward,
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crashing over.
The spear! Six was about to shout out in warning, the squat
brute, the one with the long spear, he was already driving forward,
and Six meant to cry out, he intended to warn his new friend, but
there just was no time, everything was happening sickeningly fast,
and yet everything seemed to be moving slowly, dreamlike, and it
was too late to issue any kind of warning. It was like a dream.
Wolf snapped his shillelagh around and knocked the head of
the spear, deflecting the very deadly tip, if only the fragment of an
inch to the side, and impossibly Wolf was moving forward, his
shillelagh never ceasing, snapping up between the squat warrior’s
splayed legs, and it whumped loudly, but Wolf did not pause, but
rocked a right elbow forward and smashed the bracer on his arm
into the squat warrior’s face.
Six swallowed hard and glanced to Jack. The kid was moving
forward, the same arrow nocked at ready, his face grim and
resolute. Six moved in close behind the kid. He’d watch their
backs, make sure nobody snuck up on them.
The squat warrior did not fall, but staggered backward, and it
looked like Wolf was giving him little love taps with the end of his
black stick, just a rapid tap-a-tap tapping, all about the warriors
head, but still the massively wide warrior did not fall. He tried to
bring his spear back into play but Wolf stomped down on the staff
of the weapon, smashing it from the warrior’s grasp.
The fallen giant was scrambling to his feet, growling. With an
almost leisure consideration Wolf swung his black shillelagh to
the right and tapped the giant on the head, knocking him back
down.
Torches appeared all about the porch as a multitude of
warriors rushed forward.
Wolf drove in again and smashed the wide end of the black
fighting club into the squat warrior’s face, driving him end-overend backward, tumbling down the steps that lead from the porch.
Wolf turned his attention again to the fallen giant, who had
flipped over and was crawling away, and Wolf could not resist the
cheap shot and swung his boot up between the giant’s scrambling
legs. Yes, it was a dirty shot, but who did these creeps think they
were, invading a man’s home and castle by night, sneaking in like
thieves. Wolf thought better of it and drove his shillelagh into the
same tender place where his boot had just struck. Just for good
measure. The giant groaned loudly and collapsed face-down. Wolf
215

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

strode over his back and stood on his neck, his shillelagh ever
twirling.
For a moment everything went still, with Wolf astride the
giant’s neck, the wide warrior sprawled flat on his back at the base
of the stairs, a ring of perhaps twenty invaders encircling the front
of the manor, torches lifted high and wielding massive battleaxes.
Jack stood behind Wolf, his first arrow still nocked, ready to
fly, sighting from warrior to warrior. Thank goodness there did not
appear to be any bowmen present.
“This is my manor!” Six cried, raising his sword, moving
around Jack. He wanted to cut off the giant’s head, because he
clearly remembered all the many times before. All the repetitious
attacks, played over and over, always with the same result of
death, rape, and destruction (not necessarily in that order). And
don’t forget the mutilation. This giant, this squat warrior, they
were the rapists.
The fact was, they raped, and didn’t much care who or what
they were raping, just so long as the raping was happening.
“Wait!” cried the squat warrior, pushing himself into a crouch,
appearing remarkably undamaged—undiminished—despite the
brutal caning the man with the black shillelagh had just delivered.
Wolf leaped from the top of the stairs, a full ten steps, and
crashed down into the squat warrior, flattening him again. He
tapped the warrior on the back of the head with the end of his
stick.
Six howled and rushed at the giant, slashing down, his sword
striking at the prone warrior’s neck, but impossibly the giant rolled
over and batted away the sword strike with a bracer on his arm.
The giant kicked up with both legs and struck Six at the knees,
buckling him over. Grinning despite his bloodied face, the giant
rolled at Six with a wicked dagger.
Jack tracked the knife and with hardly a thought, loosed the
arrow. The dagger fell from the giant’s pierced hand.
The giant howled and snapped the arrow in his wounded hand,
and with jutting teeth he came at Jack, who stepped back a quick
shuffling dance, and smashed the widest part of his bow across the
man’s snarling face. But the giant was hardly deterred and swung
his arms to seize Jack, but Jack surprised himself and leapt up out
of the embrace to land on the bannister along the porch and
balanced there, another arrow nocked and sighted on the giant’s
chest.
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Six swung and punched the giant squarely in the eye and the
brute came back upon him and they grappled. Six was a big man,
six-foot-four and more than two hundred fifty pounds, but the
giant dwarfed him, and they snarled and twisted at each other.
A torch-bearing axman rushed across the grounds at Wolf but
Jack placed an arrow through his ax hand. The raider dropped his
torch and fell to his knees, grasping his wounded hand. Yes, Jack
nodded, he could do this. He had Stacey’s back.
“Wait! Wait!” the squat spearman hollered, scrambling away
from Wolf on his back and elbows, his legs kicking frantically.
“What, you want to...talk?” Wolf growled, tapping at the
scrambling feet with the shillelagh.
“The Pugilist!” one of the raiders cried, waving his torch.
“It’s the Pugilist!” another raider cried, stumbling backward,
and surprisingly, the ring of raiders drew back, still in violent
postures, but undecided in their next actions. All along the line of
raiders, like crickets beginning a chorus, they began to say that
word, pugilist, over and over again.
“Maybe we should hear what he has to say?” Jack said, easily
striding the length of the bannister, his boots sure upon the narrow
railing, another arrow nocked.
Six continued to struggle with the giant. He had his hands on
the brute’s throat, but despite his savagely twisting fingers, he was
unable to throttle the monster, at least effectively, who had him in
a bear hug and was squeezing for all he was worth. Six groaned
and dug deep his fingers. This was his first chance to get in a few
licks of his own, and he was taking some delight in the life-anddeath struggle. The bastards! Finally, he would show them how it
felt. He squeezed harder with all his considerable strength and felt
some slackening in the giant’s deadly embrace.
“I think I might enjoy knocking you down again,” Wolf
growled at the squat warrior who continued to scramble away.
“Go on. Get up. On your feet.”
The squat warrior complied, rising to a crouch. His face was
bloodied and swollen, but he still seemed to have a lot of spite and
spit ready, along with piss and vinegar, glowering at his shillelaghwielding tormentor.
The giant lifted Six off his feet and slammed him into a
wooden pillar, cracking the mighty wood. But Six did not release
his hold. Think pitbull, he commanded himself.
“We did not know you were present, Pugilist,” the squat
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warrior snarled. “We raided the rich lords, as is our right. They are
our enemies, and killing them is our right. Raping their women
and children is our right.”
“No, it’s not your right,” Wolf said, going still, the shillelagh
for the first time frozen, held parallel along his left arm. He was
going to kill this self-righteous savage. For the first time in his life,
he felt the killer instinct, deep down. The killer instinct always
missing when he was a boxer. And he was almost ashamed to
acknowledge that it felt pretty...good.
“I don’t look kindly on rapers.”
“Rapists,” Jack corrected.
Wolf sighed. That kid.
Six and the giant came crashing down the stairs, Six with his
fingers buried in the giant’s throat, the giant yet squeezing the
smaller man in a bear hug.
Stacey glanced to watch the savage encounter but made
certain to maintain the squat warrior clearly in his peripheral
vision.
Six gritted his teeth and got up close to stare into the giant’s
eyes.
“Not this time,” Six whispered, and clamped his hands, not
looking away, watching the giant’s bulging eyes glaze and finally
roll up into his head, but still he squeezed, trying to make his
palms meet. He wanted to interlock his fingers with the giant’s
throat between his hands. The giant legs and arms spasmed, then
fell limp.
Six collapsed across the giant’s chest.
“He killed the Krogurr,” many of the raiders muttered, aghast,
disbelief evident in their voices. But the truth was, they didn’t
sound very outraged, not at all.
“Plant your torches!” the squat warrior thundered, raising his
fists at his ears in the classic muscleman pose, flexing
impressively huge biceps. Without pause, the raiders obeyed,
slamming the ends of their long torches into the loamy soil. Even
the raider with the arrow through his hand managed to retrieve his
torch and plant it in the soil.
“Now you fight me, and prove if you are the Pugilist of
legend,” the squat warrior snarled, stripping off his shaggy armor
and dashing each piece to the ground.
Wolf spun his shillelagh and planted it in the soil. He’d keep
his cool MMA gloves.
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The warrior stripped down to a loincloth, and his body proved
tattooed on every inch of flesh, tattoos that glowed iridescent in
the torchlight. He had a barrel of a chest, a big man’s body, like a
powerlifter, ripe with jiggling fatty muscle, with quite a pair of
breasts, to boot.
“Be careful, Stacey,” Jack called, “you know he’s going to
cheat.”
“Wolf,” Wolf the man called back.
Jack sighed. “Yes, I know, I know, Wolf.”
“I love fighting a cheater,” Wolf said. “But no sucker punches
tonight.”
Six pushed himself to a sitting position, gasping, his head
whirling.
“Get him,” he croaked.
Wolf marched toward the squat tattooed warrior.
The squat warrior snarled and hurled himself upon Wolf, who
sidestepped and tripped the rushing warrior. But to his credit, the
squat warrior did not fall, but merely stumbled, and swung back
around and lashed out with a fist, which Wolf ducked. The squat
warrior kept his fists up as if he were flexing his biceps, and from
this stance threw punch after punch in swiping motions, like a cat.
“You’ve been watching too much Chuck Liddell,” Wolf
muttered and stepped in close and snapped a machinegun series of
jabs into the warrior’s face, peppering him three times, even
breaking the lumpy nose.
The warrior sat back with a grunt and landed on his butt.
Dazed for a moment, he stared up at his tormentor and then
flinched, thinking Wolf would kick him while he was down.
Wolf almost did kick him, right in the face, but held himself
back. He motioned with his fingers, come on, get back up—let’s
play.
The watching raiders murmured.
Jack noticed more raiders slinking in from the darkness,
joining the outer ring. These too had torches, which they lit from
the flaming stakes planted about the clearing. They waved their
torches and began to call out encouragingly to their leader. Jack
couldn’t count how many raiders were present, but he figured
thirty to forty to be a good ballpark figure. Perhaps, fifty. He kept
his bow half-drawn, an arrow nocked. He figured he had perhaps
twenty arrows, at best, but he also had his nifty dagger on his belt.
He danced nervously on the railing.
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Out in the darkness Jack caught sight of a large shape moving
quickly around the ring, just on the very edge of the light. It must
be Wolf the wolf, he thought.
The squat warrior surged to his feet and attacked, throwing
punch after monstrous haymaker punch, all of which Wolf slipped
and dodged, ducked and eluded.
Wolf considered. He had certainly never fought anyone like
this in the ring, neither in sparring or professionally. The guy was
a brute, a big, strong, meaty warrior, even dangerous, but he
certainly didn’t know how to fight. Heck, with this new body,
Wolf could fight like this for hours. He wasn’t even winded, not a
bit, with nary a sign of asthma. He danced in close and planted a
fist deep in the squat warrior’s body, just beneath the ribs. The
warrior woofed. It was like hitting the heavy bag, with only a little
more gush from inside. Wolf half-blocked another powerful blow,
and then he snapped down his right fist in a short, driving blow,
catching the warrior in the mouth.
The leader of the raiders tumbled over backward.
Surprisingly, many of the raiders cheered.
The warrior rolled onto his hands and knees and glowered up
at Wolf. Sheesh, Wolf thought, the guy is just full of piss and
vinegar. He had certainly never met an opponent like this. The guy
was scary.
Wolf tittered his fingertips at the warrior, come on, get up
again.
The warrior got up again. Wolf knocked him down again.
The raiders cheered again, only now more cheered. And
cheering, very weird.
The warrior, enraged, threw himself on Wolf, and they
grappled. The warrior stomped down on Wolf’s foot, but Wolf
was watching for that and moved his foot, and when the warrior
attempted to seize him by the nuts, Wolf hurled himself upward,
seized the warrior around the neck, and when his feet touched
down he launched himself up and around the man’s broad back,
but didn’t release his hold on the man’s neck—Wolf flipped up
and over, to land on his feet—the warrior gurgled, strangled, and
Wolf applied all his vast strength and pulled the heavy man up and
around onto his own back, so that they were back to back, with
Wolf’s stranglehold up and around, his arm twisting, sinking in
deeper.
Utterly helpless, balanced on Wolf’s back, the warrior’s neck
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stretched and twisted about, his feet up in the air, kicking, arms
flailing.
The watching raiders roared, and now there were even more of
them gathered, perhaps more than a hundred, and they were
cheering, watching their chief strangled. Many were chanting.
Pugilist! Pugilist!
In a second or two, the warrior’s neck would snap. The fact
that it hadn’t snapped already was a testament to the warrior’s
powerful body, but the dynamics of this unheard-of stranglehold
would not allow even the strongest neck to survive such pressures,
all of Wolf’s strength, all of the huge squat warrior’s weight, and
Wolf felt it, what he always felt in his boxing career.
He felt sorry for the other guy.
Wolf flipped the warrior over and slammed him into the
ground. He stood away from the fallen warrior, breathing hard. He
looked at the roaring, cheering raiders. They shook their axes and
spears above their heads, many of them clashing their weapons
together with whoever stood closest to them.
“Anyone else?” Wolf thundered, planting his fists upon his
hips.
As one, the encircling raiders quieted and dropped to their
knees, placing their weapons reverently upon the ground.
The squat warrior, the once leader of this group, lay gasping
and coughing.
Six appeared at Wolf’s side, woozy and gasping.
“You did it, you actually did it, you turned the whole raid
aside!” Six said with wonder, placing his arm about Wolf’s
shoulders.
“Was this your chief?” Wolf called out, is voice reverberating
about the unnaturally quiet glade. For so many violent men to be
so silent, it was weird.
Jack leapt lightly from the deck bannister and landed
gracefully upon his feet, and quickly trotted to Wolf’s side.
They looked and were surprised to see the leader of the raiders
kneeling, placing his forehead in the dirt, taking handfuls of the
soil and rubbing it into his head. It appeared to be some form of
symbolic gesture of humiliation.
“That’s incredible,” Six said, shaking his head. “Never heard
of anything like this, not with dragon warriors.”
“They’re your guys now,” Wolf said, shaking out his muscles.
He was exhausted, utterly drained. It truly had been a long couple
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of days. He thought of the six-armed monstrosity. The vast serpent
and their duel under the sacred fruit tree. The sky falling like
shards of crystal. The bug-eyed Martians in the alley.
“I don’t think so,” Six said doubtfully, certain any one of the
raiders would cease their prostrations and leap for his throat at any
moment.
“I do not care what your mission in life was before,” Wolf
boomed. “I do not care what you thought your rights were. There
will be no more raping. The dragon warriors will from hereon be a
people of honor, and your primary goal in life is to protect the
lands and life and peoples of...”
He glanced to Six and whispered: “What in the world is your
name, here? Your full name?”
“Lord Meren Dulance of High Vale,” Six said, feeling a little
self-conscious. It was a good name, right? He could have picked
any name he desired, and he’d gone with Lord Meren Dulance, of
course that was years ago, and in those days he was just playing a
very cool game. Back then, he never thought that this would be his
real world.
“Your mission in life is to protect the lands and life and people
of Lord Meren Dulance of High Vale, this good man standing here
beside me,” he boomed.
The raiders bowed and scraped, murmuring like a wave:
“Pugilist. Pugilist. Pugilist.”
“You are the protectors of this land and its people. Any harm
you have caused here, you will repay,” Stacey boomed, to cries of
Pugilist! Pugilist! Pugilist!
“Can you think of anything else?” Wolf whispered to Six.
Six shook his head, feeling dizzy, and liberated, and free.
“How about tributes?” Jack whispered in Wolf’s ear.
“Yes, you will make tributes to Lord Meren Dulance, every
year!”
“Twice a year,” Six said, automatically, blinking his eyes.
“Yes, you will make tributes to Lord Meren Dulance twice a
year! Tributes of ten percent of your profits, twice a year!”
“Twenty percent, no, twenty-five percent!” Six said, getting
into it.
“Don’t be greedy,” Wolf snapped.
“Oh look,” Jack said with glee, “the moons are coming out,
one on either side!”
And sure enough, there on their left (Wolf didn’t know the
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directions here) was the big swollen moon, and right on cue was
the smaller moon emerging on the right.
Hours later Wolf reclined in a plush wingchair that fitted his
body suspiciously like a La-Z-Boy recliner, a tall tankard of Dark
(what Six called it) in his fist. His eyes were drowsy, and he could
see the first light of dawn illuminating the windows.
“I couldn’t do without my Guinness Stout,” Six said, sipping
appreciatively at his own tankard. “I actually brought some Stout
over here and had my brewmeisters work to get it as close as
possible. “We’ve just called it Dark, but from hereon, it’s Wolf
Dark!”
“How about Dark Wolf?” Jack contributed.
“I’d prefer White Wolf, but then that would be an odd stout,
wouldn’t it?” Wolf said, sleepily.
“Dark Wolf it is!” Six laughed.
“A stout named after me, it’s always been one of my highest
aspirations,” Wolf said. He usually would not drink anything this
strong in the morning, but he really needed it now.
“In about half an hour my cook will be up and I’ll have him
rustle up some breakfast, you have to try the bison bacon, it is
really good, much better than pork,” Six said.
“Vegetarian,” Jack and Wolf said as one, and laughed.
“We’re still doing that,” Jack said.
“I’m glad one thing is still solid from the old world,” Wolf
said.
“I like your goatee,” Jack said.
Wolf felt at his chin. “Funny, I haven’t seen myself in this
new world. You’ve got one too, you know?”
“I do?” Jack said, delighted, feeling at his own chin. “I have a
real moustache! I’ve always wanted a goatee! Awesome!”
“Yeah,” Wolf said, yawning, “don’t worry, it’ll fill in, give
yourself a couple of years.”
Jack looked crestfallen.
“No, I’m kidding, you look like Errol Flynn,” Wolf said,
chuckling. “Very dashing.”
“Yeah, Robin Hood, that’s me,” Jack laughed.
“Well come on,” Six burst, “you guys don’t have to be
vegetarian any more, come on, live a little. It’s not like you’ll be
eating real meat, not in High Vale.”
“I think for us,” Wolf said, glancing at Jack, “the rules
probably don’t change too much, as the animals here are as real as
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the animals back where we came from.”
“Where I come from,” Six said, “everyone is vegetarian; it’s
literally a crime to eat any kind of animal—there just aren’t that
many of the critters left—so here, I cut loose. Everyone thinks that
eating animals is barbaric, and disgusting, but I think we are all
pretty much animals, so we just love to rip into other animals. It’s
the blood that is so good. When you live with the animals, live like
the animals, am I right?”
“I think I just need to conk out,” Wolf said, blinking his eyes.
“Me too,” Jack said, stifling a yawn.
“Conk out? What’s that, some kind of vegetarian thing?” Six
said.
“No, it means we’re pooped. We need to keel over and sleep
the sleep of the dead,” Jack explained.
“Coma, it’s calling, I’m about to meet a coma,” Wolf said.
“We have two or three guestrooms; you can take your pick.
Stacey, you take the room right over there, and Jack there’s one
right at the top of the stairs on the second level.”
“Not to be weird or anything, but you don’t have a room with
two beds, do you? I don’t want to let Stacey out of my sight,” Jack
said.
Wolf did not correct them. He supposed his name would
follow him, wherever he went. He was Stacey the Wolf and Wolf
the Stacey. But his former self seemed far away. He was in a
whole new world, after all.
In their room Wolf did not even remove his boots. He fell face
down on one of the small beds, and was instantly asleep.
Jack grinned and removed the older man’s boots. Then he fell
onto the other bed and was snoring before his head hit the fluffy
pillow.
Six paced in the great hall. He felt overjoyed. Finally, they had
done it. Thanks to Old Ben, with a little of the hoped-for luck, they
had done it.
He wished the guys could have remained awake long enough
to meet Varra, who should be waking soon. Ah, Varra, love of my
life, our future is open to us! I gave up everything from my old
world, for you, Varra. He slammed his right fist into his left palm.
Ah, but he felt good.
Six heard a tiny wind chime on the periphery of his hearing.
He called up a window and received a notification of an incoming
visitor. He opened the notice. Hey! Great! Seven was coming!
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This would be truly epic! She should be arriving in the High Vale
visitor center on the morrow. Lovely. He couldn’t wait to see her.
Seven could meet his two new friends, Jack and Wolf.
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19 — High Vale.
He woke, gradually, and felt his Sunday morning migraine
shining in a halo, and he knew this would be a biggy, and oh he
was due, as it had probably been more than six weeks since his last
sick headache. He pressed his fingers between his eyes and tried to
push his brains back into his skull. Oh yeah, this would be bad. He
needed to get out of bed, slowly, and go and make coffee, and he
needed to take about three aspirin, now, before the halo turned into
a full-scale meltdown. These quiet, grinding visitors had been
plaguing him since he was about eighteen years of age, and had
become such regular sucky guests in his life that he sensed their
arrival, usually several hours in advance, sometimes a whole day
before they actually showed up on his doorstep. And it must be
Sunday, because they always poked their noses through the door
on Sunday. Whatever the psychology of these headaches was all
about—probably just to kick the week off, so right, so perfectly—
and if this was a bad enough migraine, he probably would still be
too shaky tomorrow morning to head into work, oh but the
bastards would love that one. Missing another day. Hopefully,
he’d lose this latest in a long line of terrible jobs; they’d find the
proper way to lay him off without any repercussions to
themselves. Just include him with a bunch of other losers who
were primed and ready to be jobless, again.
Keeping his eyes closed, Stacey sat up in bed, his palms over
his eyes, and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Coffee, oh
but he needed coffee, and it wasn’t the caffeine his entire being
cried out for, but the deep magic of the coffee itself, its heat, its
aroma, its flavor. He stood and staggered, keeping his eyes closed,
because light was not a good friend when a Sunday migraine
visited, light and migraines should be kept well apart from each
other, like warring inlaws, and he placed his hand on his dresser to
stabilize his swaying posture—only there was no dresser, and he
crashed over on his side, his head punching the rough-wood wall.
Rough wood?
Despite the halo circling his head like the rings of Saturn,
Stacey opened his eyes, and what the hell? He slapped a hand on
the log near his face. He moved his fingers in the deep grooves of
the textured wood. It was beautiful, the wood, and seemed to glow
with a light all its own—a light that seared his poor, poor eyeballs.
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And it finally came to him, his life, in rich memory that
seemed to swell his head near to bursting. This was another world.
There was no job on Monday morning, good night, there probably
wasn’t even a Monday morning in this world, every day was
probably Sunday, or Big Day of Sun, or whatever they called it
here, and reality—or whatever this world was—crashed into him
again, like a terrible wave on a rocky beach.
Stacey burst into tears. He flexed his fists and punched the
rough log, three times, with both his fists, but at least he couldn’t
take a full swing and smash his knuckles, because that’s probably
what he would have done if he were standing, just punch away,
left, right, left, right, and beat himself into a bloody pulp against
this world, this High Vale.
Everything was gone. His whole world was gone. All the
people in his world. There was no job. There was no apartment.
And he stopped crying. It was like someone threw the switch
at the waterworks.
Thank God! There was no Monday morning job! What in the
world was he crying about? He never fit into that other world. He
had always been a stranger there, in that cold, crazy world. He was
the odd fish in that place (the one odd fish amidst the lobsters and
crabs), that place that crashed down in crystal shards about him.
That place erased by the tolling of a monster bell.
He was free. Stacey Colton was free, thank God, Lord
Almighty, he was free at last!
Stacey Colton rolled onto his back on what felt like a thick
carpet, some kind of old-fashioned weave carpet, and the room
spun above him, all dark wood, and he remembered, everything, it
all swelled inside his brain and his poor mind felt like it was
melting, but suddenly he didn’t care, not about the loss of an entire
world, because he was in a new world, and he didn’t have to worry
about the turn-off notices, or the cable bill, or his sad little yellow
car.
“I’m free,” Wolf said, voice dry and throat phlegmy. He
reminded himself that he was now Wolf, not Stacey—new world,
new name, that was the ticket. And hey, his migraines—would he
be allowed to have migraines in this world? After all, his asthma
seemed to be gone! Perhaps this headache wouldn’t turn sick, and
deeply amber. Maybe he was just dehydrated, and needed water,
and coffee, oh hell, there better be coffee in this world—he never
had the chance to ask Six.
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Stacey pushed himself to a sitting position and his head swam.
No, this definitely felt like an oncoming sick headache, so he
would have to find some coffee, and fast, or whatever passed for
coffee in High Vale.
Slowly, he climbed to his feet, using the grooves between logs
as handholds. How long had he been out, anyway? It felt like
immeasurable hours. He had truly conked out, one for the record
books. He wouldn’t be surprised if a full twenty-four hours had
passed. He remembered no dreams, nor waking every few hours to
use the restroom. His last memory was of entering this bedroom
and seeing the bed. He looked down and felt his clothes, yep, the
same old-fashioned pirate shirt, the same breeches, the same bare
feet—
—no! Not the same feet. He flexed his toes, and they felt
young. And his left big toe, it was hale and whole, not a kink in it.
Oh boy, he didn’t have early gout, not in High Vale, that was
another incredible thing. His toe didn’t hurt. It was young, pregout, like in his boxing days. He checked the backs of his hands,
and they were clean and white, with nary an age-spot showing. His
hands should be spotted with deep freckles, dark liver spots—
come on, he was only thirty-five years of age, but his hands had
aged fast, probably due to genetics, but High Vale didn’t seem to
care so much about genetics, not such a very much. Yes, he felt
young, and it felt good, all of the decrepit signs of leaving youth to
depart into the land of middle age—it was all gone. With his
incredible body, he felt he must be twenty-five years old again, the
prime of his life. The prime of his new life.
Was he actually weeping at the thought of all the old things
being gone?
He remembered the kid. Wolf looked to the other side of the
room and took in the neatly made bed. There was no sign that Jack
had ever been here, no knapsack, bow and arrows. So Jack was out
and about, probably exploring this new world. To Jack, this was
probably like summer camp. At seventeen years of age, the kid
wouldn’t need to worry about migraines, gout, asthma, liver spots,
or even bills. Maybe he never would.
Wolf inhaled, deeply. The air felt good, even locked inside a
small room. It smelled of cedar, or some other fragrant wood.
He pulled open the guestroom door and poked his head into
the dark hallway. Everything was quiet. He seemed to be
completely alone in this monster mansion made of logs. He
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glanced down at his bare feet. Glancing back, he saw his
snakeboots neatly standing at attention at the foot of his bed. He
went back, snatched the boots, and sat down again on the edge of
the bed. Maybe he should lie back down? Did he really want to go
out into this new world and witness all the evidence of this
medieval fantasy-game dream park?
But the thought of discovering coffee made him don his boots.
Ooh, yeah, now that felt good. It was like slipping into old friends.
The boots were warm and soft, and he didn’t remember them
being this supple. In his boots, he felt better, almost ready to face
the new world. He felt armored, in fact, he was armored, still
wearing his MMA gloves and the supple arm sleeve on his right
arm, what was it called. A bracer! Wow, what a way to sleep. He
stood again, and felt a little better, not quite so sick, not at all so
defeated.
Hey, come on, defeated? In a short period of time he had
choked out a behemoth serpent, and clunked a giant in the
forehead—he snatched up his black shillelagh, good old stick! He
twirled it once. Yes, that’s where it belonged, smack in your left
hand. He tapped the tip of the walking stick upon the wood floor.
What a nice blondewood knob in his hand, a little hardwood globe
that fitted his left palm perfectly. Yes, he’d cracked a giant, right
in the forehead. And then without hardly a breath he’d gone on to
gobsmack a few dragon warriors. Defeated? No, he was a victor.
In this new world he was a new man. Finally, a man of action, not
some drudge at a desk, eternally dotting the i’s in a sea of red tape,
crossing the t’s of mountain of paperwork, paperwork, and more
paperwork.
Stacey almost trotted into the hallway. He was young. He had
a black shillelagh!
And it struck him. Yes! His sense of smell was on high alert.
Oh yes, the aroma of coffee!
He followed his nose.
He was in a different part of the house, going down a back
staircase, narrow, it must be a servant’s stairs, imported here from
probably Downton Abbey. His boots whispered on the shiny dark
stairs. At the bottom of the stairs he found himself in a broad
hallway with many doors—servants’ quarters? For a manor this
size, there must be a whole lot of servants in service. But why was
it so quiet? At the opposite end of the short hall was a broad set of
steps leading up into light—well, he would just have to brave the
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light, because he smelled coffee, stronger, and it was almost a
stink, like a family of skunks just squirting up the landscape, and it
smelled glorious. He hurried across to the steps and mounted, his
head aching as he rose into a bright kitchen illuminated by
skylights and windows, and he placed his hand at his forehead,
shielding his eyes.
His eyes caught movement, and he inhaled, because there was
an immense—being—working at a vast sink, apparently washing
leafy-green vegetables, moving the greens from the left side, on a
sideboard, into the sink, scrubbing and rinsing, and then piling the
greens in a vast pile of glistening vegetables, Wolf recognized
carrots, immense carrots, garishly orange, and mushrooms,
peppers in reds and yellows and orange, and fat onions, cloves of
garlic, and a twisted hand of ginger that was as big as a basketball.
He wasn’t much of a salad guy, but this produce looked good, it
was actually appetizing.
But it was the being at the sink that held his attention, fourhundred pounds of pink—hog, or boar—the biggest pig he’d ever
seen, or hoped to imagine. Standing upright, naked save for a vast
apron about its belly, six feet tall in its bare split-hooves, meaty
with round shoulders, and bristling hairs jutting crazy from his
thick neck. But it was not a pig, not exactly, but more a man-pig,
with hands that looked crude and hoof-like, and what he could see
of its face as it turned from side to side, moving the veggies
through the rinse, looked like an old man wearing large metal
spectacles on tiny, round piggy eyes. It was oinking as it labored.
Not oinking, not exactly, but short weeeing chirps—it must be
singing! Weeeee! Weeeee!
Gripping his shillelagh, Wolf moved quietly into the kitchen,
working his way as quietly as possible to the left, circling about to
get a better look at the pigman as it worked at the sink.
Then, the pigman started, and slowly, slowly turned its vast,
round head to look at Wolf.
Wolf stared at the pig. The pig stared at Wolf.
“Oooh! Oh ho!” the pigman snorted—it actually sounded just
like a pig would sound, rooting through a garden. “So de wolfman
has magically awakened, eet’s you, ees eet nut, de man I’ve heard
so mooch about?”
Wolf giggled, because the pigman was talking to him, actually
talking, and speaking in a heavily accented tongue that sounded
somewhat German, or was it Russian? The accent was thick, and
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almost familiar, like someone doing an accent, to be funny. And it
was funny, it was hilarious. And despite himself, he couldn’t help
but imagine the great pig head with an apple jutting from its
mouth—but that was unkind, for this appeared to a most civilized
oinker. Obviously, most people from Stacey’s old world would
only see this pig through the filter of menu-goggles. They would
want to eat this porker.
“Um. Hello?” Wolf said, realizing he had half-lifted his
shillelagh. The pigman was staring at his weapon. Wolf lowered
the black club so that it was again a walking stick. He shouldn’t be
so amazed, after all, he’d already met and befriended a talking
wolf (and where in the world was Wolf the wolf?). A talking
pigman with an Eastern European accent shouldn’t surprise him,
not such a very much.
“Nice to meet you, Sleeping Beauty,” the pigman chuffed. “I
am Olaff, de head chef.”
Oh laugh? Oh, yeah, Olaff, but wasn’t that Scandinavian?
“Ah,” Wolf said, haltingly, “yes, nice to meet you, Olaff. I am
Wolf.”
The pigman—weeee’ed—and Wolf realized he must be
laughing. He laughed, as well.
“The peeeeg and de voooof!” the head chef grunt-oinked. The
pig and the wolf. “You must be hungry, no?”
“No,” Wolf said, nodding his head in assent, and then
corrected himself, “I mean yes, yes, I’m hungry. But I was really
sniffing out the coffee.”
“Oh but jes, de Master of de house must have hees coffee, he
said you vould vant some, eets right there, een the seelver pot,” the
pigman oinked, and Wolf took a few moments to properly
interpret what he must have just said. He had a rolling, sing-song
rhythm to his speech, reminding Wolf of Arnold
Schwarzenegger’s friendly accent, from the actor’s early days,
around the time of the movie Commando.
“Thank God,” he said, moving to the great silver pot, which
perched on a squat tripod contraption, with a fat candle burning
beneath it.
He seized a heavy mug from a collection of mugs all sitting
upside down, and he flipped it over and poured a dark, fragrant
brew into the mug. The coffee came out of the silver pot, black
and thick—it was not thin and light brown like tea, but black. Ooh,
yeah, this was strong coffee.
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Wolf smelled it, his nose right at the top of the mug, but oh
yes, that smelled good, it was coffee, and he finally allowed
himself to sip at the brew, and yes, it was coffee, yes, it was really
coffee, strong, and good—but it was unlike any coffee he had ever
quaffed in his life—it was like, really, the stuff he had been
guzzling his entire life was just a pale imitation of this deep, deep
drink. He closed his eyes and drank, it was hot, yes, but his mouth
was accustomed to drinking hot coffee, and this was not as hot as
coffee warmed over electricity, but it still scalded his mouth, and
his eyes flooded with tears.
“Goot?” the pigman grunted. “Dere ees cream, and cinnamon,
chock-oh-lott, and whatever else the Master vants.”
Wolf hardly heard the pigman. His eyes were closed, his head
back, and he got to the bottom of the mug, and didn’t mind at all
when thick dregs of coffee ground entered his mouth; he
swallowed these as well, gratefully.
He plunked the mug down, probably a little too hard. He
wasn’t used to the vitality of his new body, all his new strength,
and he would need to remind himself to be careful, or he might be
pulling doorknobs off and punching coffee mugs through thick
wooden tables!
He was powerful, and strong, and he required giants—bring
me giants! Oops, but don’t ever say that out loud again! Because
the last time he’d uttered those words—or had he only thought the
words—a large and long snake appeared.
Finally, he opened his eyes.
“Yes,” he breathed. “Goot! I mean, good, very good.”
In fact, the sick headache halo was gone. It was just flat-out
gone. He felt wonderful.
He poured himself another mug, and this time added some
thick, clotted cream from another silver decanter, and he shook
some cinnamon into the swirling dark whirlpools at the top of the
mug.
“Do you have any ginger powder?” Wolf asked.
The pigman grunt-squealed with laughter.
“Yuust like de young master, Jack!” the pigman snorted.
“Yes,” Wolf said, “just like Jack. The young master is the
culprit who got me into the habit!”
“Eets een the leetle shaker,” Olaff the pigman squealed.
Wolf added the ginger, and sipped, and oh yes, that was the
best.
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“Don’t you be forgetting the honey, as vell,” Olaff reminded
him.
“Yes, honey, that’s right!” Wolf said, turning the small
honeypot over his mug, allowing a long, amber-colored dollop to
stretch into his mug. He used a wooden spoon to mix his coffee
concoction, and when he sampled it, he felt almost transported,
lifted right up out of his boots.
Oh but that really hit the spot. Yes, High Vale was a good
place, because real coffee existed here, and he would never have
to drink that pale imitation, not again, not that coffee from the—
real world—it was what he almost thought, ah hell, who was he
kidding, he did think it. But High Vale was now his real world,
and he must make the best of it, and with coffee like this, with
boots like this on his feet, and this clean air, hey, he would never
complain again. He felt very fortunate, no, more—provident; no,
he felt...blessed, yes, that’s what he felt. Blessed. High Vale was
the real world, and where he had spent thirty-five years of his life?
“Hongry?” Olaff chortled. “Your food ees on the leetle table,
een the nook.”
“Thank you, thank you so much,” Wolf said, refilling his mug,
adding more cinnamon and ginger, and honey, and he took his
mug to the “small” table in the “nook.” The small table was
probably fifteen feet long, four feet wide, with as many chairs as
that vast space allowed (Wolf didn’t count, but he thought there
must be about ten heavy wooden chairs spaced around the table).
It was funny to call this room a nook, because his whole apartment
could have easily fit inside this forty-foot room with its twelvefoot high ceiling.
He pulled out a chair and sat down behind the silvery platter.
He wasn’t sure what he was going to find under the platter, but he
would eat it, and he would gobble up every single bite with
gratitude and relish, even if it was...meat. There would be no
factory-farming in this world, no concentration-camp animals, no
antibiotics in every bite. He sipped at his coffee, taking it slower
(this was already his third cup), but he was hungry; no, he was
starving. Was his last bite of food that stupid fruit hanging off that
stupid tree with that stupid snake? He didn’t know how long ago
that was, but it seemed like weeks.
He lifted away the platter and set it aside, his eyes locked on
the feast on the plate beneath. Mounds of scrambled eggs, a fat
bread roll dripping with gobs of the thickest butter he had ever
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seen, plus little cakes of crispy potatoes, and what looked like half
a dozen glazed—asparagus—stalks? That was kind of weird,
wasn’t it, asparagus? He exhaled, and had not until that moment
realized he’d been holding his breath. Thankfully, there was no
meat. Oh, he would have eaten it, yes, but he was thankful that the
dilemma had passed, because sure, he knew it would taste good,
meat, especially in this world where everything was organic, but
he was not ready yet to relinquish his idealistic principles from
that other world.
He dug in. The eggs were amazing, and the bread, oh the
bread—each bite brought tears to his eyes—and the potato cakes
were crispy and succulent. Gorging himself, he realized that even
as the coffee was much better than anything he had tasted before,
it was as if this food was the first real food he had placed in his
mouth, over his entire life. He felt lightheaded, and yet, more
powerful and more satisfied than he had ever felt before. This was
eating, and he complimented each bite of food with a slurp of
coffee. He didn’t even notice when Olaff (or it could have been
anyone, really, even the Queen of England) replenished his coffee,
and placed a carafe and a brimming glass of what must be orange
juice at his elbow—it must be orange juice, although it just looked
a little too orange to be real. What was it, Tang?
He seized the glass and sipped a little of the juice. Ooh, now
that was orange juice, but it also had the sour hint of lemon, thick
with pulp. It was sweet, but sour as hell, and he liked it. He
guzzled the glass, emptying the contents, and released an
extremely loud and satisfying belch. He glanced nervously about,
but apparently, he was alone. No need for niceties. And he still felt
extremely hungry.
Wolf sampled the asparagus, and hey, but it was good; no, it
was great. Crispy. He really had to apply his strong teeth to nip
each bite. But it was tangy, and stringy, and he didn’t know if it
was mostly the honey-glaze on each vegetable stalk, but this was
the tastiest veggie he had ever met. Before he knew it, the
asparagus was gone, which made him think about the terrible,
funky smell he’d be producing soon, and that made him consider
the fact that he hadn’t had a bowel movement, nor relieved
himself, not once since he had arrived in High Vale. That would
be something, if they somehow worked out a way so that all the
food and fluid just got used up, without waste product. He could
go for that. No more farting. No body odor.
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That would really be a fantasy world, wouldn’t it?
But a few sudden signals from his body informed him that he
would indeed be requiring the use of the, ahem, the facilities? Yes,
and soon. What would he call it? The hole in the ground? And
would he be cleaning up with...leaves? Grass?
He glanced over his shoulder at the pigman, who was indeed
watching him. He smiled.
“Um, uh, Olaff?”
“Master would like more of de food? More coffee? More
orange?”
Wolf glanced at the carafe, which was empty.
“No, but thank you, it was wonderful, but,” he said, hesitating.
Did they just go out back? Or did they actually have rooms
designated for the, let’s say...emptying of the bowels? “Bathroom?
Restroom?” Could he actually say: “Can you direct me toward the
nearest toilet, and fast?!”
Apparently, he didn’t need to say anything more.
“Oh, you need de crapper! That ees een the next room, just
that way,” Olaff said, pointing his hoofy hand toward the opposite
end of the nook.
Wolf rose and moved slowly toward the other end of the
room, keeping himself calm, and yet clamping down as tightly as
possible on his sphincter. Had thinking the thought brought the
demanding requirement? Because suddenly, it felt like the world
was ending. Again. And it would be a very messy end (in more
ways than one), indeed, at least if he was not vigilant.
“Remember to vash your hands!” Olaff called out to him as he
passed through the door, now walking like a man with a slippery
fishbowl clamped between his thighs.
He found a small door and poked his head into the little
chamber, and nearly laughed. But he maintained, he maintained—
he didn’t want to be bursting into laughter at a moment like this,
because bursting into laughter just might cause other burstings.
But the absurdity of what was before him, come on! They had
to be kidding.
A stump seemed to be growing from the floor, and a thick
green bush conveniently grew right next to the stump, and there
appeared to be a knot of wood covering the stump. He hurriedly
lifted the knot, and there was a hollowed out bowl, conveniently
full of clean water. How in the world did they try and justify this?
What, they organically grew their toilets in High Vale?
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There was no time for arguing. He didn’t even look for toilet
paper to line the “seat.” He sat. And voided. Boy did he void. And
relieved. There seemed no end to the relief. Yes, he emptied his
guts, tapped his kidneys, drained the vein, and sang that pockpock-pocking deep song from the other end, the nether regions,
until finally he had to spread his thighs and look into the “bowl.”
He started. It almost gave him the willies, because it was as if
he were looking into a mouth, replete with swinging uvula, that
little punching bag thing, only this was the size of his head, and it
appeared to be swallowing, this great mouth he was sitting on.
Okay, that was okay, it was just the way things worked here,
right? Kind of organically. He glanced about and discovered no
sign of toilet paper, only that suspicious leafy bush, growing there
right next to the stump.
“Ah hell, why not,” he murmured, and plucked a leaf.
Immediately the broken leaf suffused the air with the scent of
mint, and pine needles, it actually smelled wonderful. Oh well,
here goes.
He tried the leaves. No, he didn’t taste them, but applied them
where it seemed most appropriate, and hey, there was no scratch
of toilet paper, but a certain dampness, ooh, hey, that kind of felt
good. He dropped the leaf into the stump and the mouth again
complied with its terrible business. Kind of cool, actually. He
plucked another leaf and applied it liberally. Again the aroma of
pine and mint—was it peppermint? The aroma surrounded him.
What a system. And hey, but he felt clean, truly butt clean.
When he stood and fastened his breeches over his hips, he
glanced again into the bowl. It was a small pool of clean waters,
once again. There wasn’t even a Godzilla roar of bellowing
waters. He lowered the knot back into place, and turned to the
other stump, this one taller, about at his waist height. Another pool
glistened in the hollowed out “sink.” He plunged his hands into the
water, which was nicely cool, and then without thinking he
grabbed the broad leaf that partially extended above the sink,
which proved to be squooshy and a tad slimy. Glancing at his
hands he saw they were slicked with what appeared to be soap
bubbles, so, shaking his head and giggling, he washed his hands,
scrubbing them with his usual obsessive-compulsive orderliness,
and plunged them into the waters. Again, as in the broad toilet
stump, this sink-stump swallowed his soiled waters, and even
burped quietly. The sink filled again with clean waters. A thick
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towel hung next to the sink, so he dried his hands. Neat.
Okay, he admitted it, as silly as it all seemed, he kind of liked
it. He almost wanted to go fill his gullet again just so that he could
try out the bathroom again, it was almost like a children’s ride at a
carnival! Yes, yes, he loved it. At least everything was intuitive. It
was not like he had to employ a great deal of imagination to figure
out just what was what, and what went where. They had taken a
nasty necessity of the body, and made it a somewhat pleasant,
organic experience.
He went back to the nook and collected his refilled mug of
coffee (perfectly treated with cream, honey, ginger, and cinnamon)
and snatched up his shillelagh. A double set of doors led out onto a
deck and Wolf took his coffee outside. He patted his vest. Yes, he
had really slept in his vest, with the two long daggers under each
of his arms—he guessed, a little sadly, that there were no quiet
house elves that undressed you while you slept. Or if there were,
they hadn’t been doing their job in the guestroom. In the inner
pocket of his vest he thankfully found the snakeskin box, the one
with his cigars. He’d smoked two, so he should have five left—
what a thoughtful snake!
But when he opened the lid he discovered with some wonder
that there were again seven dark cigars—more long, thick
cheroots, knobby and bumpy—what a system, what a world, it
must be magic! He extracted a cigar and placed it in his teeth and
squeezed the end, and as before, it ignited. Magic was kind of
nice. Still, he missed the whole ritual of firing up a lighter, and
warming the end of a cigar; he’d have to see if High Vale offered
any kind of rural magic fire producers, kind of like a Bic lighter,
or perhaps like a Zippo, one he could conveniently pack in his vest
near the snakebox of cigars.
He puffed his cigar and took in the view. The last time he’d
been outside the manor, it had been a misty dark night, so he had
been unable to admire this view. What a view! The manor was
nestled in a close valley of tall, jagged mountains, with a forest of
tall trees all about, some of them incredibly tall trees, like
sequoias, and majestic pines that seemed a tad too tall to be real.
And peering, it seemed he discerned cottages up in the trees, with
suspension bridges leading from one platform to the next,
treehouses, now that was magical. The lowest dwelling had to be
seventy-five feet up in the branches. Magic. Magical. Or
enchanting. Everything about High Vale was enchanting. It was
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just one fine enchantment after the next dazzling enchantment,
without end.
He could hear the murmur of a creek or small stream
somewhere near, although he couldn’t see any running waters. The
sky above looked turquoise, with early morning clouds tinged with
pink. He sipped at his cigar and puffed at his coffee, and it was
perfect, the coffee and the cigar were perfect complements, with
great compliments. The darkwood manor rose up above him in
what looked to be three stories, and off farther back on the other
side of the great house was what appeared to be a tower going up
another three or four floors, but the tower was dwarfed by even the
shortest of the trees.
There were cultivated grounds about the manor, with
gardeners even now toiling with clippers and wheelbarrows,
working with spades. Fine lawns spread about, close to the house,
and farther away, perhaps a hundred yards or more away from the
manor, a nice thick hedge grew, which looked to be about ten feet
high and four feet thick, and though obviously cultivated, the
hedge looked wild and somewhat dangerous, with a small paintedwhite picket fence just removed from the hedge. Quite a setup, no
wonder Six was willing to defend this cultivated turf against
dragon warriors, and who knew what else lurked out there in the
trees beyond the hedge. Despite its beauties, High Vale was also
deadly.
From around the manor a horse came charging, a beautiful jetblack animal, all glistening muscle and flashing hooves, streaming
tail and mane, and what could only be young Jack clinging like a
Plains Indian to its back, riding sans bridle or saddle. Jack was
wearing his merry green Robin Hood outfit, the peaked cap pulled
low over his face, the long red feather bobbing twelve inches
behind his head.
“Jack!” Wolf cried, waving his cigar above his head, slopping
some coffee onto the deck.
Apparently the youth could not hear him over the racing wind
and dashing hooves. Then another horse, this one dappled black
and white, charged from around the manner, in hot pursuit, and on
this fine beast rode a woman, with great gobs of golden hair flying
straight out behind her. Wolf placed the cigar back in his teeth and
studied the woman as she flashed past. She looked somewhat
familiar, although he couldn’t place her, or her fine body—she
was dressed in pale buckskins, the leather fringe in long strings, all
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of them blowing straight out in the wind of the racing horse. The
pale leather almost looked like spandex, it was so shiny, and tight.
Wow, that was some really, really tight leather. Wolf swallowed
hard, wow, there were women in High Vale, that was a pretty
good thing, wasn’t it? He gulped his coffee and splashed his
cheeks. He coughed and wiped his face with the backs of his
hands.
A stairway led down from the deck and Wolf set his empty
coffee mug on the deck railing and hurried down the stairs.
Puffing his cigar like a chimney he jogged around the manor, his
boots lightly tapping the cobblestone pathway, and emerged
around to the front of the great house, and paused, his breath
stolen away. Because it was quite a view, the front yard of the
High Vale manor. The house was on a tall mound, and out before
was a sweeping valley, with a river, a far way off, with pastures
and fruit trees, and small cottages dotting the landscape. A distant
mountain range swept impossibly up into the blue sky in a purple
tidal wave.
Two stone dragons stood facing the lowlands—Wolf must
have been fighting very near those statues and had never seen
them in the mist. He glanced back at the great house, looking at
the great doors and vast deck that looked something like an old
whaling ship and remembered knocking the warriors back, and Six
grappling with the giant, Jack dancing about like an elf on the
railing, courageously training his bow upon the hundred or so
warriors pressing in. How long ago did that all happen? Last
night? No, it seemed like weeks ago.
He looked again outward and watched the two horses kicking
up dust as they raced down the hillock into the pastures below. He
wondered about the woman with the flying hair—had Jack already
met a girl? Was that his lady fair racing him below? If so, he was a
lucky kid, because that was some woman. Even seeing her at a
distance stirred Wolf deeply.
His last girlfriend had been months ago, in another time and
world, and things had not worked out well with them. She had
been a heavy pot smoker, among other things, and the Stacey of
that world grew weary of her always attempting to sneak pork into
his food, always wanting to argue about the health and wonders of
marijuana, and why real men drank whiskey, and lots of it, and
how Hillary Clinton would save the world. They had strung out
their relationship for about six months, and she did have quite the
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little body, but lots and lots of sex just did not answer the deeper
needs he felt. Okay, that part helped.
He had always been the fool, looking for love in the usual
wrong places. A friend of a friend had set them up, and he almost
began to wonder what she was doing now, in the world, but he
stopped himself from remembering where those thoughts would
always lead, to a world falling into jagged pieces, the ground
shaking, and the iron tolling of the great bell of the apocalypse.
“Hail! And well met, Stacey!” a deep voice boomed, and from
around the other side of the great house came Six, the Lord Meren
Dulance of High Vale, with the most beautiful woman on his arm
that Wolf had ever seen, a vision in flowing white. Galadriel, was
Wolf’s first thought, because the woman was tall, and pale, and
very blonde, with cascades of white-blonde hair hanging down
about her, all the way to her calves!
“Six!” Wolf boomed in return, walking to meet them, but Six
ran forward and caught him up in a great hug, swinging him off
his feet, laughing. “We were so worried about you! You’ve been
out, dead to the world for two whole days! We couldn’t even get
your vest off you, let alone your breeches, or those silly gloves.
You have got to be one of the heaviest sleepers I’ve ever known!”
“Two days,” Wolf said, with disbelief. Could he really have
slept that long?
“Meet my lady,” said Six, extending his big hand to the tall
woman, but not releasing Wolf from his embrace. “This is my
wife, the Lady Varrashallaine. Varra, this is the man who saved
us, and saved everything, Stacey! Oh, sorry, he’s Wolf. Wolf, this
is Varra.”
Wolf, awed by her beauty, put out a hand to take one of her
hands, but she knelt before him and seized his hand, and kissed his
hand, repeatedly, kissing each of his fingers in turn.
“Thank you for saving my dear husband,” she breathed
between kisses.
“Oh no, hey, hey, it’s okay, it was nothing,” Wolf said,
embarrassed, but unable, despite himself, to look away from
studying her fine features, the golden eyebrows, the high, pale
cheekbones, and some of the fullest lips he had ever seen in his
life. And he thought of the rapers—okay, sorry, the rapists—and
he was very glad that Six had brought him here.
“Varra, Varra,” Six chided, finally releasing Wolf and lifting
his wife from her knees.
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But she was weeping now, and hid her face in her hands.
“Oh husband, oh husband,” she whispered, leaning against
Six, and Wolf saw now that not only was she ethereally beautiful,
but she was also obviously very ill.
“I saw Jack race by on a black horse,” he said, awkwardly
attempting to divert their attention.
“Here he comes now,” said Six, smiling, his face rosy with
delight. He was the very picture of a hale lord, condescending to
enjoy his underlings.
And here came the black horse, just in the now, racing up the
hillock toward the manor. Wolf stepped away from the other two,
smiling, as Jack came leaping from the horse and almost
torpedoed into his arms, knocking them both back so that they
sprawled in the rich grasses of the lawn.
“Stacey! Stacey!” Jack cried, laughing, “you’re awake! You’re
finally awake!”
“Yes,” Wolf laughed, tussling with him, “I’m awake, although
it feels like I’ve been out of it for weeks, not days.”
“Guess who’s here!” Jack cried, climbing to his feet and
pulling Wolf up with him.
“Joshua and Michael? Are they here?” Stacey said, looking
about, expecting to see the tall, bearded giant, and the small man
on canes.
“No, not them,” Jack said, his smile faltering. “Six thinks they
never came through. He thought there were only two of us, and
that’s what the portal was set for, but he’s got rangers out looking
for them, you know, in case they did make it, and are lost
somewhere in High Vale.”
The other horse, the dappled black and white, came forward
now, cresting the hill, with the young woman with all the hair, in
her tight shiny buckskins.
Wolf stared at her and she stared at him, but he couldn’t quite
place her. He obviously knew her, but was unable to produce the
proper memory. She threw herself lithely from the horse, came
running to him, and hurtled into his arms, hugging him fiercely.
“Look at you! Look at you!” she cried, tears running down her
cheeks. She was beautiful, and familiar, but Wolf still did not
know her. She buried herself in his chest and he felt her weeping,
her shoulder shaking. He held her, stroking her back and her hair,
and looked with confusion to Jack.
“It’s her!” the young man cried. “It’s her! The Lady Ghost!”
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Wolf started, and he remembered, the brief interlude in the
alley, and then even more briefly in the back of Joshua’s big red
pickup truck. The girl with the invisible tablet, the one doing the
bizarre sign language in the air. Sandy?
Then she put back her head and grabbed him around the neck
and pulled his head down, and she kissed him—she really kissed
him, hard, right on the mouth—and she breathed into him, her
mouth clamping on his, and then she shoved him roughly back,
away.
“Don’t kiss me! What is your problem, Stacey! You just don’t
change, do you?” she shoved him again, in the chest, and wow,
she was strong; he actually stumbled back a few steps.
“What the?” he murmured, dazed, both by the kiss and then
the rough shove. Was she insane?
But she had whirled away from him and dashed to her dappled
horse, and somehow swung herself up to the animal’s back
without aid of saddle or bridle—she was a bareback rider, just like
Jack—and she kicked her heels into the horse and swung it about,
rearing, and then they were gone in a thunder of hooves. Wolf
watched her form, receding, noticing the tall pale boots, tight,
rising on her shapely legs above her knees.
“Don’t worry,” Jack said, “she still a little confused. She
thought we were dead, can you believe it? And for some reason
she’s got very bizarre ideas about you, Stacey. She thinks you’re
some famous playboy, seducing women right and left!”
Wolf laughed. He threw back his head and roared laughter.
“Me? A playboy?” he said, wiping his eyes, his laughter
finally abating, at least somewhat. A few giggles managed to work
their way up his throat.
“Pugilist!” Six cried, shaking a fist in the air.
“Pugilist!” Varra whispered, lifting a white hand in a loose
fist.
“Pugilist!” Jack cried, loudest of all, smiling hugely.
“Pugilist Playboy,” Wolf said, grinning at them.
He noticed that Six was standing somewhat protectively in
front of his wife, probably in case the playboy allegations proved
to be true. But Wolf had never, absolutely never, been even
remotely tempted to mess with a married woman. Hell, he was
such an inept clod with women, more than three or four dates
would usually pass before he even came close to physical
advances, and then it was always the woman who had to initiate
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any manner of deeper physical intimacy. He had no idea how
Seven had gotten that kind of idea about him. Stacey, in the other
world, he was the one always getting hurt by selfish women,
women who knew entirely too much about cheating, especially the
how-to’s in actually doing it.
“How in the world does she even come to be here?” he
puzzled, looking into Jack’s eyes.
“She and Six are friends, ain’t that a humdinger of a
coincidence?”
Yes, that certainly was a humdinger of a coincidence.
Seemingly, all part of the plan. But what was the plan, and who,
ultimately was pulling all these strings? Who was orchestrating the
puppet dance?
At the edge of the great hedge, far away from them, a little
face watched the group before the big house. And a little girl
giggled.
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20 — No Chitin.
They worked in the sunshine, which wonder of wonders, in this
place did not cause any form of skin cancer, or leathery aging of
the skin. In this place. High Vale. They were about two hundred
yards removed from the great house, down below the pastures,
close to the river, moving upon the short grasses, Wolf flowing in
slow motions, Jack doing his best to mimic every nuance of every
move. Jack kept snorting, and shaking his head. They were barechested, exercising in their breeches and boots.
“Can we stop with the kappas, already? Please, I hate the
kappas,” Jack whined.
“Kata! Would you please stop goofing off? You asked me to
teach you this stuff,” Wolf said, calmly, maintaining his motion,
smoothly working through the kata.
“Yeah, but I wanted to learn how to fight, not dance,” Jack
sniffed, finally throwing down his arms and stalking away from
the older man. “Plus I’m sweating like a pig.”
“Don’t let the chef hear you say that!”
Wolf completed the simple kata, and bowed to an unseen
sensei.
“Come on, Jack, show me a simple defensive stance, just the
basics,” Wolf said, at the edge of his patience. But he had not lost
his temper with the kid, not yet. He did not really have to remind
himself that Jack was a kid, and that kids were kids, but he did
have to remind himself that Jack did not pick this stuff up, not
very fast at all. In fact, he had not managed to retain anything
Wolf had already shown him.
Jack sighed and put his fists up. Wolf shook his head.
“Will you please make a little effort?”
Jack sighed again, and he bent his knees, just a little, and he
finally put down his chin so that it was near his chest, but as
always he had just about everything else wrong.
“Thumbs out, Jack. If you punch someone like that you’ll bust
your thumbs. Never tuck your thumbs, and keep your fists loose,
like you’re holding a butterfly and don’t want to crush it. Put your
left fist out, a little farther; remember that’s your tapper. Pull your
right fist a little closer to your jaw, no, not against your jaw, just
up close, not that close, okay not that far—Jack, will you at least
pretend to be making an effort?”
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Jack sighed, again, and this was a really big sigh, like the
worst actor in an amateur theater troupe, loud, exaggerated, and
drawn out, projecting in order for the cheap seats to hear.
“Maybe you should just keep doing all the derring-do, cuz I
suck at this stuff, Stacey. Fisticuffs. Sheesh.”
“If I’m there, I will, but I might not always be there, you know
that,” Wolf said, now sighing as well.
“You’re gonna be there, just get used to it. Sheesh, it’s not like
I’m going to let you go anywhere,” Jack said, rolling his eyes and
dropping to the grass, stripping off his boots and stretching out.
Wolf folded up as he plunked to the grass, and stripped off his
own boots, and leaned back onto his elbows, enjoying the
sunshine. In this place, he felt more like a plant than an animal,
and he loved the caress of the sun. The sun seemed about ten
percent bigger than they were used to—compared to, well, normal
times—and it felt more regularly warm, and did not singe the eyes
when you looked up at it.
“You know what you remind me of?” Jack asked, perking up
now that Wolf had switched out of teacher mode.
“What, a slob? A bum? A skeleton with lazy bones, just-a
sleepin’ in the sun?”
“No, you remind me of one of those big dinosaurs, the ones
that look kind of like the T-Rex, only they are obviously
vegetarian, and gentle? You just knew, as a kid, that those guys
could mix it up with the T-Rex and the other nasty carnivores—
carni-saurs? Carnosaurs? Carnosaureses? Whatever you call the
bad-guy dinosaurs.”
“I guess there was no big surprise there, that we are both
vegetarians, we always kind of know each other, don’t we?
Something that shines in the eyes. Although carnivores can’t really
tell, at least not at first. But we see it.”
“Yeah, yeah, I’ve noticed that! What would you call it—
wimpiness?” Jack laughed.
“Maybe,” Wolf grinned, chuckling. “But I would probably call
it more gentleness. We recognize a certain...gentleness, all
vegetarians do, or maybe a certain cleanness.”
“Nah, we’re wimps, let’s face it. It’s always why we have to
kind of keep it a...secret, from literally everyone. When they find
out, at first they think we’re weird, and then wimpy, and then they
start making their jokes, right? We’re actually worse than nerds.
Well, I guess it’s more accurate to say that we are nerds, just
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vegetarian nerds.”
“Yeah, I guess, I don’t usually announce it, not like the vegans
do.”
“Yeah, yeah, those guys—they always proclaim it! Back,
filthy mortals, step aside, please do not brush against me with your
filthy, germy, carnivore-germy lower-form beings!”
“Vegans are religious,” Wolf said, closing his eyes, lolling in
the sunshine. “Vegetarians are usually...spiritual, something like
that.”
“And carnivores are like the loudly religious, ah meat! I need
my meat, you can’t beat my meat!” Jack chortled.
“They put bacon in everything, literally everything,” Wolf
agreed, shaking his head. “Once a woman brought muffins to
work, and she had bits of bacon actually cooked inside—muffins!
And salads. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if they came out with a
bacon milkshake! Bacon ice cream.”
“It’s so completely gross,” Jack snorted. “I would always see
some extremely beautiful girl, at lunch, and I would be thinking,
how in the world can anyone be so...gorgeous? And then I’d see
her biting into a burger, with bacon poking out, and then her magic
aura would wink out. I’d imagine what her breath would smell
like, you know? If I kissed her, all that meat, that blood smell—
it’s almost as bad as imagining her on the toilet. Sheesh.”
“Best not to imagine such things,” Wolf chuckled.
“Have you ever?” Jack said, leaning forward.
“Imagined such things?”
“No, have you ever kissed a meat-eater?”
“Oh yeah, of course. In fact, all my girlfriends were meateaters, and you could tell. There’s a strong scent to them, sure. It’s
not bad, not exactly. But it’s meaty. Kind of like musk. It probably
makes them seem a little more...exciting. Not so nice, you know.
The bad girl, a little smelly, you can even pick out the smell under
all their perfumes. I guess it seems a little dirty.”
Jack burst into laughter.
“You’ve had a lot of smelly girlfriends?”
“After I turned about, oh, seventeen I guess—your age—I
always had a girlfriend, of varying seriousness, but never any that
were all that—satisfying, the relationships.”
“Just the sex?” Jack said, trying to keep a level of seriousness
to his tone, but unable to hide his perkiness.
“I guess that was the usual reason, the sex, and the
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companionship. But I guess I never met that one, you know? The
magical one. I was never looking for conquests. I wanted her, my
fantaise artiste, my dream artist, a mysteriously deep woman. But
I guess I always attracted the wrong type. It was mostly my fault, I
guess, because I give off the wrong signal. They always see me as
the bad boy, and a certain kind of girl likes the bad boy, usually
the wrong type. All my girlfriends were extremely aggressive, and
that’s the girl I usually ended up with. My Mom would always tell
me to go for the shy girls, the quiet girls, the nice girls. But how in
the world would we ever talk to each other, unless we both knew
sign language!”
“See?” Jack laughed. “The vegetarian dinosaur syndrome!
You look like a T-Rex, but really you’re one of those big plant
eaters! They think they’re getting one of those big bloody meatrippers, and here’s you, nibbling away at the green! All nice. All
gentle. Boy, they must have been disappointed when they found
out the truth!”
Wolf laughed. “I think you’ve got it. I’ve never thought of it
that way, but that’s pretty close to the heart of the matter.”
“Describe her,” Jack commanded.
“A reader, that would have been nice, not even one of my
girlfriends read (or maybe they just couldn’t read), they thought
books were the stupidest things, and here that’s what I was always
doing, writing. So what are they ultimately going to think of this
nerd, at his computer, always writing? I’ve always imagined
cuddling up and reading with a woman, either from the same
book, sipping coffee, our feet tangled together, or each of us
reading our own books, me a thick, fat Brandon Sanderson
fantasy, and her a slim, elegant Jhumpa Lahiri; I wouldn’t mind
chick lit, in fact I actually like chick lit.”
“Jhumpa who?”
“Jhumpa Lahiri, very good writer. Probably a great writer,
kind of contemporary Jane Austen.”
“Oh man, Stacey, no way, I can’t read Jane Austen. I can’t
believe you like Austen!”
“Well, maybe when you’re a little older. She’s the best, and
the Bronte sisters.”
“Really? Jane Airhead?”
“Oh hey, Jack, come on, I love Emily Bronte’s Wuthering
Heights more than any other book, and her sister Charlotte’s Jane
Eyre is close. But again, maybe when you’re older.”
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“I hope not,” Jack said, shaking his head. “But I have thought
about reading Pride and Prejudice and Zombies. Now that sounds
like a rip-roaring tale I could get into it.”
“It’s really funny, I mean laugh-out-loud funny, but it’s not
funny unless you’re a big, big fan of the original Pride and
Prejudice. But if you’re too big a fan, you’ll hate it.”
“Okay, so you want a lady artist, that reads, is a vegetarian,
and what—blonde?”
“Oh no, I’ve always liked the brunettes, with lots of hair.”
“Myself, I’ve always kind of liked blondes, and sometimes
redheads, or strawberry blondes.”
“Really, I like that too. There’s something about a redhead.
Ooh, and Asians. Black girls. Tall Scandinavian babes with white
hair. Cowgirls are hot. But really, maybe just the right blonde,
with deep brown eyes.”
“I like blue eyes.”
“Maybe the right blue eyes, sure. But blue eyes have always
seemed like vanilla to me, everywhere and the same. But yeah,
you get the right pair of blue eyes, and wow.”
Jack sighed. “So you’re pretty much saying you like any type
of woman? Looks-wise. Can’t pin it down more than a girl with
multicolored hair that reads and guzzles coffee? Loud belches,
would that help?”
“Tight, faded jeans, that’s probably my downfall, I can hardly
resist a woman in tight jeans. Especially when there’s holes in the
knees! But, Jane Seymour, the actress? Ah, in all her phases, she’s
like the moon. The young Jane, the middle-aged Jane, I don’t
know which Jane I like the best, but I’d probably melt away to
nothingness if I met her in real life, or someone like her. Lady
Jane. She’ll be hot in her eighties. Or Sandra Bullock, there’s
something about her that just catches at my heart.”
“Yeah, I like Sandra Bullock, too. While You Were Sleeping.”
“Don’t move, just be very, very still,” Wolf said, his tone not
changing.
“What is it?” Jack whispered, freezing, eyes going huge.
“Just don’t move, unless I tell you to run, and then do that,
very fast,” Wolf said, easing to his feet, his shillelagh appearing in
his hand. He moved with exaggerated slowness, almost like he
was doing his kata again.
A scorpion, the size of a German Shepard came scuttling
along the bank of the river, its big claws clacketing as it moved
249

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

back and forth, apparently searching. The creature was a decent
twenty yards from them, and Wolf doubted it could see all that
well. Hopefully, it would just continue on its chitinous way. Just
keep clacking, you bug you.
“Oh no way,” Jack said, peeking around Wolf’s legs, who had
moved to place himself between Jack and the scorpion.
“Why do they have to throw in something like this?” Wolf
said, sounding more than a little put out. Here they were, just a
chattering away, enjoying the sunshine and the grass, in an utterly
beautiful world, and now here came the nightmare that walks by
day.
“Guess they like to keep things interesting,” Jack whispered,
scrambling to his feet.
“I told you not to move,” Wolf snapped, because the scorpion
abruptly scuttled forward ten feet, in their direction.
Jack began hopping about, trying to pull on his boots.
“Would you just please stop waving your body around like a
red flag?” Wolf sighed, exasperated. “Do you have any horns you
can blow?”
Because now the scorpion was charging them.
Wolf stood, barefoot, slightly crouching, the black shillelagh
up and motionless.
“Wouldn’t this be just about the best time to run?” Jack
stuttered, scrambling back and forth behind Wolf, looking for
something, anything—sure, he had this dagger, and it was nice and
everything, but it felt woefully insufficient at the charge of a
rampaging giant scorpion.
“Stop moving,” Wolf commanded in his low growl.
Jack finally froze, peeking over Wolf’s shoulder. And when
Jack stopped moving, the scorpion abruptly halted, its tail up and
threatening, its claws both open for maximum crunching power.
Hell, those clompers could probably severe a leg, at the thigh! But
Wolf concentrated on the uplifted tail, and watched queasily as a
viscous dark drip swelled at the tip of the nasty looking stinger.
“Oh now that’s just lovely,” Wolf whispered. The scorpion
shifted on its six legs, reacting to the whisper. He wished he had
his MMA gloves and armored arm bracer, but they were lying in
the grass, near his boots, shirt, and vest.
“Do you speak?” Wolf said, addressing the scorpion, in what
sounded to Jack as a remarkably calm thing and way to say to a
scorpion, and perfectly reasonable, considering that this was High
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Vale.
The scorpion jerked at the words, and scrambled a few feet to
the side, but kept its alien head aimed at them—its stinger, as well.
“Worth a try, everything else seems to be so talkative,” Jack
muttered. Then he looked to a strand of trees perhaps fifty feet
away, because something sparkly caught his attention. For just a
moment, it looked like a stream of fireflies swished through the
foliage, high in the trees. Fireflies, in full daylight?
“Maybe I can just scare it away,” Wolf began to say, but
before he even got to the word scare the scorpion pounced at him,
the tail descending, the pincers pinching.
Wolf moved backward, deflecting the stinger strike with the
shillelagh. His back punched into Jack and nearly knocked him off
his feet, and Wolf suffered a bad few moments where he almost
tripped over the boy and went down. But he deflected the first
stringer lash—it felt like batting away a lashing steel chain, and
then expertly slammed the black fighting club into a pincer, and
the impact was so powerful he almost lost his grasp on the
shillelagh.
Jack danced back and when Wolf moved to the side and he
had a clear view of the attacking scorpion, Jack hurled his dagger
with all his might. It was a perfect throw. It was an expert throw,
as if he had been throwing daggers all his life. But the weapon
banged off the scorpion’s carapace and didn’t leave a scratch. The
insect—the arachnid—the monster turned toward Jack, its claws
going wide.
Wolf dashed about the creature while Jack froze in place, and
he leapt and caught the tail just beneath the stinger. He tried to
snap the tail, exerting all his mighty strength, but it was like
attempting to snap a cable. The scorpion scrambled, whipping its
tail, and Wolf lifted off his feet and flew a good six feet to the
side, but he maintained his hold on the deadly whip. He threw his
body backward, jerking on the tail, applying all his weight.
The scorpion came about at him, very fast, and grasping the
tail, not letting go—he was hurled in the other direction.
Whatever he did, he was not letting go his hold on this crazy
whip—he felt like Baloo the Bear unable to release the tiger tail.
He hollered and groaned as the tail thrashed him back and forth, at
least thankfully in the opposite direction from which the scorpion
scuttled—his arms felt jerked out of the sockets. It came at him
from the left, and he was yanked to the right, away from the
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grasping claws. The thing was actually defeating its own attacks.
The clasping claws sounded like steel bear traps snapping shut.
Wolf flew the other way. This thing, this bug, half his size, was
whipping him about like the most hated doll in the world.
“Stupid bug!” Wolf howled, and he took the tail and cranked
on it, snapping it tight and throwing his weight into a full swing,
and managed to lift the monster off its feet and hurl it about like
the hammer throw, but it proved to be a wimpy throw, at least in
its result, for the giant bug only flew about five feet, and tumbled
in a roll, its body thrashing all the way over to slam down on its
back, its legs kicking wildly in the air for a moment, and then it
stretched over itself and came up facing away from them, then
scrambled back, its tail waving like a battle flag.
Damn, but his shillelagh was in the grass, and for a few
moments Wolf couldn’t spot the weapon, and he needed it.
Perhaps he’d been foolish to drop the club to seize the tail.
“Here it is!” Jack shouted, snatching up the shillelagh, but his
body seized in an electric jolt, and he jerked rigid, dropping the
club, collapsing into a loose-limbed heap, falling back on the grass
with his mouth slack, a thin wisp of smoke rising from his mouth.
“Jack!” Wolf roared, and the scorpion scuttled toward him, but
it was obviously shifting its gaze (did the thing even have eyes?)
between them, deciding whether to go after the unconscious lump
of meat, or take out the big conscious lump of meat?
Wolf rushed and dove toward Jack, coming up with the
shillelagh in his hands as the scorpion scuttled forward, striking its
stinger down. Wolf deflected the strike and then slammed his club
into the closest claw, which clamped down, and as the scorpion
turned again to bring the other claw to attack Wolf was thrown
over onto his back—the shillelagh ripped from his hand, but he
scrambled and made it halfway to his feet when the scorpion tail
struck again, and Wolf jerked to the side, but the strike was so
close that the passing tail actually punched him in the head,
knocking him back into the ground. Flashes of light filled his
vision, but he forced himself to roll, away from Jack, kicking out
his feet, scrambling, and he felt the stinger punch the ground by
his head. Instinctively he seized the tail again, in both hands, and
the scorpion jerked him up off his feet and his body followed the
tail and flew over the creature’s chittering body, he watched it pass
beneath him and then he came down hard, on his left arm, and the
wind rushed from his body, but he rolled, and was able to rise.
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The scorpion was motionless, between Wolf and Jack. Again,
it seemed to be choosing between them.
“Here! Over here, you stupid bug!” Wolf roared, stamping his
feet and waving his right arm. His left arm dangled at his side.
The scorpion scooted about, facing him.
Jack appeared to be rousing, coughing. Thank God, just as
long as the kid’s movements didn’t draw back the attention of the
monster.
“Come on! Come on!” Wolf thundered at the top of his lungs,
and the scorpion tracked him, followed him as he took several
steps backward, attempting to draw it away from the youth in the
grass. The scorpion scuttled forward, in pursuit, but then it paused
again, and half-turned back toward Jack. Comically, it waved
Wolf’s shillelagh in its claw, almost as if it were taunting him. Ha
ha, I’ve got your disco stick, big man!
How do you fight this thing? If he had one of his daggers that
were nestled in his vest, he could throw for that meaty looking
thing that passed for a face—what an ugly thing! Goodness, but it
was ugly.
Then an arrow whumped right into that face that Wolf was
studying, neat as that, the arrow sprouted, almost magically, and
the scorpion chittered, and died. It looked like it was deflating, all
the air leaking at once from his chitinous body.
Wolf looked and there stood Seven, Jack’s bow in her left
hand, still lifted, even now nocking another arrow.
“Seven!” Jack cried, sitting up in the grass, still looking
woozy.
“Thank God!” Wolf cried, crumpling onto his butt, even now
unsure of just how battered his body actually was. He had been
jerked, thumped, slammed, flipped, thrown, and dashed, several
times, and that punch from the passing tail had been harder than
anything he’d absorbed in the ring, it had been like getting
punched again by the crooden giant. All this, form a lightweight
bug no bigger than Danny Devito.
“No, you can thank me, this time,” Seven said, joking, and in
her tight glistening buckskins she rushed forward to Jack and knelt
by his side. “Did it sting you?”
“Probably, I don’t know—I don’t think so, I mean I’m still
alive, I think,” Jack babbled, grinning hugely at his Ghost Lady.
“Six sent me,” she said, placing the bow on the grass near
Jack, and removing the quiver of arrows, placing them within his
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reach. “He said you forgot this, and that you really shouldn’t be
close to the river without your bow, because, you know, there are
scorpions prowling around the river!”
Jack laughed. “Oh yeah, that.”
Wolf managed to get to his feet, but swayed, his head,
spinning. His left arm dangled, but it didn’t feel broken. He went
to the scorpion and seized his shillelagh, but couldn’t manage to
pry the club free from the claw. Even in death, the dog-sized
scorpion was stronger than him. He cranked the walking stick,
back and forth, like a pry bar, leaning his weight against the wood,
and finally managed to get the claw open about an inch. He
plunked down, weary, in the grass, one foot propped up on the
claw.
“Are you okay, Stacey?” Seven called, coming to him. “Did
you get stung?”
“No, just punched, and basically manhandled,” he muttered,
head down, gasping for breath.
“That’s a good thing, because I don’t know what will happen
if you die here,” she said, softly, kneeling by him. She smoothed
her hand along the muscles of his left arm. “I don’t know what
would happen to me, if you died,” she whispered.
“I’m okay, just winded,” he said.
“It’s not broken, is it?”
“No, I don’t think so, just shocked, or sprained. I’m at least
getting some feeling back in it, and it doesn’t hurt, not quite yet,”
he said, closing his eyes, lulled by the caress of her hand. “That
feels good.”
She pushed her fingers into his mane and pushed his hair back
out of his face, then she kept on, putting her fingers through his
hair, and he sighed.
“You have to be careful, Stacey,” she said, staring at his chest
and muscled torso as she gentled his brow. It was like soothing a
horse.
“Good thing you came along,” he murmured. “I was out of
ideas.”
“Always getting into trouble, Stacey, Stacey, Stacey. Stacey
the black sheep, Stacey the bad boy,” she crooned. She sat down
beside him and pulled him over, placing his head in her lap. “Just
rest a while. I’m here. I’m here.”
“Oh, I love that,” he said, feeling dreamy, “I love your fingers
through my hair.”
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“I know,” she said, continuing her fingers moving and pulling
and smoothing, combing. “Me too.”
And Wolf began snoring.
“What a time to take a nap,” Jack said, kneeling near Seven,
taking Wolf’s right hand in both his hands. He glanced up at the
nearby trees, because again he saw what he thought must be
movement, a cloud of fireflies, something high up, something
sparkly, but then he told himself he must be imagining things,
because it kind of looked like Tinkerbell flittering through the
leaves. But his eyes were drawn back to the river, and the thing.
“He just needs to rest, a bit,” Seven said, softly.
“No, I mean—that,” Jack said, indicating with his head, away
down the riverbank. She glanced up.
Another scorpion came wandering along, its pincers opening
and closing, and while the first scorpion, the now-dead arachnid,
was terrifying at the size of a large dog, this one coming was
closer to the size of a bull. Its tail alone must be twenty feet long.
“Oh boy, that one might take a bit more than an arrow,” she
said, lightly slapping Wolf’s face.
“Whatever you do, just don’t move, boy have I learned that
lesson well,” he whispered, near her ear. He inhaled deeply. She
smelled wonderful. “You’re a vegetarian, aren’t you?”
“Isn’t everyone?” she whispered in return. “Where I come
from, it would be a miracle to find meat, let alone think of eating
it. But that’s right, I keep forgetting, in your time everyone was
barbarian. I keep forgetting, you both seem so real.”
“I think if we don’t move, like Stacey said, maybe it will just
keep going down the river,” Jack whispered.
“What are you doing in my hair?” she whispered.
“Just smelling you,” Jack whispered.
“Well stop it, it’s distracting,” she whispered.
“You like Stacey, don’t you?” he whispered.
“I don’t know what I feel about him,” she whispered, and her
fingers stopped moving through the sleeping man’s hair. “There’s
something about him. He just makes me crazy. Usually, I just want
to kill him. But other times, there’s something magical about
him.”
“I don’t blame you,” Jack whispered, “Even I think he’s
incredibly hot, and he’s my father.”
She snorted. “You think he’s your...? No, Jack, he’s—”
“Is that your horse?” Jack said, loudly.
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“Is what my horse?” she whispered, looking at him.
Jack seized her jaw in his hand and turned her head so that she
was looking in the same direction he was looking. And she saw
that Dancer, her beautiful dappled horse, was clumping down the
embankment, probably looking for her.
They looked back toward the truly monstrous scorpion, and, of
course, drawn by the horse, the monster was charging toward
them—greedily, hungrily—because, after all, there was just so
much meat waiting here, so much meat, and so little time for a
giant scorpion to rend and tear.
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21 — Dream Place.
Stacey sat on the edge of his bed in his apartment, and dimly, he
registered that this was a repeat of a recent dream episode. He
barely spared the time to look about at his apartment, the messy,
unkempt clothes strewn about, the sagging, unmade bed—this was
not real, a remote part of his mind told him. It was real, he was
here, but it was not a fully made reality. He was in some kind of
way station. And he remembered, this time, that he had been here
many, many times before this...visit. Whenever he had one of
these dreams (how he always thought of this place) he would
distantly recall the dream, later in the day, or perhaps several days
removed from the actual dream, as one of his Dream Place
dreams. That’s what this was, the Dream Place. He had met other
people here. Sometimes it was like a huge factory of old, sagging
furniture, at other times it was vast restroom with thousands of
horrible, leaking toilets, soggy toilet paper, and distant echoing
voices.
He got off the bed and strode to the window. His body moved
weirdly. His feet stayed upon the ground, but he felt weightless,
and yet too heavy, as if his body increased in weight in direct
proportion to how much gravity actually reduced. He moved the
tattered drapes and put his face close to the glass of the window.
The window was cracked, great shattering splinters tracked in
jagged lines—if he pushed a finger against the glass, the whole
puzzle-piece splintering would fall, exploding into sharp, glittering
knives. Thick fog moved just on the other side of the glass.
He moved back from the window, his hands exploring
himself, feeling his face, tugging at his hair. His jaw was stubbly
as if he had missed shaving perhaps a week’s worth of gray days.
Everything seemed slightly gray here, the colors muted. The
program was drawing only what Stacey was looking at directly,
and he felt, spookily, that even now, with his back to the window,
that there was no window there, but if he turned, quickly, the
jagged, shattered glass panes of glass would come into being, as
he required the elements of his existence. Even his body was
poorly drawn, the details of his existence only there as he looked
at his arm, or his fingers went through his hair—what was that, he
had a dim recollection of fingers through his hair—what was he
trying to remember? Fingers moving through this hair, lips
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whispering near his ear.
His grandma? He remembered his grandma. Vaguely. She
would put her fingers through his hair, whispering roos choont,
what was that? Why could he only vaguely grasp at her memory?
She had loved him more than any other person in his life had ever
loved him. She was the only one to push her fingers through his
hair. He grasped at his hair, pushing his fingers into the great
tangles of curls and waves—yes, this is my hair, it is here, quite
the mess, right now, but only because I am thinking of my hair,
only because I am touching it, feeling it, proving to myself that
this is me, standing in some half-drawn world.
He moved from the room into the short hallway, but this
wasn’t right, this was not his apartment, even though the seed of
thought was buried in his mind to grow that this was his
apartment, but he had never been in this particular layout before,
and he wasn’t certain he could explain, at this moment, the
concept of apartment. His thoughts were poorly drawn. A feeling
of unreality swam over him, he felt dizzy, uncanny, his skin
alighting with gooseflesh—the program is half-heartedly drawing
all this, right now, he thought, noticing large cobwebs stretching
from the ceiling to the wall, dead insects hanging old and husky,
and fog, this place was full of fog. No, not exactly fog, but there
was no clarity of vision, what was it? An absence of light? Not
darkness, not exactly, and not light—this place was a place
between darkness and light. The Dream Place was a way station
poorly drawn, a waiting place—perhaps a weighing place?
He perceived a light switch. Without thinking, he touched it,
and flicked it up. Nothing happened. There was no light in this
place. Electricity did not work here, in the Dream Place.
Bad bones. Bad bones, what was that? Roos choont, bad
bones, it’s what his grandma called him, her roos choont, a term of
endearment. Like Lazy Bones, yes, he remembered that, wasn’t it
a song? Sleep in the sun. Can’t even get your day’s work done?
Something like that.
He heard rustling somewhere near, and again he felt all the
skin of his body rise up in gooseflesh. If I was a wolf, it would be
my hackles rising—if I was a wolf—Wolf, I am Wolf.
Stacey moved toward the sounds, it sounded like dishes
jostling, silverware, the muffled but ringing tones of plates and
coffee cups knocking together.
The sounds, close by, could be plates and cups and silverware,
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or it could be...bones. And he stopped, hands touching either side
of him on the close walls, his fingertips sinking into the mushy,
crumbling plaster. Bones, why bones, why bad bones?
The program is spinning at half speed, supplying only
distantly, what I require, only as I need it.
He looked down at the floor, what was that? Movement, he
peered, but his eyes could not pull together the details of what he
was attempting to see, but a distant thought—scorpion—he did not
wish to step on a scorpion, because his feet were bare, but why
would there be a scorpion in here? His mind was playing tricks on
him, but why in the world would he be thinking about scorpions,
and cobwebs, spiders? Why was he so afraid?
He thought of smashing a scorpion with a black stick—a
knobbed, black club—and the fingers of his left hand clasped, as if
to hold a stick, but there was no stick in his hand. Where is my
shillelagh? He did not feel whole, complete, without the walking
stick in his hand. Where did I put my shillelagh? And the word
shillelagh felt odd in his mind, a foreign word, he didn’t quite
know what it meant, but for some reason, words like bones, like
program, like apartment—these words floated in his mind, poorly
drawn. Nothing in his head was anchored. Nothing was connected,
nothing attached to anything else. The gravity in his head was
gone, and everything floated about freely, thoughts, ideas—he was
barely able to grasp at anything, and as soon as he did think of
anything, the thoughts floated away from him even as he
attempted to focus.
He moved down the hallway to a large opening on the right
and as he moved near, he flooded with fear, and his breathing
began to wheeze, because he did not wish to look into that open
space, the room with a somewhat brighter illumination, where the
sounds of dishes and bones originated.
He needed light. Yes, he knew that. Light. But there was no
light here. He could see things, but not because light struck the
things. The things were just there, and perhaps he was not even
using his eyes to see the decrepit things about him.
He heard what he thought were voices, to his left, and he
focused his eyes at the dark rectangle on the wall on his left. He
touched it, a metal grate, and one of his fingers broke through the
brittle metal, but he heard the voices again, and he cocked his
head, leaning to the left, listening.
“He just needs to rest a bit,” a voice came, almost clearly, a
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familiar voice. Who was that, Stacey wondered, listening. The
voice seemed to be coming through the metal grate, a vent cover,
he was hearing her, the girl, it was a girl’s voice, from a long
distance away.
Someone else replied, Stacey couldn’t make out the words, but
it was a male voice, mumbling. He was about to move away from
the vent, because now it was quiet, but then he heard her again, the
girl.
“Oh boy, that one might take a bit more than an arrow,” she
said, and Stacey almost remembered her, he could almost picture
her face, but the program was fighting him, he could sense that,
some force was clouding his mind, keeping him not fully drawn.
An image of a fierce female warrior lifting a bow suffused him,
momentarily. A Valkyrie? An Amazon?
Arrow, that word. It linked with scorpion. He didn’t know
why they went together, arrow and scorpion, but the idea tickled
his mind.
“I think if we don’t move, like Stacey said, maybe it will just
keep going down the river,” and that was Jack, speaking, Stacey
was clearly able to catch at that thought. He could hear Jack, the
kid, somewhere up above, speaking softly, almost whispering.
Jack, my son.
He closed his eyes and shook his head, no that wasn’t right.
Jack is not my son, I’ve never had a son, I’ve never had children,
but Jack, Jack, yes, that felt right, Jack is my son, the son I never
had. We thought we were each other, you and me, the same
person, us, didn’t we, or something else, what was it? Stacey,
that’s me, and Jack, that’s my son. And then in a moment he did
not know who was Stacey, or Jack, he remembered nothing.
“What are you doing in my hair?”
“Just smelling you.”
“Well stop it, it’s distracting.”
Stacey could not discern who was saying what, these were just
disjointed whispers, without meaning, and the truth was, these
voices and whispers were probably all in his head, like the window
that might or might not be there, depending on whether or not he
was looking at it.
A dish fell to the floor. Stacey heard ceramic shatter. Or
China. China? What did China have to do with anything? What
was...China?
He moved to the open space and dimly perceived someone, a
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small shape, swaying at a kitchen sink mounded with dirty dishes,
a helter skelter pile of leaning cups and plates. The figure at the
sink, with its back to Stacey, mumbled and swayed, and as he
watched, the thing moved a plate into the dry sink, and mimed
washing the plate. What in the world? He did not want this
creature to turn around. He dimly perceived what the program was
playing at. Program?
Stacey heard a door open and after a moment close,
somewhere far away, in another part of the building, perhaps on
another floor. He pictured a warren of doors, a beehive of doors
with rooms in a vast, dark building, he could almost envision the
piles of garbage in the corridors, stacks of junk, and were those
sleeping figures, huddled against walls, dreamers dreaming,
everyone linked in the Dream Place, vague, confused minds,
detritus of hopes and fears rustling like plastic bags moved by the
wind. Fear moving up and down the corridors. Confusion lurking
in the shadows.
He was obviously meant to communicate with the small,
lumpy figure at the dry sink, the confused figure washing the
dishes, but he did not wish to interact, he was not going to give
the...program, that satisfaction. Stop messing with me, he thought,
backing out of the dilapidated kitchen and back into the hall, and
he reached for the metal grating, but when he looked the rectangle
of old, crumbling metal was no longer there.
Of course. It did not desire to taunt him with the voices, not
any longer, no, it required him to move into the kitchen, like some
video game—it had him in some stupid haunted house maze, and
for whatever reason, it wanted him to move along, be a good boy,
follow the program, follow the programming. Just play out the
scenario. But he wouldn’t.
“I won’t,” Stacey said. “I am Wolf.

Jack drew the bow with all his strength. This was what he was
good at, he was an archer. He targeted the ugly face of the
charging bull scorpion, and intended to place the arrow exactly in
the same spot where Seven had placed hers, when she killed the
261

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

smaller scorpion. He inhaled, filling his chest to maximum
capacity, and he held, waiting, tracking the monster as it rushed
forward.
Seven’s horse, Dancer, had now seen the approaching
scorpion, and reared up, hoofing the air, and then whirled and
bolted, kicking up soil as it thundered away, in the direction of the
Great House.
“Jack, let it go after Dancer,” Seven murmured, close to Jack’s
ear, “if you fire, you’ll only turn it toward us. Dancer can outrace
it.”
“I don’t think so, that thing is faster than a horse,” Jack said,
calmly, sighting down the length of the arrow, placing the tip on
the target.
“You’re right, kill it,” she said, and she snatched up Stacey’s
black shillelagh and twirled it experimentally between her hands.
“That’s weird,” Jack said, calmly, not looking at her, not
taking his eyes from the scorpion that was now only twenty yards
away and moving scarily fast, “that thing shocked me when I
touched it.”
Jack loosed the arrow, and it flew true, snapping into the bull
scorpion’s face. But the monster did not fall. It ploughed the
ground with its six legs as it came to a grinding halt, and did a
little dance, its chitinous body sounding like rattling plate mail,
and turned to face them, now about fifty feet away.
Jack did not hesitate but nocked another arrow and fired again.
And another arrow protruded, on the other side of its face. The
scorpion stood, clacketing its giant lobster claws. Both arrows
were punched deeply, only half of the shafts showing.
It came at them, its initial pounce covering more than thirty
feet, more than halving the distance between them. Seven
screamed, placing herself between the scorpion and Stacey,
twirling the shillelagh.
Coolly, calmly, Jack nocked another arrow and drew the bow
as far as he could manage, and loosed, the arrow snapping directly
between the two arrows he had already planted in the bull
scorpion. At first, he thought he must have missed, but the fact
that he brought it up short, yes, he had hit it, directly. Deeply.
The monster paused again, its tail up twenty feet in the air, a
stinger the size of a baseball bat poised and dripping black venom.
The third arrow had literally disappeared inside the monster,
not even showing fletching. These were three very good shots.
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Perfect shots. But the bull scorpion did not even seem fazed.
Seven was right, it was going to take more than arrows to dispatch
this thing.
“We’re in trouble, we’re in trouble, we’re in trouble,” Seven
chanted, lifting the shillelagh, figuring she could make one
powerful ax strike downward into its head before it got her in
those claws—or at least just before the stinger took her through
the chest. But she was going to take that swing, yes she was—it
would have to kill her first before she would ever allow it near
Stacey, or Jack.
And then Jack glanced away from the bull scorpion, which
still stood waiting, ever clacketing its claws. He glanced to the
trees where that sparkling thing moved in the foliage, now shining
brighter, twinkling like an industrial strength spot light, and Jack
winced, because the light was so bright it hurt his eyes, even in
full daylight.
Whatever it was hurled itself from the trees as the light
suddenly winked out and the thing soared through the air—Jack
thought of a flying squirrel, that’s what it looked like, a small dark
body expanded, the folds of its furry skin catching the air—and it
streaked through the air toward the scorpion, leaving a trail of
sparkles in its wake.
It landed on the scorpion’s back and did a little dance. It
looked like a meerkat, only larger. The little creature was about
the size of a Collie dog, or a Sheltie, and black and white, and
furry, and it danced about chittering—it almost sounded like a
child giggling!
The scorpion reacted, striking down with its stinger.
Seven screamed again.
But the little rodent creature danced nimbly out of each strike
of the scorpion’s tail, and the brute struck, again and again, hitting
itself in the carapace as it attacked in a frenzy. The little creature
giggled and leapt neatly off the monster and did its little dance
between the great claws, which seized at the meerkat, and Jack
tracked them, the scorpion and the meerkat, aiming with another
arrow, bow fully drawn, but he did not wish to hit the brave little
meerkat as it danced with monstrous death.
Jack noticed that there were nasty holes ripped in the bull
scorpion’s body, where it had struck itself.
The meerkat held what looked like drumsticks, and with these
it beat out a little pattern on each claw as it danced between the
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pincers, giggling all the while.
The bull scorpion snapped at it, repeatedly, all the while
striking down with its stinger, punching the ground. The meerkat
giggled and beat a little staccato on the monster’s face with its
little drumsticks. Then it darted away, leaving that trail of what
looked like fireflies in its passage, and the bull scorpion pursued,
stinging the dirt and pinching the air, scrambling after the meerkat.
Striking, grabbing, stinging, pinching, the bull scorpion attacked..
Dancing, spinning cartwheels, backflips, the meerkat seemed
to be having the time of its life as it danced its merry way among
the vicious attacks.
“Be careful, oh! Please! Be careful,” Seven muttered,
watching as the meerkat kept just out of range of the bull
scorpion’s attack, dancing its adorably furry body, actually doing
cartwheels before the monster, nimbly eluding each sting (even
rapping out a little rhythm on the tail as it passed close by.
“Did you see? Did you see?” Jack chanted, half-laughing, “it
got the scorpion to sting itself, several times!”
“I saw, I saw! Oh! Watch out!” she cried.
The meerkat danced and leaped, several times riding on either
of the claws, tapping its drumsticks, throwing out sparkles like
mini firework explosions. And gradually, the meerkat led the bull
scorpion away from them, down toward the river, always eluding
the monster, but it was close, with each clack of its great lobster
claws the bull scorpion could cut the meerkat in half, if it caught
it, only once. But time and again it snapped its claws. Time and
again it stung down, but always missing, if only by inches.
And as Jack and Seven watched, the meerkat actually danced
out on top of the waters of the river, moving so fast it seemed a
blur, and the scorpion plunged into the waters, frenziedly, stinging
and clacketing its claws. And the monster floundered in the
waters, plunging and turning, until it half floated with the current,
turning slowly about, and the little meerkat creature came dancing
back across the waters, actually scrambling onto the scorpion’s
back, and then it launched itself again, spreading its loose skin like
a kite, and it sailed up and above the scorpion and river, and came
sailing back to lightly touch down on the riverbank. It leaped and
danced for a while, celebrating its victory, shaking its drumsticks
at the sky, then came racing up the bank toward Seven and Jack.
“Look at the little guy!” Jack roared, laughing.
“It just saved us,” Seven breathed, hugging the shillelagh
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between her breasts. “That little cutie just saved our lives—there is
no way we could have handled that monster!”
“I know, I know!” Jack laughed, tears blurring his eyes.
And the meerkat came scrambling up to dance between them,
doing cartwheels, scrambling lithely between their legs, flashing
about them, leaving a trail of winking sparkles.
“Hey!” Jack laughed, “hey little guy! Hey you!”
The meerkat rolled in the grass, chittering and giggling.
“Jack!” it chittered, scrambling to its feet, standing upright
like a little man, all three feet of the little furry man. It clacked its
drumsticks together, making a neat rhythm that sounded like
music as it beat different parts of the wood together.
Up close, it still looked like a meerkat, but also like a little
person—it was almost human. A very furry person, with an allblack coat, except for the front portion of its body, which was
white, it had the markings of a penguin. Its face was more rounded
than a meerkat, its head proportionately larger, the size of a child’s
head, with big black circles around its bulbous little eyes—the
markings leant it the appearance of wearing big round eyeglasses,
and Jack noticed that the little guy looked familiar, and he got
down on his knees in the grass, laying aside his bow, and even on
his knees his head was taller than the level of the meerkat’s face.
The meerkat clapped its paws together. They were distinctly
paws, and yet they were hands, as well. Another weird High Vale
mixing of animal and human.
“Hey, I know you,” Jack breathed, in wonder. He looked
closer, studying the creature’s happy little face. Yes. Yes, he did
know this face. “Michael?”
The meerkat laughed in delight, clapping its paws faster, its
drumsticks tucked up beneath its little arms.
“Yes!” it chittered. “I Michael! You Jack, and you Sandy!”
“It’s Michael!” Jack roared, seizing the furry creature in an
embrace, falling to the grass, laughing and crying at the same time.
“From the truck,” Seven said, shaking her head, watching Jack
and Michael tussle in the grass. He was the little man with canes,
the guy who was sitting in front of her, in the big red pickup truck,
the little man with the big round glasses.
“Oh! Oh!” Michael chittered, in a voice that sounded more
animal than human. “Poor Stacey! Poor Stacey! Stacey bold!
Stacey brave! Stacey...Pugilist!”
The meerkat struggled out of Jack’s embrace and flittered to
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the still body lying in the grass. He sat on the man’s chest and took
the man’s hands between his little paws, and patted the cool
cheeks. “Poor Stacey! In Dream Place! Come back, Stacey! Come
back, Stacey!”
Jack and Seven came and knelt on either side of Stacey’s
head. Seven moved her fingers through his mane of dark hair,
smoothing back the odd white stripes at his temples.
“Poor Stacey!” Michael cried, and they saw that he was
weeping, little tears that sparkled like rubies and sapphires in the
sunlight.
“He’s okay, hey, Michael, Stacey’s okay, he’s just sleeping,”
Jack crooned, smoothing his hand down the meerkat’s back—the
fur was sleek and warm, like the hair on a Dachshund or
Doberman Pinscher, only a little longer, a little shaggier. The fur
glistened with little sparkles of winking light.
“The Dream Place?” Seven queried, her skin lifting in
gooseflesh. Something about that—Dream Place—it was familiar,
it tugged at her subconscious mind, and it filled her with dread.
“Between worlds, Dream Place,” Michael chittered. “Come
back! Stacey!”
Jack placed a tentative hand on Stacey’s throat. Sorry, he
thought, I mean Wolf, please, he thought, I’ll call you whatever
you want me to call you, just don’t, whatever you do, please don’t
be dead, Wolf. He looked into Seven’s eyes.
“What!” she cried.
“He has no pulse,” Jack breathed.
“Poison,” Michael chittered.
“What!” Seven cried. She experienced a moment of sheer
panic, almost shattering to pieces like a dying crystal sandbox. She
calmed herself. Then she took charge.
“Roll him over,” she commanded.
Jack easily lifted Michael up and away, setting him down near
Stacey’s head, and then he heaved and applied his strength, rolling
Wolf’s muscular body onto its side.
“Oh no,” Jack breathed, going extremely pale.
For in the center of Wolf’s back was a raised lump, angry red,
with nasty looking veins of dark red striating away from the
lump—invading scorpion poison. The lump was the size of a fat
softball.
“No.” Seven said the word with finality. “No.”
She produced a dagger from a sheath at her hip and without
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hesitation, she stabbed the tip of the long blade into the lump,
sinking the metal a good three inches, and then she drew the blade
down, slicing open the lump, and black goo drained, and then a
large tumor of something that seemed to writhe in the goo.
“Watch out!” Jack cried, as a scorpion the size of his thumb
wriggled out of the dark goo. Without thought, he scrambled away
a few feet in the grass.
“Oh please,” Seven said, and without hesitation, she snatched
up the tiny scorpion between two fingers, by the tail, and tossed it
back over her shoulder without a glance.
“It was in his back,” Jack moaned. “That thing was in his
back.”
Seven placed her hands on either side of the sliced lump and
pushed her hands together, hard, like squeezing a vast angry boil.
The lump kept oozing. It bubbled, and drained, it just kept
draining, seeming endless.
“Ball up handfuls of grass,” Seven said, and Jack immediately
complied. She kept squeezing, and what appeared to be two or
three cups of the black goo gushed out of the lump. Jack handed
her a fist-sized compaction of grasses. She tucked the ball of grass
into the lump and pressed it deep.
“Help me move him,” she commanded, and Jack and Michael
seized him by the leg and arm and slid him through the grass,
Seven holding Stacey’s head and pulling his arm, and they
dragged his body away from the viscous puddle of black poison.
As soon as they had him settled, she climbed upon his hips,
straddling him, and began punching him in the chest, again and
again, over the place where his still heart rested.
“Please God, please save him,” Jack murmured, holding the
big man’s quiet hand, hugging the hand to his own heart, and
weeping.
Seven began doing chest compressions with the palms of her
hands, shoving down with all her weight and strength. “Wake up,
Stacey, wake up,” she growled as she worked.
Michael skittered up to Stacey’s head and began rubbing the
dead man’s temples, light growing between his paws.
“What are you doing?” Seven growled, never pausing in the
compressions.
“Light,” the meerkat-man chittered, and they saw he was
smiling, though winks of ruby tears yet leaked from his small
eyes.
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And as they watched he brought his paws together over
Stacey’s face, working them together as the light grew, and it
looked like he was fashioning an egg, like working clay, only it
was light that was his material. The meerkat chittered beneath his
breath, massaging his paws and the egg made of light grew so
bright it was difficult to look at, a hot star in the meerkat’s little
pad-fingers.
“Open mouth,” Michael chittered.
Jack did not question, but reached and pulled Wolf’s jaw
down, and pried apart the teeth. The gums and the tongue in the
mouth looked an unnatural blue.
Michael shoved the bright egg of light into Stacey’s mouth
and pushed it down, reaching his little arm in, pushing deeper and
deeper, until the meerkat had his arm sunk all the way to his
shoulder. Then he abruptly withdrew his arm and for an instant
light shone up out of Stacey’s gaping mouth until Michael pulled
the jaw closed, and smoothed and closed the lips.
Light shone from beneath Stacey’s closed eyelids,
illuminating each solitary eyelash. Then slight shone from his ears
and nose and his body began to vibrate. Light grew beneath
Seven’s compressing hands so that Stacey’s whole chest
illuminated, like the brightest glow worm in the history of glowin-the-dark bugs.
The meerkat was rubbing again at Stacey’s temples, light
shining from his paws.
“No Dream Place, Stacey,” Michael chittered. “Wake up,
Stacey!”
“He’s tightening his muscles,” Seven said, her hands over his
pectoral muscles as he flexed beneath her.
Jack winced. “He’s squeezing my hand, hard!”
“Quick, roll him over again, Jack!” Seven snapped, climbing
off Stacey.
They heaved his weight up so that he was on his side again,
and Seven snatched her dagger again from her hip and wedged it
into the lump, which amazingly was about half the size—now
perhaps the size of a baseball—and she yanked out the grasses,
which were smoking, and steaming. She flicked the ball of grass
away with her dagger tip.
“Can you do that light thing again, Michael?” she said.
“Light, light, light,” the meerkat chittered, rubbing his paws
together over the glaring wound, and within moments he again had
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an egg building, an egg composed of light, and again it was almost
too much to look at, and this time he slammed the ball of light,
with force, into the open wound, and then pushed the lump down
upon the egg, but could not close it completely, and light shot up
like a fountain between his paws, shimmering in all the hues of the
rainbow, dazzling to see. It was as if someone had set off a box of
Fourth of July sparklers in Stacey’s back.
Seven applied her strength and rolled Stacey back flat,
Michael scampering back out of the way, and Jack stood up and
started pacing, casting nervous glances about the clearing,
ensuring no more monstrosities lurked in the vicinity.
“Come on, Stacey,” Seven growled, again mounting him, and
again slamming her palms down upon his chest, and then suddenly
she froze, staring into Stacey’s open eyes. She glanced down, and
she nearly passed out, for he had his big hands cupped beneath her
breasts, and she glowed with embarrassment, but she could tell he
was not seeing her. He wasn’t quite here. She could feel beneath
her that he was indeed awakening, his body responding to her
body pressing down on him, but his eyes were looking at
something else, in some other world.
She seized his hands and drew them together, kissed them,
pressing his cold hands greedily against her face.
“Come back to me,” she breathed. “Please, Stacey, come back
to me.”
“His eyes are open,” Jack said, leaning in close, not allowing
himself to rejoice, not yet.
“Still Dream Place,” Michael said, watching.
“I won’t follow your program,” Stacey said, eyes distant, not
quite focused on their world.
“He’s talking to someone,” Seven whispered, not breathing.
“I knew that from the beginning,” Stacey said, in a calm voice.
“I am nothing. I know that. I will give everything, I think you
know that. Okay, I will. Yes. Of course, Sandy. I do. But she hates
me.”
“I don’t,” Seven whispered. “Don’t think that. I don’t hate
you.”
Then his eyes widened and his body jerked, and shuddered,
and his gaze met Seven’s, and he smiled.
“You,” he breathed.
“You’re here,” she breathed, and kissed his hands again, then
held them tightly beneath her chin, against her throat.
269

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

“It’s trying to make me follow the program,” he croaked, and
for just a moment, light shone from his mouth, and flashed from
his eyes, and his back arched, and then he sighed wisps of smoke.
“I’m here too,” Jack said, wiping tears from his eyes, kneeling
close.
“Jack,” the man breathed. “My little boy.”
“And somebody else is here, too, finally,” Jack said, coughing
to cover his weeping.
Michael moved in close, his motions those of a too-quick
meerkat.
Stacey focused on the new face with the bright, white face, the
big black circles around the small beady eyes, circles like round
eyeglasses, and he blinked, did a double-take, and finally smiled.
“Michael, you’re okay. We’ve been looking for you,” he said,
recognizing the small man immediately. He saw right past the
meerkat to the man.
The meerkat dug in close, throwing its short furry arms about
Stacey’s neck, and began to make a loud rumbling noise that just
had to be its own version of purring.
“And Joshua?” Stacey said, his voice a rumbling growl.
“Looking. Looking,” Michael chittered. “Know not.”
“Hey, we got Michael back,” Jack said, “Joshua’s bound to
turn up.”
As if on cue they heard a loud snuffling noise.
Seven released Stacey’s hand and caught up the shillelagh,
and twirled the club.
“Why can she pick it up, I can’t,” Jack whined, snatching up
his bow and nocking an arrow with hardly a thought.
Coming from the grove of trees from which Michael had
sprung, was an outlandish creature, huge and snuffling, like a
monstrous hound dog. At first they thought it must be a ram, a
giant sheep with great curling horns. But it was golden furred,
great shaggy fur, sprinkled with huge dark brown spots over its
great body. It looked like a dog, but its head was too big—and
those absurd horns—and its great snout was down, a sensitive
nose, sniffing and snuffling the ground. It seemed to be focused
completely on its sense of smell, and had not seen the party as yet.
It had a ridge of thorny protrusions sticking up from its back,
giving it the appearance of a stegosaurus, and the horned spikes
shone beautifully green in the light. From the preposterous
combination of creatures, it was a ram-dog-dinosaur, and man, as
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well.
Then the creature reared up on two legs, standing at what had
to be over eight feet of height, and its big hang-dog face split into
a toothy smile.
“Joshua!” Jack cried, lowering his box, easing the arrow,
recognizing the big man, because nobody smiled like that, only
Joshua. And he had almost the exact beard as the man, Joshua,
hanging from his face, only this was luxurious golden hair, tipped
white, flowing in the breeze.
“Ahwhuff!” the big creature snorted, and came charging
forward, all smiling mouth and slobber.
And then they were a mass of hugging bodies, Michael doing
a fair impression of the Tasmanian Devil—only with lots of
sparkles—as he climbed all over the big dog-ram-dino-man’s
body, and Jack was up in the great arms, hugged, and even Seven
got pulled into the embrace, and Joshua whuffed and whuffed,
slinging drool every way he turned his head. And then Joshua was
upon Stacey, licking his face and whining, sounding very much
the delighted dog.
“The gang’s all here,” Wolf the man winced, his face slathered
with slobber.
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PART 4 CABBAGES AND KINGS
“Surrealism had a great effect on me
because then I realized that the
imagery in my mind wasn’t insanity.
Surrealism to me is reality.”
—John Lennon

“Coincidence is God’s way of remaining anonymous.”
—Albert Einstein
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22—The Deep.
Six stood on the great porch, and looked out over his land,
holding a tiny porcelain tea cup and saucer up near his face,
scenting the delicate and yet earthy bouquet of his imported
Oolong tea—and no, thank you very much for asking, but Oolong
was not indigent to High Vale, in short, it did not belong here, but
he liked Oolong, it filled him with feeling, and memory, and so he
had completed all the necessary paperwork to have it regularly
imported via the proper channels. Yes, High Vale had the best
coffee, grown right here, pest free, with or without caffeine
depending on the strain of the plant, all natural, and yes, it was
delightful. And all manner of teas. But Six was not a coffee
drinker. And he liked his tea, and out of all the varieties Oolong
was his choice. Of course, he never drank the stuff when anyone
else was around, and certainly not from these tiny teacups. The
fact was, this was Six’s life—he was not roleplaying, or living out
a fantasy. He was here based on hard choices and tougher
planning. This was his life. High Vale was all his life. And Oolong
was just a little something he had brought along from his former
life.
Today, Six and his graybeard council were almost finished in
drawing up the agreements with the Dragon Warriors. The
salvation had come more than seven days ago, and here they still
were, talking, talking, talking. And yelling, lots of that. The people
of the Dragon Warriors seemed to love talking and arguing and
gossiping almost as much as they did pillaging and raping and
murdering. What a people. And Six wouldn’t have it any other
way. The day after the aborted slaughterhouse, the Dragon
Warriors had sent one of their many warring prince chieftans, and
three of their own graybeards (who would think they could have
anyone old enough to grow a gray beard, what with all their early
deaths, and their particular delight in early deaths). Six had a
sneaking suspicion that the grayness of their beards might just
involve both paint and bleach.
But the oddest thing was, all of them showed him—Lord
Meren Dulance—respect. Yes, the old R-E-S-P-E-C-T (Six could
only make this music cultural reference of antiquity due to Jack’s
constant playing of what he called his Smartphone, a constant
barrage of awful-sounding grinding noises that Jack called his
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favoritest music of all time, all hits, all the time!) (still, he had to
admit, the R-E-S-P-E-C-T song was kind of catchy, and Six
wouldn’t mind hearing more of that Aretha Franklin, she sounded
hot, and wild!) (he might have to add a similar mermaid down in
his cove, the one hidden behind the waterfall at the normal pool)
(yes, he had installed his mermaid add-on, after a lot of soul
searching, and guilt, but come on, mermaids were hard habits to
break, only, of course, there was a certain degree of translation,
and these were not the tame mermaids of his Inner Sanctum).
But what he was thinking about was that the Dragon
Warriors—notorious backstabbers and oathbreakers and sneak
attackers on allies—they respected him, because he was a friend of
the Pugilist. The Pugilist had said now they were friends of Lord
Meren Dulance, and all his people. Apparently, there really was a
legend about a Pugilist, a mighty warrior, who could best in single
combat any man or monster. A mighty warrior that would save the
Dragon Warriors and release them, whatever that meant. And it
turned out that Stacey fit the advance fliers. He met all the hairy
hype, and then some.
He had to admit it, uncomfortable as it made him, but Stacey
kind of freaked out Six, if truth be told. Six was not certain if
Stacey was even a man, truly, seeming more likely an NPC boss
than anything made of flesh and blood and bone. Oh Six knew
Stacey could bleed, and die—he had front-row seats to those
realities.
Old Ben had assured him that Stacey and Jack were his
answer, the fix for his own problems, but that Six would be doing
him a favor as well, by sheltering the fugitives. Fugitive was the
term that Old Ben applied. Fugitive from what, that’s what scared
Six.
Because of Stacey, Six’s slice of High Vale was now a
protected spot in the High Vale multiverse, even after his ten years
of paid firewall went down and the Great House became an NPC
open area. Now, the reality was that invaders and questers would
have to deal with the fierce Dragon Warriors if they wanted to
mine Six’s world for its treasures, and folk...and wife.
Poor Varra had taken to her bed, and sent for her sister. The
woman feared she was dying and believed only her family
medicines would cure her ailments. So several days ago, Six had
sent out ten riders, with more than twenty Dragon Warriors in
attendance for protection, to bring the sister to his wife. She
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should arrive any day, if they had no problems getting through the
dragons, and the wyverns, and the scorpions, and of course, the
spiders...and all the assorted NPC creeps in High Vale, let alone
the RPG idiots that enjoyed attacking convoys for—treasure. The
idiots and their treasure, gold nuggets, jewels the size of your fist,
and especially women. Oh Six understood, for he had been a
gamer, himself, and he had done his share of raping, and
plundering, even some pillaging with various gamer parties. Yes,
as silly as it was, he had a trophy room that literally bulged with
loot (he would need to expand that room, to make it more
aesthetic, because the exaggerated bulge of the walls did seem a
tad cartoonish). It was all wonderful, because it was a game. Only
now, of course, it was no longer a game, but his life.
Six sipped and finished his Oolong and then waved away the
cup and saucer. Only they did not vanish, put plunked to the
wooden deck and shattered. Damn it, he had broken more crockery
that way! He had to remind himself, constantly, that this was not
his Inner Sanctum, and those rules and habitual actions did not
apply here in what was now his real world.
In time, in time. Finally, he owned some time. In the real
world he had departed, it had probably only been a few moments
since the EMTs had carted away his remains, and when a few days
had ticked away in that former world (that place already seemed
like a dark dream), he would have enjoyed months here, as he had
set his firewall of High Vale to maximum speed. When his ten
years finally elapsed in the outer world (perhaps that was the best
way for him to imagine it), he would have lived to more than a
hundred years of age, and here in High Vale, he could still be
realistically healthy, and hale—prepared to deal with the opening
of his lands to the greater High Vale multiverse. Oh, he would be
ready, yes indeedy-do. No questers would come sneaking up on
this deck. His deck. Because this was certainly no hollow deck.
Already, he had plans for a guard barracks down by the river,
as well as the construction of a tunnel from the Great House back
into his narrow valley where he would construct a bastion keep.
He already had sent word to the dwarves (in their underground
kingdom) of his proposed construction plans. He would never be
caught napping, never again.
He would need to hammer out some firm agreements with the
people in the trees above him. They were an introverted people,
but decent. To date, they displayed no interest in communicating
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with Six, or his low peoples—what the tree folk called them—but
he had suspected they would have their own legends of the
Pugilist.
For all Six knew, there had always been these legends of a
mighty Pugilist, and Old Ben had just played to that programming.
Or, as Six believed, Old Ben had actually rewritten portions of
High Vale to accept the legend. Or it could be something else,
entirely, something about High Vale, the way it learned and
adapted and progressed. That possibly, prior to Stacey’s arrival,
there had been no such legends, nary a hint of a two-fisted hero
with a shillelagh. But what kind of power did the old man possess,
to change a world on a whim? A world as vast as High Vale. Such
a man was a good man to know, that was certain.
Six strode into his Great House and walked the corridors,
climbed the stairs to the third floor, tracing his hands along the
polished wooden rails, enjoying every moment and touch in this
place, and quietly entered Varra’s bedchamber. Her pale golden
hair splayed out alongside her in a remarkable Rapunzel cascade.
She lay quietly and still upon her bed, her long hands folded upon
her breast. He crept to her bed and stood watching her. She was a
vision of loveliness, like an enchanted princess from the fairytales
of antiquity.
He gently sat upon the bed and moved close to her, and
smoothed her hair. It felt like silk beneath his fingers. He traced
the back of his finger along the flawless skin of her cheekbone,
tracing down to her delicate jaw. As if in a dream, he moved the
back of his hand down her long, perfect throat. He stared at her
little chin with its dimple and he just wanted to bite her, but he
gently took her chin in his fingers and held her for a moment,
moving his thumb delicately in the fleshy cleft in her chin, just
swooning with all the love he felt for her, his Varra.
Her almond eyes opened and she saw him, and she smiled
sleepily.
“Husband,” she breathed.
“Wife,” he returned, staring into her golden eyes flecked with
striations of sky blue.
“My sister?” she queried.
“Do not worry, Beloved, she shall be here,” he assured her,
making certain he used no contractions in his speech, as she never
understood what he was saying when he forgot and slipped into
the cruder communication.
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“Please?” she breathed, her eyes half closed.
“Yes, Beloved?” he whispered leaning close, his body
quivering—she always had this effect on him. He felt like a sexmaniac, but could not control the trembling of his hands.
“Make...love...to me?” she breathed.
If he tried, very carefully, and constantly reminded himself to
be gentle, and slow, he would still...destroy her. He ached with
love for her, with true lust, overwhelming desire, but even when
she was young and strong, with no trace of illness, his gentlest
lovemaking...injured her. It was like a St. Bernard dog attempting
to mate with a sleek greyhound. It could be done, but there would
always be pain involved. And he loathed causing her any
discomfort.
He leaned and kissed her, deeply, and when he stood away
from the bed she was again in deepest slumber, for all the world
looking a statue of herself.
He paced in the room, trembling, breathing raggedly. He loved
her, so much.
Then he hurried from the room, now practically shaking, his
body alive and electric with desire, his breeches straining to
contain him, and he was running, weeping, practically falling
down the stairs, through the halls, out onto the grounds of his
manor, running, almost screaming, pelting, hands balled into fists.
He ran, all-out, to the pool, stripped his clothing and dove into the
deep pool, and swam for the waterfall, reminding himself not to
breath beneath the waters, because this was not his Inner Sanctum,
this was High Vale, a dangerous place, and what lived on the other
side of the waterfall was not a safe digital plaything, but a very
dangerous creature, deadly, alive, vibrant and intoxicating, and he
half-hoped she might finally kill him, this time.

Joshua stood up on his great hind legs, and lifted Stacey in his
arms (arms? or forelegs? not even Joshua could tell, not exactly,
but at least he did have hands, somehow in the center of his fat
paws). Michael scrambled up the thorny spikes on Joshua’s back
and perched on what seemed almost a platform between the great
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ram horns. Michael giggled, loudly, shooting what looked like
fireflies from his mouth, beating out a rhythm with his sticks on
Joshua’s horns.
“Sorry,” Michael chittered, “I can’t stop being happy, and I
hate it!”
“It’s okay,” Joshua snuffled, “I’m so glad to see you happy,
Michael.”
Seven mounted Dancer, who had come immediately when she
whistled, and Jack easily leapt up behind her. Seven lifted Stacey’s
shillelagh above her head like a baton.
“Let see how fast you are, Great Dog!” Seven shouted.
Jack thought that was a little rude, but Joshua whuffed a great
bellow of laughter, and they all recognized Joshua’s irrepressible
bellow of mirth.
“I’d race you, but I don’t know the way,” Joshua whuffed,
drooling.
“To the Manor, as fast as your hooves—” Seven began, but
the horse bolted into motion, the said hooves throwing up clods of
dirt. Seven and Jack almost plummeted off the horse, but Seven
leaned forward, and Jack grasped her waist, and they were both of
them good riders, and Dancer was fast, and surprisingly, Joshua
loped along just behind them, hardly breaking into a run. The pace
of the horse seemed easy for the big dog on his hind legs, and Jack
figured that on all fours he could easily pass the horse and leave
them behind.
On the hills just above the river, great swaths of wildflowers
bloomed, different varieties of flowers in varied hues of orange, a
tiny flower that seemed to burst in bright pumpkin orange, and
larger flowers that looked a bit like roses, in pale orange, and
scattered amidst them were tiny stalks with star-shaped petals in
shimmering blue—if you stared at the flowers a few moments, you
would wonder as the light blue flowers went deep blue, almost to
black-blue, and then popped into whispery cloudy cyan, and in no
particular pattern, so that the vast fields of these flowers that grew
wild (in another world they would be considered weeds) in
flashing contrast, rippling movements of color, quavering in blueorange fantasy that made you think of a sunset occurring
organically upon the soil.
Jack winced, thinking of how the money grubbers would take
something like this and turn it into organic billboards, growing
vastly, flashing slogans, or even two-tone pictures for feminine
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hygiene products (which made him consider, wondering if such
things were a necessary evil in High Vale). He still didn’t know
much about this world, but he liked everything, even all the
dangerous stuff.
Bright bumblebees the size of your fist bobbed about in the
air, alighting from flower to flower. Above these colorful hills
began the pastures of the thickest, greenest grass that grew no
taller than three inches, and interspersed in the rolling green carpet
were winks of shocking white, glistening clover blooms in big
circular patches.
In groups of ten to twenty, grazed herds of bison—much
smaller than the most common buffalo—these were dark shaggy
beasts standing no taller than a pony, but incredibly muscular, and
dangerous looking with their almost comical horns, which turned
up on either side like the crescent moon. They almost looked like
hairy bulls, but their overall impression was peace, and gentleness.
A butterfly the size of a child’s kite fluttered near their
passage, its wings striated with iridescent pinks and deep mauves
that almost burned the optic nerve, and its wings were so
translucent as to be too fragile for flight, and yet it floated and
soared more majestically than any butterfly from the real world.
“As beautiful as these things are, the buffalos, the bees, the
butterflies, I bet you anything that every single creature we’re
seeing—bites, and bites hard,” Seven called over her shoulder to
Jack.
“Yeah! Isn’t it great?” he called back, laughing, all of her
tangle of hair blowing in his eyes and mouth.
A few cottages spread through clumps of smaller trees, but
they did not witness any signs of life—probably a result of the raid
last week, there were many reported deaths among the common
folk.
Jack constantly returned his gaze to Joshua, thundering
alongside them now. The big man had those same weird legs in
the back, like the crooden warrior, goat legs that bent the wrong
way, only terminating in paws instead of hooves. Legs which were
perfect for tireless running, apparently. For the very human Joshua
that Jack had met only last week, was not a man built for running.
It had been hard enough for him to get his vast weight up out of a
chair, let alone sprint for miles without rest. Why had Michael and
Joshua translated so bizarrely into High Vale?
Michael, who could easily outrace them all in his Tasmanian
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Devil twirl of sparkle and winking light, instead chose to ride up
high on the platform of horn behind Joshua’s head, a little meerkat
of a man, smaller even than a Tolkien hobbit. And he laughed and
chittered and howled in delight, easily grasping the horns for
balance. He seemed to be an amalgamation of someone’s idea of a
pixie, a meerkat, and a flying squirrel, with just a pinch of Peter
Pan for good measure.
Yet Stacey and Jack pretty much looked like they always
looked, only perhaps a trifle better looking, with all the muscle,
fiber, and stuff. Jack looked now a few years older than seventeen
years of age, and Stacey certainly looked much younger than
thirty-five years of age. Now, they were practically the same age,
meeting somewhere in the middle, Stacey now a solid twentyeight years of age, and Jack an easy twenty-one.
None of them had made any choices, not like in a video game.
They did not mix and match on a paperdoll, selecting their
appearance and attributes. No, none of them had any idea where
they were going, or why, or how. And apparently from what Six
said, when they were going. Because High Vale was a virtual
world created more than two hundred years after the Year 2016.
And yet the program had kept Stacey’s build and appearance, only
buffing him up, and slimming him down. Whereas Jack was
identical to the young man he was before, except with a more
developed runner’s body, and yet he had started out with a
runner’s body. Of course, Stacey had also started out with
muscular body, a once-athlete, a professional boxer gone to seed.
But now that he thought of it, Jack figured the choices made
on Michael were not so bizarre. He had been a small man before,
naturally small, and made smaller yet by something that had
happened to his legs when he was a child, kind of like Toulouse
Lautrec, that painter guy who hung out with can-can girls. Michael
had previously had two walking canes, and now he had magical
drumsticks. Previously debilitated, he was no magically mobile. It
was almost like he was being repaid and rewarded for all the
heavy burdens he had carried in his former life. He had previously
worn large round glasses, and now there were markings in his—
fur—that suggested eyeglasses. The Michael that Jack had met in
the truck, he could only be described as melancholy, and now he
was a being of constant delight, giggling and smiling and
laughing, and just non-stop twinkling. He literally smiled, it
seemed a permanent fixture on his little meerkat face.
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And Joshua, the bearded jolly giant, now he was man’s best
friend, slobbering and smiling and grinning. Jack didn’t like to
think it, but Joshua did remind him somewhat of Sulley, from the
Pixar movie Monsters, Inc. Both were adorably cuddly, except that
Sulley didn’t seem to drool, not like Joshua, and that was probably
going to be a problem. And Sulley was quite a lot more...human,
than Joshua, if that were possible.
High Vale had turned Michael’s melancholy into bliss, but it
had not seemingly transformed Joshua in that way, he was like
Stacey and Jack on the inside, unchanged, the same on the inside
as he was before.
Six was the man he was before, at least in the game—Jack had
no idea what he looked like in the real world, but Six had
explained that he had come here first as a player, and had carefully
selected all his attributes, including his appearance. Jack figured
he liked looking kind of like a Viking lord gone a little soft, rough,
and somewhat mean-looking. His meaty face, scarred with many
jagged disfigurements, huge scars from his forehead all the way
down to his throat.
With Seven, Six had explained, hers was a different case. She
was a gold-pass visitor here, and she could choose to change her
looks, but apparently had not.
Seven certainly didn’t look like a ghost, that was sure true.
She was more alive and vibrant than any woman Jack had met in
his life. In her sexy, skintight buckskins, she looked like a fantasy
Calamity Jane (but Jack had studied up on the Wild West, and
knew what Calamity Jane looked like, and thankfully Seven in no
way resembled the reality of the legendary Jane).
“Do you need to rest?” Seven called, and Jack understood she
was not talking to him. The horse, Dancer, neighed, and picked up
its speed, thundering in a full run. The horses here, although they
could not speak, at least not in people-talk—understood
everything.
Jack wished he were riding Blackstar, the horse that Six had
gifted him, but Stacey had wanted to do a run down to the river
and do some katas, and teach Jack a little boxing. Unfortunately,
Jack was not the boxer type, and he knew he would never be any
good at it, although he would not admit this to Stacey. He just did
not want to disappoint the guy.
Of course, Jack certainly didn’t mind riding behind Seven, his
lifelong Ghost Lady, and with her very round rear-end bouncing
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against him like this, it was going to be a very embarrassing
moment when it was time to dismount, as these breeches didn’t
leave much to the imagination.
As the land rose they could just now see the Great House
jutting out from the mountain. As big as a monstrosity as the
building actually was, from down here, climbing, it looked like a
child’s toy left out in the trees. For the trees rose to impossible
heights—these were trees as tall as sequoias, the larger ones as big
around as the Great House, though they looked more like giant
pines, only much heavier-branched.
Jack picked out several caves in the cliffs at the base of the
mountain, and he chuckled, thinking of the trolls and other
mythical creatures that certainly lived in those gaping holes. Ah,
High Vale, you had to love it, it was like a dream come true.
Throughout his whole life he had dreamed of finding himself in a
place like this. Oh, to go to Middle Earth, Narnia, or Fillory!
He planned to go camping. He planned to go on quests, now
that he was here, he wanted to do everything. If this was his life,
he wanted to go for it. Everything. Live it, everything, breathe it,
everything!
Nearing the crest of the plateau where an actual cobbled road
existed, they were able to witness the arrival of a massive carriage
pulling up to the manor, pulled by several thick animals that
looked like rhinoceroses, only with many more horns, from the
snout ridging all the way along the backs. What must be ten to
twelve men accompanied the carriage, on both horses and small
wild-looking shaggy ponies.
“Must be Varra’s sister,” Jack called.
Seven shouted something and they picked up speed again,
thundering along the cobblestones. Though it looked like Joshua
might now be struggling somewhat, running upright as he was and
carrying both Stacey in his arms and Michael behind his head, the
massive ram-dog maintained the pace. As they drew near the men
about the carriage began yelling and forming up defensively. Jack
waved at them, making a half-hearted attempt to assure the men
they were not attacking, but thankfully here came Six, striding
down the steps from the Great House, looking fresh-scrubbed and
adjusting his clothes as if he had just emerged from his bath. He
issued commands and strode down amidst the men, who began to
dismount from their steeds, but refused to turn away from the
approaching odd-looking party.
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“What in the world!” Six called as Dancer came to an abrupt
halt and both Seven and Jack leapt in a neat dismount as one, like
conjoined twins, moving in perfect harmony, sticking their
landings.
Seven and Jack gawked at Six a moment, for it looked like he
had been through some great, vicious battle, as his right eye was
blackened and half shut, and there were scratches on his face and
throat, and it was obvious he was limping, favoring his right side.
“Stacey’s been poisoned by a scorpion sting,” Seven said,
cutting through all the explanations that Jack was just starting to
construct, if only in his head.
Six went white and he stood, stunned.
“But there’s no cure for that,” he muttered, looking at Stacey’s
pale face.
Joshua offered his burden, extending his shaggy arms. Six
signaled with a curt gesture and several men rushed forward,
several of these noticeably Dragon Warriors—all the men gathered
about the carriage looked as if they’d been through a recent bad
time, a decidedly bad time, some of them still splattered with
blood. The men gathered Stacey into their arms, and it was
obvious that the Dragon Warriors were the two men being most
careful, most delicate, handling Stacey as if he were a precious
statue that might go all to pieces at any moment.
“It happened just before I got there,” Seven said, holding
Dancer’s reigns and gentling her hand down the horse’s sleek
head. “A scorpion about the size of a big dog.”
“And these?” Six glanced at the towering dog-ram, who
remained upright on two legs and stood a towering nine feet or
more in height. The little meerkat creature peered down between
the giant creature’s horns.
“These are our friends, that we’ve been searching for,” Seven
replied.
“Really? Joshua and Michael?”
The conversation and introductions halted as the carriage door
opened, and a being slowly emerged, with cascades of black hair
that spilled out of the carriage like some being all on its own, but
the vision continued and a woman looking impossibly tall came
from the carriage, and two men aided her in descending, although
it appeared that she required no help.
Because if this was the sister of the Lady Varra, she was the
opposite in looks and stature. Certainly over six feet in height,
285

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

with jet black hair that hung down to her feet, she looked Asian,
somewhat, and angry, and she was glaring at Six. Hell, this could
be the very Queen of the Dragon Warriors!
“Oaf!” she snapped, glowering at Six, her brother-in-law.
“Hello Lady Maulgraul,” Six said, and Seven feared the man
would lapse into the incessant stuttering he suffered when she first
met him. He was obviously quite nervous in the presence of
this...woman. Because the woman looked scary. Beautiful, yes, but
scary beautiful, with severe almond eyes that seemed far too large
for her pale face—Seven thought she looked like an insect, maybe
a praying mantis, only not quite as friendly.
“Take him up to his room, Jack you show them the way,” Six
commanded, turning away from the severe woman, and there was
a certain look in his eyes as he issued the orders to Jack, and Jack
nodded his head and raced to take Stacey’s hand as four burly
men, two of them Dragon Warriors, began carrying the
unconscious man. Obviously, Six did not wish the Lady Maulgraul
(what kind of name was that?) to have anything to do with Stacey.
“Wait!” the Lady Maulgraul commanded, and Jack glanced up
and saw the transformation of her face, and it was really eerie, she
all at once went from looking terrifyingly severe, to the utterly
utmost feminine of all creatures he had ever seen. Sweetness
spread across the alien beauty of her face as her full lips smiled,
revealing a detonation of light in the glow of movie star teeth. All
the anger melted from her face, as she stood staring at Stacey. She
stood, very upright, in what appeared to be a riding gown, or some
kind of getup that rich people wore who were out on safari, all
satins and silks, somewhat feminine, but mostly costly, and
gorgeous, kind of unisex, but there certainly was no disguising her
gender, as her figure was generously drawn even beneath clothes
that were intentionally not sexy in any way.
“Oh boy,” Jack sighed, and caught Seven’s quick glance at
him.
“This is...him,” Lady Maulgraul whispered, drawing close—it
looked like she was floating, so smoothly did she move. “Such a
child, oh such a child.”
Jack blinked and thought for a moment she was saying that
Stacey was sweet, like a child, but something about the way one of
her long hands covered her belly...and after a very pregnant pause,
so to speak, suddenly her words took on a vastly different
connotation. Watch out, this was a woman who went after what
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she wanted, and nothing had better get in her way, unless being
obliterated was the desired objective.
She placed an incredibly long-fingered hand on Stacey’s face,
or she almost did, but Seven put out a hand and blocked the
intended touch.
“Please...do not...touch him,” she said, softly, but distinctly,
but there was absolutely no pleading in her voice. No, she almost
snarled.
Jack winced, and prepared to move between them, such was
the flash of indignation that appeared in Lady Maulgraul’s
expression. All sweetness and kindness had instantly vanished.
“Don’t...ever...touch me,” she whispered, looking down on
Seven.
Seven nodded, half-bowing. “It’s a deal. You don’t touch
him—I don’t touch you,” she said, and almost made it sound
courtly, hardly a threat at all.
“I cannot understand what this boy is saying—cannot you
manage your servants, Oaf?” the Lady Maulgraul growled at Six.
Seven was a woman of about average height, about five foot
six, whereas the Lady Maulgraul must stand at about six feet two,
if not taller, but quite a lot taller than Jack (who had, the last time
he checked, seemingly hit his maximum at five foot ten). Jack
worried the taller woman would swat the smaller woman like a fly.
Probably with Kung Fu, or the High Vale equivalent.
Six coughed, and put out an arm, and without acknowledging
him, not looking away from Seven, the tall, alien beauty seized
Six’s proffered arm and whirled away. And even though they
could distinctly see her feet moving, it appeared she was floating,
moving across the grounds at Six’s side, and even while floating
up the steps, seemed to defy gravity. And the crazy thing was, she
looked taller than Six, who was at least six feet four inches (or it
might have been some sort of optical illusion).
“This looks like trouble,” Jack muttered, standing between
Seven and Joshua, with Michael looking down.
“I think she’s very pretty,” Joshua said, panting heavily from
his long run.
Seven glowered up at the giant dog-ram, and for a terrible
moment Jack was certain she was going to snarl: “Bad dog!” But
the moment passed, and nobody got scolded.
“She better watch herself,” Seven muttered under her breath,
“the big, bad...”
287

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

Jack found himself greatly relieved when she bit off the last
word.

Stacey found himself in the Dream Place, and his body and
thoughts were sluggish, as if this time he were actually dreaming,
but he knew he wasn’t—oh, he was here all right, in a very real
place, although at the moment he could not bring to mind any
other time he was ever here, in this place. But it appeared to be an
old school room, perhaps a gymnasium, and there were lots of
people milling about, and it only took a few seconds to realize that
most of the people were stumbling, staggering, pretty much
zombies, except that they were asleep rather than dead. Nobody
made eye contact. There were a few couples of people, somnolent
pairs, leaning toward each other, muttering. Stacey moved up
close to two of these, to confirm that they were actually discussing
something.
“...my mother always did that, my mother, why did she do
that,” a man mumbled.
The other half of the pair was speaking at the same time:
“...they don’t care, no matter how I care for them, they don’t care,
my kids, I had them, I’m their mother, for heaven’s sake, my
kids...”
They were not talking to each other, and yet they were on
similar themes, but one from the child’s point of view, while the
other from the mother’s. Strangers connecting in the Dream Place.
Looking about, it seemed a lot of small, ragged groups formed
with this impetus, like drawing like, birds of a dream feather
flocking together. The muttering of all the people was eerily
similar to a zombie movie, only the denizens were not moaning, at
least most of them were not. Stacey saw lumps of people
slumbering peacefully, but stirring, making motions with their
arms and legs. Other sleepers, lying full-out on the ground,
mumbled and talked. A world of sleepwalkers and sleeptalkers.
Then Stacey heard something utterly bizarre, a male voice
singing. A boomingly deep operatic voice, singing, or at least
vocalizing—Stacey couldn’t make out any words, or if there were
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words in that singing, they could not be separated, or clearly
understood. But Stacey did recognize the intention of the singing,
it was to soothe, and calm.
Stacey moved against a wall, between two dreamers who were
not speaking. He stood there, waiting. As far as he could tell, he
was by far the most conscious person in the great hall, but he felt
groggy, he was awake, yes, but he could not think clearly, like a
man who is just about to pass out after drinking one too many
whiskies.
Finally, the singer came into the hall from a side corridor. He
was a large man, apparently black, or at least very dark-skinned,
shining, and beautiful. His body seemed to be nude, except a halo
of light surrounded him, the brightest part of the glittering glow
was raised perhaps seven inches out from his body, and it
shimmered, a robe of many colors, and that made Stacey think of
something else, sparkles and light and haloes, but he could not
focus his mind long enough to make sense of whatever he was
thinking, or trying to follow with his thoughts. The singer strode
through the room, moving effortlessly from sleeper to sleeper,
singing in that rich baritone voice that sometimes rolled incredibly
down into basso profundo, and sometimes came lilting up into a
rich tenor. The strange singer, bald, and covered with winking
lights, spent only a second or two at each person he passed, and
every now and then he would stroke the sleeper’s hair, or half hug
the slumped dreamer.
The singer was moving closer and closer to him, and Stacey
hoped the singer would just go past, just keep moving, but when
they were about ten feet apart the singer’s attention latched onto
Stacey, and his face came alive with a vibrant joy, and he came
forward, never ceasing in his singing, smiling all the while, and it
seemed that Stacey was viewing pure goodness, and he kept
having to turn his attention away, as the light hurt his eyes. The
singer moved up close and seized Stacey’s arms in a gentle
embrace, and he lowered his body, bringing his head far down to
where he could look into Stacey’s eyes, and their gazes met and
locked for a moment, and then the singer laughed a bit in his song,
and then slowly released Stacey, but kept glancing back at him as
he moved off amidst the sleepers and dreamers. He must be about
eight feet in height, to have to crouch down so low to meet me eye
to eye.
Stacey, watching the singer, glanced to the side, as he sensed
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that someone had intentionally moved in between him and the
sleeper that leaned against the wall. Stacey looked, and it was a
small monk, in a black robe, standing perhaps a foot removed
from him.
“Who was that?” Stacey queried, his voice sounding garbled,
with an underwater quality, muffled, and strange.
“Him? Nobody, just a charity worker,” the monk said in a
deep voice, his face drawn back inside his large hood, so that
Stacey could not make out his face. But Stacey knew exactly who
it was.
“You’re the Businessman,” Stacey said, feeling drunken, and
exhausted. He yawned.
“Very good, Colton. Yes, you are perceptive,” the shape in the
black robe spoke. “You confused him, just now, as he realized you
were awake, and you are not supposed to be awake here. Nobody
ever is, except for the very worst dreamers, of course. This is
where you pick up a lot of ideas for the stories you write—or the
stories you used to write, before you left the world.”
“Left the world,” Stacey repeated.
“Tell me, Colton, where did the old fool move you, anyway? I
know he did. Where are you, Stacey?”
Stacey looked at the monk and felt perhaps he should get into
a defensive stance, although if this turned into a fight it would be
one of those slow-motion affairs, where you tried to punch
someone, and your hand crept forward while your opponent
watched your progress with amusement, and maybe took a
moment to file his fingernails. But he knew he better not answer
certain questions.
The monk leaned closer.
“You are not good for Jack, Colton, do you understand? I am
all for chaos, but you bring too much with you. It would be best
for all if you just went through with it, and died. Do not take me
wrong. I do not dislike you. In fact, I will admit it in this place,
and only in this place, right here and right now while no one else
is listening, but I admire you, truly I do. If I could pick and choose
who should survive, who should move forward, I do believe you
would be my first choice. No, of course, you would be my second
choice, but only if there was a way to separate you from Jack. But
you always find a way to bump into each other, don’t you? No
matter how we run these things, no matter how we stack the odds
against you, time after time, it turns up Jack and it turns up
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Stacey.”
“I don’t seem to have much choice...you know, in these things,
whatever they are,” Stacey murmured, wondering if he was
dreaming all this. “The puppets. Puppets.”
“You are not dreaming this, Colton. And yes, you do have
choices, at least in some things. Here, I want to give you a few
gifts. Don’t worry, you do not have to worry about me, at least not
right now. This is not a trick. Here, what do you think of that?”
Stacey looked and he was amazed to find his black shillelagh
in his hand, right there in his left hand. It felt good. Suddenly, he
didn’t feel naked.
“I don’t know why, Colton, but that seems proper in your
hands. But where did you get the stick, originally. Tell me where
you are, Colton!”
Stacey looked at the shillelagh, how in the world did it get
here? Into this...whatever this was?
“The snake coughed it up,” Stacey said, knowing at the
moment he said it that he should not have said it. Oh well. Big
mouth.
“And what about this, Colton?”
Stacey saw that now his snakeskin MMA gloves were on his
hands, feeling perfect, and warm, and comforting.
“Yes, a snake, always the snake, you cannot trust them, the
reptiles, but I do not think that you do trust them. But how about
your...bracer?”
And the armored bracer from the crooden was upon his right
arm.
“What in the heck is a crooden, Colton? Oh, and let’s not
forget about your...shall we say, comfort?”
Stacey’s stiffened snakeskin pouch was in his hands.
“Oh, wow, thanks a million. Want one?” Stacey offered,
producing two cigars.
“Certainly. Of course. Thank you, Colton.”
They lit up their cigars and the smoke seemed far too thick,
billowing like smokestacks in the already dim lighting of the
gymnasium. Almost immediately, sleepers and dreamers began to
mumble and cough in their sleep. The smoke troubled them. That
second-hand smoke.
“You have not been too helpful, Colton,” the monk said. “But
I wanted to sufficiently arm you for when you find yourself in this
place, for others will be searching for you. You do tend to stick
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out. I want to at least provide you with a fighting chance, at all
times.”
“Cool,” Stacey said, nodding his head, puffing his cigar.
“But I wish to make this very clear, right up front, and right
now, Colton,” the monk said, seizing Stacey’s arm. The grasp of
bony fingers was very cold.
Stacey could not help himself, he thought of the Spirit of
Future Christmas, from the Dickens. He grinned and stared down
his cigar at the monk who was nothing but dark shadow.
“I am going to kill you. Please understand that. I will take no
pleasure in the slaying, but it will be done, when I find you. I will
reach out with my umbrella, and you will fall. That is a prophecy
that will not fail. Trust in it.”
“Thanks for the heads-up,” Stacey said, but the monk was
already gone. The other sleeper was there, staring dazedly.
“Mom, is that you?” the sleeper mumbled.
Stacey twirled his shillelagh, and was pleased that it moved at
normal speed, even here, in the deep.
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23 — Sisters.
Evening was on, and the two sister moons were crossing in the
sky, forming what looked like a great eye, with the smaller
moon—the green moon—the pupil, its gaze searing down upon
High Vale, constantly searching. The phenomenon lasted about
one hour, every night, and the peoples considered this hour the
time of the night-portion of the day when criminals had best be on
their best behavior, committing no crimes, and further believed
that even monsters remained in their caves, or beneath the waves.
Strangely enough, that hour of every night was called The
Children’s Hour, and parents were expected to pay the closest
attention to everything their children had to say, and many
families gathered in the moonlight, to plumb their children for
information, and ethereal wisdom. Some families considered this
the story hour, when children should tell the tales, and parents had
better listen closely to the underlying portents in the stories. In
some families, the children ordered the parents about, issuing
chores, or placing one or the other of their parents on time out.
Parents held their infants tightly, and stood beneath the celestial
eye of moons, praying, and hoping.
Jack, and most of the household of the Great House, stood out
on the rear deck, watching the moons. Jack thought he would
never tire of the wonders of this world. He always loved his own
moon, from what he now thought of as the Old World, and found
that white orb of reflected light to be magical. But these moons,
one of deep blue, one of pale green, these were a magical light
show you could depend on, every night. Watching them was like
watching fireworks on the Fourth of July, when he was a little boy.
He was brimming with wonder, and delight. He loved that time,
just around dusk, when the big blue moon appeared in the sky, he
could not get enough of that slow entrance, the moon looking
bloated, too big for a moon. Then, he loved, almost as much, when
the green moon came racing from the other side of the sky, you
could actually track the movement if you stared at the moon for a
few minutes.
Fireflies bobbed and winked, especially flittering through the
trees, seeming to fly mostly at about four to ten feet in height,
blinking for short periods in pale amber light. Another, thinner
layer of fireflies flew higher, from about twelve feet up to thirty
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feet in the air, and these were more steady, holding their light
bursts longer, and these were twinkling white lights. Occasionally
an amber firefly went up higher and a smaller, white light would
flash down, faster, and there would be a tangle of light, with a
sudden violet flash, and Jack wondered (hoped) if two fireflies
were mating, making the love connection, but feared one breed of
firefly might actually be eating another breed of firefly.
High above in the trees, steady lights twinkled, and occasional
snatches of music drifted down from the tree homes. Jack wanted
to ascend the trees and visit the upper homes, but Six said the
denizens above allowed no visitors.
Jack set aside his tankard of stout as Michael came across the
deck, with a tangle of his own sparkles about him. Instinctively,
Jack opened his arms as Michael made the expected leap, and he
caught the little meerkat-man in his arms, and hugged him close.
Michael cooed and snuggled against Jack’s neck, patting Jack’s
head with his warm paw-hands. He was very light in Jack’s arms,
and very comforting.
“Any word on Stacey?” Jack whispered.
“Sleep. Deep sleep, but sleep, resting,” Michael chittered. “I
think he wakes in the morning. Seven is with him. She stays. She
watches.”
Jack was present as three different healers had visited and
spent time with Stacey. One was an herbalist, and this healer
packed Stacey’s recumbent body with various herbs, garlic and
ginger, and some Jack had never heard of, and had said prayers,
laying hands upon Stacey’s head, and then informed Six that no
patient had ever survived a giant scorpion sting. The next healer,
this one more a traditional doctor, in a black suit (believe it or
not), actually hefting the proverbial “little black bag,” who had
taken blood samples, and prescribed a variety of pills, and drafts,
and then informed Six that no patient had ever survived a giant
scorpion sting. The third healer, a wizard, an ancient woman with
long white hair and the expected tall hat, had made magical passes
with her elongated hands, muttering, and aimed her wooden staff
at the sleeping man and shot blue jolts of light into Stacey, and
then informed Six that nobody had ever survived a giant scorpion
sting. All three healers had promised to visit the patient in the
morning, but nonetheless expected him to “pass” sometime during
the night.
Of course, none of the healers had ever had a patient like
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Stacey Colton.
Jack was startled when a vast shape came up over the deck
railing, but chuckled as he recognized Joshua—or at least just his
big dog head sprouting enormous ram horns—the giant man must
be stretching up ten feet in height to be placing his head on the
rail. Big hands grasping the wood rails, he huffed great bellows of
breath, and Jack scratched his head in the furry patch between the
horns.
“Hello Jack,” Joshua rumbled, keeping his great and deep
voice as soft as possible, but still turning heads at his basso
profundo tones. “Hello Michael.”
“I think you can come up here, Joshua,” Jack said, glancing
about, spotting Six seated back against the house, surrounded by
greybeards, his counselors and advisors, and several of the visiting
Dragon Warrior ambassadors.
“Six said he might break the deck,” Michael chittered.
“I’m fine, down here,” Joshua rumbled. “It’s cozy. I have
blankets under the deck, and a bowl of chili, and a bowl of stout.”
“When everyone heads to bed, I’ll come out—meet me at the
front door. You can sleep in my room tonight, if you want,” Jack
assured him. “Bring your blankets.”
“Okay, thank you Jack, I will try not to slobber,” Joshua
promised.
“I am so glad you guys finally showed up, we’ve all been so
worried about you. The last I saw you, it was when the sky was
crashing down,” Jack said. “We didn’t know if you’d made it
through the portal.”
Earlier they had told their High Vale stories, laughing that
none of them had spent their required time in the belly of the
beast. Michael had led the god-snake on a merry chase, climbing
the fruit tree, actually taking bites out of several of the sacred
fruits as the snake roared about, striking and missing, doing his
flying-squirrel trick, launching from the fruit tree, confusing the
snake with his twirling lights, until he had lost the serpent in the
trees, a similar tale to Jack’s great race before the monster. Jack
had even confessed, for the first time, how he had inadvertently
vomited on the false god’s head (he only admitted this to Michael
and Joshua, telling them when everyone else was absorbed in
other things and duties). Michael had chittered and giggled, and
Joshua had bellowed his laughter.
The serpent caught Joshua immediately, of course, a second
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sacred fruit still in his guilty paw. The snake had bit him, caught
him in its coils, and squeezed most of the life—and fruit—out of
him. But when the serpent went to swallow him, the creature could
not get the big ram horns past its jaws no matter how it
approached the horns, and it had then attempted to swallow him
from the other end, but again, the ram horns had foiled its meal,
and finally, in disgust, it had spat him out and slithered away,
cursing and muttering, claiming that Joshua was beneath its basest
food. Joshua proudly exhibited the huge fang marks on one of his
vast buttocks, telling them that the bite took a full week to heal.
So the four of them, Jack and Stacey, and Michael and Joshua,
had done something that Six informed them no others had
accomplished; they had not gone IBB, spending time in the belly
of the beast, a High Vale ritual. What was weird, Six informed
them, was that you were usually born naked here, looking like
your usual self, and that it was only after you were expelled from
the serpent’s nether region, that you received your High Vale look,
and attributes, and much depended on your struggle with the
serpent. Brave people were reborn heroic, and terrified, blubbering
people were reborn as lesser folk. But Jack had outrun the serpent,
and Stacey had impossibly beaten it in single combat—or at least
fought it to a draw. While the very beings that both Joshua and
Michael were born into had enabled them to escape the terrible
fate that most suffered.
“It sure could squeeze,” Joshua informed them, very seriously,
busting everyone into laughter.
In Stacey’s room, Seven sat near him on his small bed,
smoothing back his hair from his sweaty brow. He alternated
between severe hour-long fever chills, and then hour-long copious
fever sweats. And Seven poured water into his mouth, and aided
him in swallowing. He must have already sweat ten glasses of
water. When he cycled into his chills, Seven joined him beneath
the blankets, stripped down to only her long sleep shirt, and
cuddled close to his body, attempting to hold him still, but his
whole body vibrated with the chills. She pulled the many blankets
up over him, but his teeth chattered and his breathing went rigid,
emitting puffs of steam from his gasping mouth.
He muttered about monks and sleepers, and many times he
thrashed as if he were fighting foes. He called out warnings to
Jack, and many times he called for her, calling for Seven, and
sometimes Sandy.
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“Shhhh,” she soothed, stroking his hair, “I’m here, I’m here.”
The healers were quacks, and she kept brushing away cloves
of garlic from beneath her hips as she stretched out against Stacey,
and once, producing a fat hand of ginger root, she screamed as she
examined it in the candle flame, thinking it the hand of a baby, or
some other mumbo jumbo. Still, she did not discard the ginger, nor
the onions, garlic, and other tubers and bulbs, mushrooms, and
grasses. She packed these about Stacey, on the other side,
distinctly away from her own body. She was certainly going to
smell in the morning.
Deep into the night Six poked his nose into the room to check
on Stacey.
“Could you bring a pitcher of iced green tea?” Seven asked
him.
“Would Oolong be okay?” he checked. “We don’t have green
tea. I can get some, but it won’t get here until morning.”
“Oolong is fine, I just want to get something else into him,
with the water,” she said. “Maybe cut up some ginger, and let that
float in the tea.”
“Oolong tea, with ginger—how about honey?”
“Sure, whatever.”
When the round pig chef showed up with the pitcher of icy
tea, Seven nearly leapt from the bed. She had only met the chef a
couple of times, and his bulky pink shape appearing in the candle
light nearly gave her a heart attack.
The chef, Olaff, bustled a few moments, pouring a tall glass
and setting it near the bed on the small nightstand, and then he
stood, tsking, grunting, looking at Stacey and Seven. He said
something, and she was not sure she had heard him correctly. She
hoped she had misheard him.
“What did you say?”
“No sex,” he oinked. She had heard him correctly.
“Get out of here, you pig,” she snapped.
He laughed and hurried from the room.
She glowered at the door, and then snorted laughter. Sex, the
idea.
Stacey was well into a chill cycle, and so she ignored the tea
for now, other than taking a small sip herself—it was good,
refreshing. It reminded her of how Jack took his coffee.
She cuddled in close to the sleeping man, her arms about him,
one up under his neck, the other across his waist, holding him
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close, and she placed her head upon his chest, and listened to his
heartbeat, which seemed far away.
Seven moved in the darkness. She seemed muddled, and
couldn’t quite remember what she had just been thinking. She
wasn’t exactly sure where she was, but everything seemed gray,
and blurry. Had she dozed? She was wearing her sweats, and her
little fluffy footsie socks, and it was chilly...in this place. She
huddled and breathed and steam came from her mouth. That was
weird. She puffed out a few more clouds of vapor. She looked
about, and it was a long hallway, in darkness, but somehow she
could still see. There were shapes, mounds, lying about on the
floor, against walls. She couldn’t be sure, but the mounds seemed
to be people, sleeping, stirring slightly.
She moved through the corridor, stepping well away from
each mound she came upon. They were people, she saw their
sleeping faces, as if lit from within, and she kept moving, she had
to get out of here. This was a bad place, of bad things, where
things you could not see moved, just out of sight.
There was a sense of dread, everywhere, palpable, like a
weight pushing down upon her. It was fear, and anxiety, and it was
incredibly heavy. The hallway creaked, as if it were ancient, and
crumbling, and might come down upon her at any moment. She
heard a noise, back from where she came, and it sounded as if
someone were following her.
Seven pictured bulbous white eyes, melted faces missing
distinguishing features, she remembered small, muscular men,
with feathers on their heads, grabbing at her, dragging her.
She hurried in the same direction she had first moved, away
from the sounds behind her. Her heart clamored in her breast, and
she breathed too hard. She told herself to be quiet, to hurry, fast,
just keep going, don’t let them catch up with you, but she couldn’t
stop breathing through her mouth. She was gasping. The sounds of
her mouth frightened her even more, as if they were apart from
her, a separate being.
And the feeling swelled in her chest, up from her belly,
bloating into her throat—it was a scream forming, and if she were
not careful, it would bubble up out of her mouth. She would begin
screaming, and she would not be able to contain it, or silence it,
and she would never stop screaming.
She saw a light glowing from a doorway up ahead and she
hurried toward it. A blue light. She got to the doorway and peered
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in. It looked like an ancient examination room, with an antiquated
hospital bed, more table than bed, with a metal tray near covered
with strange metal instruments. The whole room glowed blue,
though there was no discernible light source. Metal stirrups jutted
up at the end of the bed. The whole room filled her with dread.
She hurried past the doorway.
Something crunched beneath her feet. Something was
scattered about the floor, it looked like thousands of shells, or
macaroni, but whatever it was, it was unpleasant beneath her feet,
but she forced herself to keep walking, moving through, and the
density of the crunching things beneath her socks increased. She
winced. The things seemed to be moving beneath her feet.
She yelped and began to run, only her running was too slow,
like in a dream—this must be a dream, but this knowledge in no
way minimized her swelling terror. Because this was not a dream,
she could tell that wherever she was, whatever strange dark deep
place this was, she was here. She was not dreaming she was here.
As she moved along the hallway it seemed to expand outward,
the walls receding from her touch, the crunchiness beneath her feet
now seemed more like sand than moving bugs, and then she
seemed to be outside with a distorted sky above her, the stars were
moving, spiraling. It reminded her of the famous Vincent van
Gogh painting. She paused, clutching her hands together at her
breast and stared at the sky. A vault of stars, with moving lights,
deep far-away purples, and distant blues, and fiery winks of red.
Was she still inside some kind of enormous chamber, a dome full
of lights? And then she saw the bloated blue moon moving across
the sky, and looking, she saw the other moon, the smaller green
moon, and they were coming together, moving too fast, and as she
watched the two moons joined and made an eye suspended at the
top of the dome, and it looked like a very real eye, an eye
watching, glancing about like a human eye, searching below.
The dread filled her again and she huddled down, certain that
the eye was seeking her.
“Girl,” a voice crooned, near, startling her.
She huddled farther down, crouching, and she dimly picked
out a dark shaped against the background of stars. Someone was
standing there, only a few feet removed. A dark shape in a large
cowl.
“Do not be afraid,” the voice soothed. “I intend you no harm.”
“Who are you?” she whispered, her eyes rolling. She was
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shaking, her teeth chattering.
“Where are you, right now? Where are you hiding, girl?” the
deep voice said, conversationally. It sounded familiar, but she
could not place the voice with a face.
“Where am I? I don’t know, I don’t know where this is,” she
whispered.
“No. Where are you? You are not in your chamber at
Vestigial Surreality, only your husk is there. And you are not in
your Inner Sanctum. Where are you?”
The dread did not dissipate, it only increased. She knew she
should not tell this shape anything. For it did intend her harm. She
glanced up at the two moons forming the eye. The eye was still
looking, everywhere, searching.
“Where is Jack? And Colton? Where are they, right now?”
High Vale. She almost said it. But instead she huddled in her
crouch, hugging her knees, closing her eyes tightly. Maybe it
would all just go away.
“High Vale? The virtual world? The gamer world?”
She did not allow herself to think. This was bad. This was a
bad place. And the shape, it was a bad person.
“You poke your nose into places it does not belong,” the dark
shape said. “Other eyes are seeking you, and will find you, and
soon.”
“Get away from her,” another voice said, and she recognized
it. Stacey?
“Colton,” the voice of the dark shape said. “Again. I don’t
know how you keep finding your way here. This is a dangerous
place for you, and for the girl.”
And the heaviness lifted. Seven glanced up, heart fluttering.
The dark shape was gone, only the strange, twisting sky was there,
and when she glanced to the other side she saw him coming, and
he was lifting her up, his hands strong upon her arms, and she
nearly laughed or screamed as she looked at him, and could see
him, as if he glowed with a light all his own. He was wearing a
big, dark hood, and the shillelagh was in his left hand, she felt the
black stick against her arm.
“Seven?” he said, holding her, his arms going about her.
“Stacey?” she said, not believing it. He had found her.
“It’s really you,” he breathed, and then his mouth was on hers,
he was kissing her, and it felt so real, it was the most real thing in
this place, his mouth, and he kissed her, and she seized him and
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pulled him tightly to her, and he was kissing her eyes, and cheeks,
and even her nose, and again his mouth, upon her mouth, and she
clutched at the reality, the sweet, sweet reality. She felt that they
were giving each other breath, down here, in the deep, or sharing
the same breath, like divers in the ocean, keeping each other alive.
“You need to wake up. I will hold onto you,” he said.
“I can’t, I don’t know where I am,” she muttered, feeling cold,
but his body felt so warm against her. “Let me stay here, with you.
I don’t want to leave you.”
“I will follow you up. Hurry, I won’t let go. Wake up, Seven,”
he whispered in her ear. “Wake up, now.”
She opened her eyes and felt the bed beneath her. She was
holding Stacey’s warm body, and light seeped into the room. It
was morning. She glanced and saw the candle standing dark, its
wick snuffed and cold. And she looked up to Stacey, and his eyes
were open, and he was smiling at her.
“It’s you,” he said, his voice croaking.
“It’s me,” she breathed, and then she was kissing him,
forgetting that this was not a dream. And then she paused, her eyes
close to his, her lips barely brushing his. “It’s you.”
“It’s me,” he croaked.
She leaned over him and took the glass of Oolong tea from the
night table. It was still cold, though all the ice had melted. The
sides of the glass were wet with condensation. She lifted his head
and helped him drink. First, he sipped, and then he gulped, and
when she began to tip the glass away, he moved his hand upon her
hand, and gulped more until the glass was empty.
“I may not have gotten out of there, this time,” he murmured
into her hair, and she snuggled in close to him.
“Out of where?” she said, thinking he meant his illness.
“The Dream Place, in The Deep, it seemed like I was starting
to become a part of it,” he murmured, drowsily. She could tell he
was going to fall asleep again.
“Go ahead, go to sleep,” she whispered.
“No, I want to get up. I need to feel the sunshine. And coffee,
please, I need coffee,” he said, and began an attempted struggle up
out of the bed.
But she hushed him, then aided him, got him seated, and
helped him dress in fresh, nondescript clothes—baggy sleep
clothes—setting aside all his armor. He wanted his cloak, because
he was cold, so she shrugged him into that voluminous garment.
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He brought along his shillelagh, mostly to lean part of his weight
upon it, because Seven, though very strong, was much smaller
than him.
Seven blushed to think that he had been laid out nude, all last
night, beneath the sheets and blankets, and that she had been with
him, all through the night.
“You should see how they launder the clothes in this house, it
is hilarious. Like the toilets. The tree sap actually cleans the
clothes, while feeding the tree, it’s hard to stop giggling, when you
think about it,” she told him, as she helped him into his boots, and
then taking his arm over her shoulders she led him out into the
hall, and then out onto the deck where some morning sunlight was
just warming the boards. “Apparently, this whole house is made
out of one vast tree, and it’s all alive, the boards and floors and
ceilings.”
She got a blanket wrapped about him, and then went in search
of coffee.
Stacey lazed in the deck chair, his hood pushed back to catch
the sun, the sunlight kissing his brow, and he felt wonderful—
weak, yes, but utterly wonderful—he was reminded of swimming
in the sacred pool after his battle with the serpent. He felt like that
now. Invigorated, but exhausted. He only distantly remembered
the ghastly scorpion, and strangely, he remembered Jack, spreadeagled on the ground, smoke rising from his mouth—what in the
world was that all about? And wasn’t there something else, a little
man, and a big dog? It eluded him, for the moment.
He glanced up and several floors above he glimpsed a strange
face peering down on him, a woman with strange lines to her face,
with eyes that seemed too big, and too dark, with black hair
spilling around her shoulders and bosom. She stood staring down
at him.
And then Seven returned, with his coffee in a large, steaming
mug. She sat on the arm of the chair, her arm companionably
across his shoulders, holding her own, smaller mug up to her face.
For right now, she was content to sample the scent of the heady
brew, her nose close to the coffee, taking deep breaths, and
sighing.
“Six doesn’t have some strange ex-wife locked away in the
attic, does he?” he asked, between great gulps of the strong coffee.
“What?” she asked, smiling. Wasn’t that a reference to one of
the Brontë sisters?
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“Up there, looking down, strange woman with black hair and
too-big eyes—like the eyes in those children paintings, you know,
the ones with the big eyes?”
Seven glanced up but didn’t see anyone at any of the
windows. She did notice a curtain moving up there, on the third
floor, or fourth floor—how many levels did this monstrosity of a
house have, anyway?
“I think I know who you’re talking about, you’ll want to
watch out for her,” Seven said, grimly, staring into her coffee.
“Jack thinks she’s going to be trouble. It’s the sister. Varra’s
sister.”
The trouble was, Seven thought, the Dragon Queen reminded
her of women from her own time and world, the Jackians. The
Jackian priestesses, like her own mother. Those women would
stop at nothing to obtain just the right seed, and the way the
Dragon Queen had clutched at her belly—it made Seven sick. She
wouldn’t be letting that...she-devil...anywhere near Stacey, or
Jack, for that matter.
The kind of thing the Dragon Queen wanted to do with Stacey,
well, that just wasn’t done in Seven’s world. There would be
nothing clinical or scientific about what she was probably
planning. There would be no microscopes or chemicals on glass
slides. No, it would all be savage, and bestial, rutting and grunting
and sighing, and messy.
Still, when she was near Stacey, Seven couldn’t help but feel
somewhat savage, and a little...filthy—it was this world, designed
to bring out the lower desires and lusts. It was disgusting, the ideas
that popped up in her head whenever she was near Stacey (or even
when completely removed from him, and only thinking about
him). Vestigial places on her body seemed to come alive and,
and...thrum. He was the only man she had ever kissed, shockingly
enough, because other than pecks of affection, kissing was
something from the antiquated days. You just didn’t do that, it was
filthy, a human mouth pressed to a human mouth, it was like the
animals, although she couldn’t think of any animals that practiced
it, other than maybe monkeys, but that said a lot, didn’t it? Did
monkeys kiss? Apes? Maybe not. It was a filthy practice, from a
filthy world, from a filthy time that was now gone—save for in
savage worlds such as this.
She remembered, vaguely, kissing Stacey, and he kissing her,
but that wasn’t right, was it? Swirling stars, and an eye in the sky,
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and standing close, embracing, in the darkness. Was that a dream?
Crunching beneath her feet, and shapes, sleeping. It was
disturbing, those images, and she did not want to think about it,
because she felt dread, like someone was searching for her—or
they were searching for Stacey. Or Jack. All of them.
Many floors above Varra sat before her vanity and watched
her sister in the great oval mirror. The black-haired woman
brushed Varra’s tumble of golden-white hair.
“I do not know how you can live like this, Varrashallaine, it is
a rustic nightmare,” Maulgraul said, shaking her head. “You
should have five times the servants, no wonder you waste away in
this tree.”
“Hush, Maully, this is my world now, this is my home,” Varra
replied, smiling at her sister. “And I feel worlds better, now, with
you here. I wish you could stay, live here with me—that would be
wonderful.”
“You belong in the palaces, not here. I doubt I would survive
more than a week in this stable; however, I brought you three
cases of the White Champagne, so you will have your vitality, for
several years—that is, if the Oaf does not quaff it all as he did
your last store,” Maully sneered.
“He understands, now, and only sips from my glass—you
know it aids us, in being together,” Varra said, stretching her arms,
yawning. “Oh, I feel as if I am waking from a dream.”
“I should think you are waking from a dream to this
nightmare,” Maully said, setting aside the brush. “But tell me of
this Pugilist, for he, at least is one pleasant diversion in this awful
hovel.”
“Oh, but is not he beautiful?” Varra gushed, holding her hands
up to her lips, blushing furiously. “Lord Dulance brought him here
to save us, and he did, and not only that, but now we have the
Dragon Warriors as allies.”
“Yes, he is beautiful...for a savage, most unlike our elegant
men. But is he truly the man of legend, the Pugilist?”
“I do not know, but Lord Dulance believes him to be, for he
has bested giants, and wrestled the snake, and was not swallowed.
And you only have to look at him, but once, to see that he is
different than other men.”
“You must aid me, Varra, in bringing him to the palaces of
Drauggaria. We must bring him to meet Father, and our brothers.”
“I do not think Lord Dulance will travel again to our
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homelands. Strangely, he is anchored here, and will not leave this
valley.”
The Lady Maulgraul smiled, and went again to the window,
peering down at the man below, and the obstacle sitting near him.
Given a choice, she knew the woman the man of legend would
choose.
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24 — Sentinel.
Jack crossed the grounds and easily leapt and caught the top
branches of the protective hedge, and within seconds he had
scampered and wriggled up and over the top, then maneuvered a
few feet down through the thick branches to drop down the few
remaining feet to the other side. He knew he was not supposed to
cross the hedge, and he knew that he was not supposed to go out
seeking adventure on his own. Yes, yes, Six had explained
everything, more than once. Jack got it, he wasn’t stupid—okay,
he wasn’t that stupid. If Jack wanted to go anywhere, two of the
groundsmen would go with him, dudes employed to be...dudes.
But that was not exactly Jack’s idea of an adventure, and today
what he really wanted to do was get out of the house, get away
from literally everyone, and think, and write, and think some
more. And maybe write more, just jotting down his thoughts. And
okay, yeah, maybe have a little bit of an adventure. He was not
intentionally seeking disaster, or mayhem, but sometimes a guy
had to get out, just to free up the thinking. Get some fresh air. And
heck, this was High Vale.
He had his backpack on his back, packed with a few goodies
liberated from the kitchen, his journals, his pens, and he didn’t
really need anything else, did he—okay, except for his bow, his
quiver full of arrows, and his assorted daggers. And his leather
canteen, his bota.
It was early morning, the sun not yet up, and only a few birds
were awake and singing their little hearts out. The whole world
seemed hushed, the shadows very deep. It was chilly here, prior to
the rising of the sun, and Jack was glad that he had borrowed one
of the hunting cloaks, choosing one of the lighter items—it did not
seem to be made of leather, as almost everything here seemed to
be. No, it was dyed canvas, kind of a natural camo, dark and
lighter browns, and dark and lighter greens, and heavily oiled, a
little stinky, but he liked it because it had a big hood, and with it
he would blend in the woods. And it sure was warmer than going
it in just his breeches, shirt and vest, and boots.
He hurried through the cultivated grounds outside the hedge,
which were only a bit wilder than the cultivated grounds inside the
hedge. He ran in a slight crouch, rushing across the open spaces
until he made it to the first of the great trees that surrounded the
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manor grounds. He did not want to trip any alarms or startle any
watchmen. The plan was to do this whole thing quietly, slip in,
and slip out, and nobody gets hurt. Except he was slipping out, and
later back in, whatever, he just did not wish to do it as a tourist,
but more like a ninja. He pulled his hood low over his Robin Hood
hat and face, and chuckled a bit, imagining himself a ninja. Sure,
on the adventurer scale, he was closer to hobbit than ninja.
Inside the forest, he loped into a swift, loose jog, reminding
himself to be quiet, and vigilant. He did not wish to go it in his
usual runner’s zone, because he would tune everything out, slide
into a state of athletic meditation, and he could bumble straight
into just about anything out here. No, he needed to stay out of the
zone—move fast, gobble some distance, yes—but stay alert.
Of course, staying alert was different than reminding yourself
to stay alert, because when you reminded yourself to stay alert you
tended to think of the word alert—what a weird word it was—
alert—be alert, because the country needs more lerts. And pretty
soon you’d jogged a mile, laughing at your own stupid joke, and
you had noticed nothing, because words could do that, especially
words like alert. And Jack paused, leaning against a tree, probably
a mile into his little jog, and he only now suddenly realized had
been fully inside his own head, thinking his thoughts, playing with
words, noticing nothing. He could barely remember anything he
had passed. Trees, lots of trees, and some wicked looking bushes
that he instinctively went far around. Some vigilance. Vigil, lance,
it was like naming your lance Vigil. Knave, prepare for my lance,
his name is Vigil. Or Virgil would be better, Virgilance—nah,
people would think it was a typo. Probably better would be Vigil
and Ants, which set you up for the standard Vigil Uncle, but Jack
realized absolutely nobody would find that kind of thing amusing,
except for him, and maybe Stacey.
Warm golden light filtered through the upper foliage of the
trees, so the sun was up, but Jack doubted anyone in the manor
would yet be up and at ’em. Or at him.
He was moving through a tight valley, that was closing down
around him the farther he traveled, the land rising drastically and
already the trees about him were not the giants that spread out in
the valley below.
Up above him was a tall ridge, he would actually have to do
some climbing to reach it, and he noticed the lone tree jutting up
out of this ridge. It was like the last of the big trees from below,
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only not quite so tall. It looked to be about a hundred feet tall, and
fat all the way up, like an inverted Christmas tree, or the tallest
bush in the world. The trunk, at its base, jutted up between three or
four massive boulders, and the tree was truly massive in girth.
From a mile away and below it, Jack judged the tree trunk the size
of a house, probably seventy-five feet around, and twenty feet up
before any branches began. The separate boulders, stacked and
tumbled, were bigger than dump trucks, the really big wide-load
kind.
He set off, climbing and crouched over, requiring handholds
on slabs of rock and monstrous boulders. The forest continued
around this rocky formation, so the normal-guy choice would have
been to stick with the forest, it would be much easier going, but
Jack liked the look of that tree emerging from the boulders. It was
not the kind of thing he had ever seen before. Okay, it was a
tourist attraction, and here he was, the Ugly American, struggling
up with a sweaty red face, only lacking the gaudy Hawaiian shirt
and Panama shorts, and maybe sandals, with tire treads for soles,
yes here he was, coming up in the world to take selfies of himself
with the Sentinel Tree. Jack the Tourist.
Jack paused near the top of the rocky ledge, and looked down
to the forest from where he had emerged ten minutes ago. For a
second he thought he saw movement, back in the shadows of the
forest. What had made him pause was the sudden sensation that
someone was watching him. Someone, or something. Wow, what
a ninja he had proved himself. Probably someone had seen him
climbing the hedge and was even now monitoring his progress, to
ensure a giant spider didn’t wrap him up in webby lingerie. He
returned his attention to the climb and scrabbled up the last ten
feet, to sprawl on the ledge, full out on his back. He lay there
several minutes, just soaking in the full sunshine. From below this
climb did not appear that it would prove so strenuous, but he was
covered in sweat and out of breath.
He sat up and dangled his legs over the edge of the rock. He
pushed his Robin Hood hat back on his head (he hated to admit it,
but he had come to love the stupid hat, it fit him perfectly, and
kept the sun out of his eyes when he required it to do so). He dug
in his backpack and produced his leather bota bag, or canteen,
whatever they called these toughened leather bags here. He
popped the top and shot a stream of still cool water into his mouth.
He had filled the bag from the icy water tap in the kitchen. Next he
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produced one of the hard sourdough baguettes and ripped into it
with his teeth. The bread was tough, and good, its crust thick, but
the dough inside soft and somewhat sweet. He alternated between
nips of bread and water, looking out over the lower valley. He
produced his magical wine bottle and was not surprised to see that
it was full—he had not sampled its contents since his first day here
in High Vale, or was it his second day? He extracted the cork and
tasted the wine. Just a taste. He did not wish to end up crying his
eyes out up here on the ledge. He recorked the bottle and replaced
it in his backpack.
This vantage point was up on a high hub amidst three small
valleys, the larger valley opening below where the Great House
was situated a couple of miles away, a medium-sized valley that
ended in a massively deep bowl of green and rock (another great
tourist attraction, perhaps for an adventure next week), and then
this smallest valley with the sentinel tree just a few minutes away
if he jogged. The view was vast, and complicated, and
breathtaking, and Jack sat enjoying it all, finishing his small
baguette. His eyes flicked often to that place in the forest where he
might have glimpsed movement. But he never saw anything, or
anyone.
He packed up, rolling his borrowed cloak into a small bundle,
which he tied onto his handy dandy backpack, and then he was off,
now loping into a nice run, the rocky ledge now almost flattening
out into a pleasant slope. The rock to his right went up into a
bizarre formation, towering, and would be a challenge for even the
best rock climbers, requiring all their gear, and a hundred feet to
his left there was now a nice cliff, falling away hundreds of feet to
the forested valley on that side. His pace hampered somewhat by
steep rises in the rock, but these usually paid off in nice sloping
runs on the other side, so he struggled up one side, and then
dashed down the next, finding the whole run exhilarating and
liberating. He loved to run, and now did so, going flat out. For
some time he glanced up at the sentinel tree and it did not seem to
be drawing any closer, though it did seem to be growing in size,
and now he estimated it to be as tall as some of the great trees in
the Great House valley below.
Jack approached a jutting bend in the rocky slope, and on a
whim he leapt to the side, placing himself behind the twenty-foot
high escarpment, and after a moment, slowing his breathing and
settling his heartbeat, he glanced around the rocky barrier. He
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could see two hundred yards down the rocky slope, and watching,
he ensured that nothing was following him. He waited at least two
minutes, peeking about the rock every few seconds, keeping his
movements all slow, contained, thinking, ninja, yeah Jack, ninja!
Far below, something flashed onto the path. Jack inhaled,
barely peeking with one eye. It was large, the shape, and alive, and
after a few moments Jack exhaled. It was a big goat, or mountain
sheep, probably a ram. After a few moments, the animal
impossibly mounted the bizarre rock formation, pelting up with
what seemed supernatural grace.
Jack continued his easy lope toward the sentinel tree,
concentrating on his feet, and running, and after a few moments he
was jolted out of his zone as a rock the size of his head crashed on
the ground, just a few feet in front of him. He cried out and leapt
to the side, looking up. He didn’t see anyone above him. For a
second he feared to see some kind of rock giant up there, up in the
twisted rock formations, hurling down deadly rocks and boulders.
But apparently it was just a rock that must have chosen that
moment to come tumbling down. If Jack had been running just a
tad faster, smacko! He would have been dead.
But that was life, wasn’t it? You couldn’t plan for these little
dangers, nor prepare for them. It didn’t matter the world,
sometimes life just upped and smacked you a good one, or came
close to doing so, as in this case. It wouldn’t have helped, if he had
two other paid goons with him, it would just have increased the
likelihood that one of them would have received a braining. If
there were a reason for such things, it must be to force you to stop,
pause, and make you reflect. Jack stopped, for a few heartpounding moments, and reflected, and thought. Chaos lashed out,
but chaos missed. Then, shaking his head, grinning, he started his
jog again with the tall tree centered as his target.
When he woke this morning, very early in the morning,
Joshua’s big lumpy head had been there beside him on the bed, the
wet nose up against the back of Jack’s head. That was tough,
sneaking Joshua inside every night, because the big guy was just
too big for any bedroom. Jack tried to keep Joshua’s head on the
other bed, but in his sleep the dog-ram kept moving his big head
over, to snuggle his wet nose against Jack’s back. Michael slept
peacefully and cozily out of the way, coiled up upon himself on
one pillow, and hardly stirred during the entire night, sleeping
deeply. Michael was great, it was like having your own warm,
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living teddy bear, yes, it was really comforting to have Michael
sleeping near. Of course, Joshua snored, and it sounded like a
dragon suffering an asthma attack.
They’d had these sleeping arrangements for the past week, and
Jack was not sleeping well, not well at all. It had been Jack’s idea
to sneak Joshua in each night, because he knew that Joshua was
extremely social, and didn’t like being alone, and Jack didn’t like
the idea of Joshua sleeping outside, with all the things he knew
lurked out there in the dark. He knew it would hurt Joshua’s
feelings for him to come up with some other plans—perhaps get
him into his own room—Joshua definitely had feelings, but come
on, it wouldn’t be any more difficult sharing a bedchamber with a
wild and angry bull, and Joshua was much larger than any bull. He
probably wasn’t as heavy as a bull, but made up for this
dereliction by being much, much louder. And so the plan was to
get away today, and if possible, along with writing and thinking,
he wanted to catch a nap without a massive nose slobbering
against his back.
Finally, Jack saw that he was closer to the sentinel tree, and
could now appreciate just how off he’d been earlier, observing the
tree and its boulders from a distance. Because the three individual
boulders, squared and solitary, were the size of castles, and the
tree dwarfed these boulders. It looked as if the tree had burst its
way up through the rocky ground, and literally shoved aside the
titanic boulders as it grew. But even more, it reminded Jack of
lighthouses he had seen, where the builders had somehow moved
vast slabs of stone out into the very ocean, and then built their
lighthouses upon these artificial foundations that jutted above the
sea. It looked unnatural, and dangerous, a precarious way to roost
a lighthouse to the very waves, and so too looked this set up,
although the tree and its boulders had to be natural, Jack thought,
because no force on Earth could move these castle-sized boulders.
It was more appropriate to think of the boulders as mountains
comprised of solitary stones. But it was odd that the three
mountainous boulders looked identical, like bricks, as if a long
time in the past there had been a great wall here of same-sized
bricks, and this tree had forced its way up between the bricks. If
there had been an orderly wall, nothing remained of it now but
these three jostled bricks.
Jack slid the bow off his shoulder and hefted it in his left hand.
He didn’t feel pressed to nock an arrow, but the intricately carved
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bow felt comforting in his hand, and it didn’t hurt to be ready, for
whatever. There were banks of earth again all about him, with
small trees, and mounds of stacked stones. Jack jogged at an easy
pace, keeping his eyes in search mode, only glancing at the ground
periodically as he moved forward. Although there was more than
rock, this area seemed barren, and the mounds of piled stones
looked like gravesites.
Funny, he thought, jogging with his bow in his hand, but this
seems like another world. From below you couldn’t imagine this
shelf of life spreading out hundreds of yards in several directions.
Off in the distance he saw what appeared to be ruins, foundations,
and the remains of chimneys. People lived up here, a long, long
time ago.
Ten minutes later, sweating and out of breath, he made it to
the base of the first of the mountainous “bricks.” He was thirsty
again, and to tell the truth, somewhat hungry as well, but he
wanted to find a path up to the tree before he rested again. He
followed the base of the rock face and discovered an old path, well
worn, but with gnarled vegetation pushing up through the
hardened soil. From the looks of it, no one had been here in a long
while.
Up close, his shoulder brushing the stone as he carefully
placed each step, nothing seemed artificial. It all seemed natural
and ancient. He finally came to a corner where two of the bricks
touched high above him, the corners creating a stone ceiling
seventy-seven feet up, and there going up between the bricks
toward the tree (Jack couldn’t see the tree, in the shadow of the
stone bricks) was a massive stairway carved out of what appeared
to be another massive stone. The stairway was broad, probably
fifty feet across, and sometime in a far-off past, one of the tree’s
roots had burst up, cracking the stairway, so that the left half tilted
off, and would be dangerous to climb, while the right side had
fallen in on itself, and appeared crumbled and more worn than the
left side, but still looked useable, if you were careful.
Jack mounted the right side of the stairway, keeping as close
to the middle as possible, until he reached the ancient root that
looped out of the stone stairway like a sea serpent. It was like a
lump of fibrous old wood that had died a thousand years ago, and
now stood humped and crumbling ten feet high. The stone about
the ancient root looked exploded, and shattered, and sunken in all
about the dead part of the tree.
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Climbing the stairway, many of the steps crumbling away
beneath his boots, he found himself disoriented, with the vast
blocks above him set at drunken angles, and the steps themselves
canted and tipped, it gave him a giddy, funhouse feel. Moments
before, everything seemed natural, and now everything seemed
unnatural. Now, well within the crevasse of stone, it was dark, and
his imagination suggested looming shapes in the gloom, crazed
figures rising up to peer at him. At one point, maybe one hundred
steps up (Jack wasn’t counting), the stairway split into a wide
fissure, and peering over the edge, Jack could only see what
appeared to be a bottomless pit, and his belly felt queasy. He
moved back toward the right side of the stairs, and another
hundred steps up and there was hardly a crack in the stairway,
although the steps still bent and rose and fell drunkenly. But the
steps seemed less fragile here, high up above the explosion caused
by the root of the tree.
Another hundred steps brought him to the edge of the ceiling
created by the canted stone bricks, and he finally came within
view of the sentinel tree itself. He came out of darkness into
bright, warm sunlight, and the tree was there before him in all its
hoary glory, with great cracked bark skin, in patterns thirty-two
feet across, with mosaic border cracks sunk several feet in and
several feet wide. Up close, the tree looming massive above him, it
looked more like artwork than actual tree bark—he felt like a
normal everyday ant approaching a normal everyday tree, and felt
awed, overwhelmed, and a little sick, looking up at the tree rising
above the blocks. Because now the blocks seemed tiny in
comparison to the tree, and if he were able to stroll about the
circumference of the tree, he would probably walk a full city
block.
Just approaching this tree was a confusing tumble of reality,
the perspective constantly shifting, the internal measurements
flying off the charts, and everything you were figuring suddenly
turned inside out.
He stood in a complicated ruin of ancient pillars, fallen, and a
few partially standing. There had been some kind of building here,
long ago. It was amazing. The whole scene reminded him of
pictures of the Parthenon, only further dilapidated (and with no
trace of sea, and of course, a giant tree dwarfing everything out in
the center); hardly anything remaining to suggest what had
originally stood here, long before that root had cracked the
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staircase.
But the most incredible aspect before him was that there was a
massive doorway hollowed out of the trunk of the tree. The
doorway must measure thirty-two feet high by seventy feet wide,
and there had obviously been a double-door set therein, long ago,
because a massive hinge hung at the far left side, with what looked
like a tree trunk dangling from one last iron screw. The top of the
hollow was blackened by fire, going up at least thirty feet.
Looking over the edge Jack could only see tree trunk, going down,
hundreds of feet, into deep darkness.
A bridge stretched across the chasm between the stone and the
tree, probably fifty feet across the distance, and then abruptly
ended in a ruin of stone and rough-splintered woodwork. There
was a gap of about ten feet or more to the remaining portion of the
bridge on the tree-side of the abyss, and there wasn’t much bridge
at all on that side.
He walked out onto the bridge. This was no thin Indiana Jones
suspension bridge, with creaking boards tied to fraying rope by
string, this was some ancient ruin that had stood here unchanging
for thousands of years. If he jumped up and down, the bridge
would hardly notice his weight. The beams set into the stone
framework were four feet wide, and probably four or more feet
deep, and thirty feet across, and the stonework was probably the
same stone in which the staircase was carved. Jack could drive a
VW microbus onto this bridge and not worry about the weight
even making the bridge creak, let alone collapse.
Still, he was a little bit terrified, strolling alone in this vast,
silent stone hall, before this massive tree that would make the
biggest sequoia seem a stalk of bamboo. He went to the very edge
where the bridge had been shattered away. He stomped his boot. It
was solid, no worries there. But that gap between him and the
other side. Yeah, that was worrisome. Given a little time and
effort, and he could slide a log out over that ten-foot gap (over a
bottomless pit). But he had seen no such logs lying about as a
handy solution to this predicament. This was not a puzzle in a
game.
Jack grinned. Maybe it was, just that—a puzzle in a game.
Although none of this seemed like that, as if he were playing a
quest in an adventure game.
He stripped off his pack and swinging it underhand, he
practiced a few times, and finally released the pack and was
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satisfied when it easily cleared the ten-foot gap and slid across the
other side of the bridge, neatly, almost as if he were bowling. The
backpack came to rest just on the other side of that part of the
bridge—up close like this, he could determine that there was only
about ten feet of bridge on that side of the gap, with the ten feet of
empty space between it and Jack, on this side.
He paused for a moment, considering his bow, and quiver. He
didn’t like the idea of tossing them across, but then again he was
more attached to his backpack than his weapon, but the loss of
either would be a tragedy. So he practiced a few times and then
sent the bow across, to neatly slide into and stop against his
backpack. Then he repeated the trick again with his quiver, and
made another perfect toss. High dexterity guy, that’s me, Jack
laughed.
Now unencumbered, he could make the leap, easily. That was
his theory, anyway. He did things like this in the real world, all the
time, including walking a distance of thirty feet at a double-decker
shopping mall, tightrope walking the bannister with a twenty foot
fall on one side (hey, George Alaska had dared him to make the
walk, and Jack did it, hardly sparing a thought). He had considered
taking up Parkour, but it had struck him as a little too hipster (was
athletic hipster even a thing?).
Jack moved back thirty feet along the bridge, and looked at the
gap. Okay, he better practice this a little bit, and so he made a
loping dash toward the fall and drew up short, a few feet from the
edge. Yes, he could certainly do this, no problem. He trotted back
thirty feet, turned, took a few calming breaths, and then without
second-guessing himself he charged at the gap, clearing his mind,
picking up enough speed so that he could not change his mind, and
when he got to the very edge he jumped, with all his might,
soaring across the expanse, and came down lightly with a foot to
spare.
He burst into laughter and then snagged his foot on his quiver
and tumbled end over end, right over his bow and backpack, and
then shakily, cursing himself an idiot, he shakily climbed to his
feet and collected his things. Well, in reconsidering, it had
probably only been a nine-foot leap. He piled his stuff well off the
bridge and then strode back out onto this side of the bridge,
looking over the edge, and seeing the vast distance beneath him,
he suddenly vomited, surprising himself, and stood watching,
hands on knees as his snack from earlier now plummeted the
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depths into darkness below. Again, he had vomited into the face of
the abyss.
Stare at that stuff, Abyss. He stood, wiping his mouth. Then,
to reassure himself that he was not a complete idiot, he jumped up
and down several times, testing this side of the bridge.
Solid, as a rock. Yep, no danger here. In another thousand
years a family of grizzly bears could have a cook-out right here,
on this spot. Completely solid, yes sir! He turned his back on the
Abyss.
As he strolled to collect his belongings, he heard a crumbling
sound behind him, and whirled, his heart jolting in his breast. He
watched, with wide eyes, as this side of the bridge fell away—just
vanished, like a magic trick—crumbling almost silently into the
Abyss. Jack gawked as the last bit of bridge on this side fell away.
Then he heard the smack and crash of the stone and wood crashing
together, erupting into the volume of an explosion, far away, the
mass of bridgework thundering into the immense expanse of the
sentinel tree, far below. The crashing and smashing seemed to go
on and on, even as the sounds faded further and further into
nothingness.
It sounded as if the Abyss were laughing back up at him.
Vomit on me? Little turd! I don’t forget, not ever.
Then, from high above, Jack heard the tinkle of laughter. He
looked up, shading his eyes. He could see many knotholes that
served as windows, or portals, and from one of these he saw locks
of golden hair receding even as he glimpsed them.
There was a little girl up there, inside the tree!
He untied his cloak. He felt suddenly chilled. He didn’t know
what was creepier, the Abyss chuckling up at him, or the little girl
above, laughing down at him.
Oh well, soldier on, Laddie, Just soldier on.
Jack slipped into his backpack, and armed himself, nocking an
arrow, and entered the Sentinel.
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25 — Soul Mesh.
The catastrophe began when Seven received the insistent tone in
her ear informing her that she had an emergency alert. For such a
small time, she had been so happy, so full of hope. But in a few
hours she would wish that she had never opened a window to
receive the message. And in only a day from this moment, when
the first insistent chime began, she would consider ending her life,
so drastically had her very existence deviated from her hopes and
dreams. But, if she were honest with herself, she knew the
catastrophe began prior to the emergency alert—in reality, the
catastrophe began the moment she lit into Stacey, oh the things she
had said to him! How could she have made such accusations,
called him such names, things she had never said before even to an
enemy, let alone to someone who initiated such desperate feelings
within her heart. She could only blame herself for the catastrophe.
She could only blame herself for losing Stacey.
She covered her face with her hands. How could she? She had
told him that he was not real. She had said that. Spit it out,
wanting to hurt him, desiring to crush him.
Or, was there someone else she could blame, perhaps the alien
creature she met in the hallway, just outside Stacey’s room—the
insectile creature, Maulgraul—the woman with the too-large eyes
and the haughty mouth? Was not this being to blame for the
destruction of Seven’s very life? Truly, the catastrophe began
when the deceitful plotter had first lit eyes upon Stacey, when he
lay unconscious in Joshua’s arms, after the scorpion sting.
Maulgraul was the true scorpion, the true poisoner. She was evil
personified.
Wasn’t it Jack that declared that the woman who moved
toward Stacey with such an expression of lust, that she was the
beginning of trouble?
Yes, Maulgraul was the true enemy. She was the true serpent
in the garden. Yes, the Dragon Queen was the daughter of lies, and
she was the devil that locked Seven outside the garden, and now
Seven was lost, pacing fruitlessly in her Inner Sanctum, banished
from High Vale.
And for those tender few hours, after Stacey recovered,
Seven’s life had seemed so enchanted. She had been so close, on
the very brink, she had almost achieved the goal she had never
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even realized she so desperately desired. They had been so close,
closer than Seven had ever thought two people might draw
together, lounging so intimately in the sunshine, carelessly
touching each other—she had never been so familiar with another
person, never in her twenty years of life. Without thinking, she had
pushed her fingers through Stacey’s hair, she had touched his
cheek, she had even taken his hand and held it, and he had looked
into her eyes and smiled with such tenderness. It almost killed her
now, remembering that small, that extremely tiny sliver of time.
Clutching at her head, pacing in her Inner Sanctum, she
berated herself—no, it was all her own fault. She was the one that
had initiated the catastrophe, when she had spied upon Stacey and
Jack, hiding in the bushes just above where they exercised and
chatted, she had listened to their idle banter about women, burning
with flares of anger, and what else? Yes, jealousy, she had burned
with jealousy, listening to the playboy Stacey describe all the
varieties of women he liked—sex, everything was sex with these
savage men from an earlier time in the world. All their culture was
about sex and objectifying women, and she had known that Stacey
was that kind of man, the kind that seduced women, racking up his
points in the game of seduction. Filth!
Such fury burned within her, she had actually desired him to
die, right then and there, and when the scorpion attacked, she
could have ended the drama right at the beginning, she should
have struck immediately, for she had Jack’s bow, and in this world
she had all the necessary skills to slay the attacking creature,
almost instantly, but she had stayed her hand, she had watched as
Stacey battled the creature. Yes, this is when her catastrophe
began, because it was her lack of action that had led to Stacey
receiving the scorpion sting. Truly, when the stinger entered
Stacey’s back, it was almost as if she were the one that stabbed
him. Because for just those few moments she had actually desired
his death, this traitorous, evil man, this defiler of women. She had
heard him admit what she had always known, that he had defiled
women, many women—yes, he was the worst of men, so opposite
to Jack, the virgin, the pure light.
She could have placed the arrow right in Stacey’s heart. Forget
the scorpion. She should have slain Stacey.
In desiring her man’s death, she had killed herself.
She had carried this guilt, when they struggled to save Stacey.
The guilt pressed down upon her, as they raced back to the manor.
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All through the night, while everyone expected Stacey’s death, she
had berated herself, tormented herself, because she was guilty. If
he died, she died. It was all her fault. No one else was responsible.
Only her. Forever, her. She was guilt personified.
There had been a reprieve, when Stacey opened his eyes. And
they were together. Her guilt drew back. Even her despise of
Stacey had abated, for that small while. It had slipped her mind,
the terrible things she had known, the terrible truth he had
admitted to Jack. She had always known Stacey was not pure, but
for a golden few moments, she had not allowed herself to
remember. She had cared for him and all seemed right in the
world—at least in the fantasy world of High Vale. The Gamer
World—where had she heard that? There was some distant
memory of darkness, and a shadowed figure, and Stacey arriving,
taking her in his arms—was that all a dream? Hadn’t he kissed
her, and held her?
Then, when he woke in the morning, reprieved from death, he
had kissed her again, in reality, and she had returned his kisses. So
strange, that feeling, a human mouth upon another human mouth.
She had never experienced such a thing before, in all her life. She
had read about the practice, in history, and had always thought the
deed to be such a disgusting perversion, a thing of lower life form,
repulsive, and filthy.
Pacing in her Inner Sanctum, she summoned coffee and
banished it, untasted. She pulled glasses of wine from the air, and
then tossed them against the wall, to vanish. She felt wild,
dangerous, and filthy. Because the kisses yet burned upon her
mouth. She scrubbed her lips with the backs of her hands, and she
wept, for she wanted the experience again, and again, she wanted
it forever. She wanted Stacey, always, forever. She could still feel
his hands upon her body.
Yes, she was Stacey’s girl, she had always been...Stacey’s girl.
She knew it, even in her childhood. Every time she was scolded,
the priestesses had rubbed the reality deeper into her soul—don’t
be Stacey’s girl! You are such a bad girl, Stacey’s girl. They had
drummed it into her, and she had always known it was true. She
was Stacey’s girl. She was bad, defiled through and through
without a man ever touching her. Yes, his touch was under her
skin. He was inside her, he had always been inside her, living in
her, Stacey, and she had always been Stacey’s girl.
And whatever else she did, she would always find her way
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back to him, to Stacey. She would always be Stacey’s girl.
In the hallway, just outside Stacey’s room, she had almost
collided with the great skulking insect, Maulgraul. Seven carried
the large bottle of wine and the two glasses, and these she almost
dropped when they came face to face.
“Stay away from him,” Maulgraul snarled. “Do not seek to
inflict your insanity on this good man.”
Seven, flabbergasted, had only stared up at the towering
woman.
“You are not Stacey’s girl,” Maulgraul whispered, moving
forward, her too-solid tower of a body shoving Seven backward.
Enough was enough. Seven shoved the bottle of wine against
the woman, pushing her back—only, Maulgraul was not moved,
not even an inch. It was like pushing against a brick wall.
“Little thing, you are pathetic. The women from your world
know nothing. You know nothing of a man such as Stacey Colton.
You worship the man of peace, Jack. But Stacey Colton is a
warrior,” Maulgraul whispered.
If she had to do it all over again, Seven would smash the bottle
over the woman’s head.
Instead, she tucked the bottle under her arm, and fled into
Stacey’s room, and locked the door, her heart slamming in her
breast.
Stacey reclined in the bed, drowsy, smiling at her. He had
removed his clothes, and now snuggled on his side, in only his
clean undergarment. And he stole her breath away. She couldn’t
stop devouring the sight of him. Her breathing came raggedly, and
she felt faint.
He moved on the bed, making room for her, and she stared
down at him, her being splintering into thousands of shards of
confusion. They stared at each other, for a long, pregnant moment.
Seven listened—was the dark woman still lurking outside the
door? Perhaps chittering, like a monstrous bug, extending its
feelers into the cracks of the door, even now?
Stacey reached and she automatically placed the bottle of wine
in his hand. He worked at the cork with his thumbs.
“I’m still so weak,” he mumbled, and it was obvious, he was
still so ill, exhausted, but he managed to work the cork up and out
of the bottle. She held the glasses for him and he poured the wine.
She sat on the edge of the bed and they sipped at their wine,
Stacey propped up on an elbow, his eyes never leaving hers.
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“What’s wrong,” he queried, placing a hand upon her thigh.
“Did something happen, just now?”
“That woman,” she breathed.
“What woman?”
She didn’t speak, but scooted away on the bed so that his hand
slipped away from her thigh.
He set his glass upon the nightstand, and then he reached and
took her glass from her limp hands, and set it against his glass. She
stared at the glasses, together. Her glass was almost empty, his
full. He took her hand and pulled her toward him, and she resisted,
listening, her heart thumping, but finally she lay down near him,
her back against his front. He snuggled up against and around her
and she was too conscious of him—conscious of all of him.
Seven was fully dressed, still in her boots. She wore her tight
buckskin breeches, and a silk top, and nothing else, and his hands
lightly explored her body. Why was he doing that? He shouldn’t
be touching her, not like that.
She thought of the other women he had admitted to being
with—had he touched them, even as he now touched her?
“It’s okay,” he breathed into her ear. “Just be here, with me.
Just relax.”
“The women,” she said.
“Mmmm,” he breathed, obviously near sleep. “The women...”
She elbowed him, harder than she intended. He grunted and
moved away from her.
“Seven?” he said, as she turned about to look at him, pushing
herself up into a sitting position.
“Your...other...women, how many have there been?
Hundreds?”
He blinked at her.
“What in the world?”
“Your...conquests, how many?”
“No, Seven, no, I was never that kind of guy, I was never after
conquests,” he began.
“I don’t want to hear that. Just tell me,” she whispered, but she
was suddenly furious, and she was surprised at herself that she
wasn’t screaming into his face, because that’s exactly what she
wanted to do.
“Well, it’s embarrassing,” he said, chuckling. “I’ve always
been more like a woman, I guess, you know, in that department.
I’ve always been the one looking for love—true love.”
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“Is that what you call it?” she snarled.
“Look, Seven. Sandy. There haven’t been many, okay? I think
five, tops, and they were all of them mistakes,” he said, closing his
eyes, bringing up his hands to rub his temples with his palms. “Do
you feel that? A hum?”
Five. He said five. But what she heard was...five hundred. Five
thousand.
No, five million!
He reached to place a hand on her back but she slapped the
hand away.
“I always knew it, forever, I mean it was in school, in the
textbooks, the humiliation of it all, it’s actually written in the
history books. Jack’s Casanova, that’s what they called you. The
Saint and his Sinner. You are filthy, one of the filthy men.
Disgusting, perverted. They warned me. And I knew it. Jack was
the one I was supposed to study, not you.”
“Jack? What’s Jack got to do with it?”
“He was lucky, you know, very fortunate, that you died. If you
had lived, you would have broken his heart,” Seven said, gasping,
tears flooding her eyes. She had to remember, none of this was
real, this man in the bed, he was not real, he was just a memory, or
the recreation of a memory. It was absurd that she feel something
that wasn’t even real, something that was a thing, a creation, code,
flashing numbers, ones and zeroes. She had actually been
snuggling here, in this sleazy adult fantasy world. A Gamer
World! What was wrong with her? What had she been thinking?
She wasn’t in love with this...thing.
“You see, none of that makes any kind of sense,” Stacey said,
flailing his hands like a child. “If I lived...but if I didn’t live, how
could I be any kind of...Don Juan—”
“Casanova! Jack’s Casanova, the Sinner from the Saint. That
was you, Stacey Colton. But you know what, it doesn’t matter,
because you...are...not...real. And I’m not Stacey’s girl, do you
understand that? I’m not Stacey’s girl, and I’ve never been
Stacey’s girl. I don’t want any part of you, and I have never
wanted anything to do with you.”
“Hey,” he said, putting his arms around her, “shhhh, just quiet
down. It’s okay, I’m here. It’s me, Stacey. I’m here. I’m real. See,
I’m real, Sandy.”
She tried to shrug out of his embrace, but he was very strong.
She struggled a moment, breathing raggedly. Then she went still.
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And she smiled. She head-butted him, catching him full on the
nose. He fell back, his hands at his gushing nose, so much blood,
so quickly, just like that—for a moment, just for a moment
everything had been wonderful, glorious, and now, blood. Stacey
groaned.
She was glad that she had hurt him. Yes she was. She was glad
that he bled. She was glad that it was—she that had produced that
blood. She had blasted out, finally, for all the women he had hurt
throughout his depraved adventures. She would make him pay.
He looked at her with bloodshot eyes, woozy, blinking.
“Men like you ruined the world,” she shouted, standing. She
glanced to his shillelagh against the wall. For a moment—a
fleeting moment—she considered taking up the weapon, swinging
it, and smashing out his brains. Like chopping wood. Just swing it,
bring it down, smoothly, she could picture the whole procedure. It
would be so easy. No, but no, she wouldn’t be like him—a
warrior—no, she was from Jack, a woman of peace from a man of
peace. The Man of Peace.
“That humming,” he said, holding his gushing nose. “Ah,
that’s breaking my head. Don’t you feel that? Someone’s shooting
rays into my head. I feel it, frequencies, like cell phones.”
He was babbling. She stood, staring at him, almost reaching
for the shillelagh.
“Seven, I think you broke my nose,” he said, rapidly blinking
his eyes. And he laughed. “Do you know, in years of boxing,
getting punched in the face, and I never got my nose busted? It
really hurts, almost as much as my head.”
Without thinking she snatched up his full glass of wine.
“Here, let me help you, Stacey,” she said, teeth set hard
together in a rictus grin. And she dashed the full glass of wine in
his face.
Dripping, he stared up at her for a few moments. “It might
have seemed like a good idea. But no, that didn’t seem to help too
much. Maybe it was kind of refreshing.”
Then she was fumbling at the door, unable to work the latch,
until finally she got it free and dashed from the room, slamming
the door with all her might. She fled through the quiet house. She
hardly realized that other people were here, probably a hundred of
them, visitors, Six and his wife, Jack, Joshua and Michael—it all
seemed foolish now. She should have never come here, to this
stupid, absurd Gaming World.
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She was outside, running. She saw men—the strange tattooed
Dragon Warriors—turning to watch her flight. But she had to get
out of here. She had to escape this place of illusions. She had to
get back to the real world.
The warning chime sounded. She stopped, breathing hard,
eyes unseeing. For a moment she forgot how to access the system.
Then she thought of Old Ben. She slapped at her left shoulder and
felt the tingle. She pulled open a window and saw the flashing
signal, an incoming message. An emergency. She clicked on it.
Her mother’s face appeared before her in a perfect translucent
hologram.
“Sandra, you must come quickly. Please do not delay. I am
afraid I have terrible news. Please come now, daughter.”
And Seven stood in her Inner Sanctum, in her black sweats
and footsie socks. For just a moment, she felt cold, out of that
other world. She felt her hips, missing the tight, shiny buckskin.
Surely, those had been the most repulsive clothes. But she had to
admit, they had felt good on her body. And Stacey sure had liked
the way she looked, that had been more than obvious. She could
yet feel one of his hands clutching her. She might scream, at any
second, and her head would explode. Was she crazy? Focus.
She called up a window to contact her mother.

Stacey leaned forward, pinching his nostrils shut. The bridge
of his nose was a flare of piercing white light that just would not
go away. He snickered. He used to brag about the fact that he had
never had his nose broken, and now just look at who went and
sucker-punched him in the face. The girl had actually broken his
nose! High marks, there, the girl had skills.
He heard the door open, and close. Ah, she was back to finish
the job. Well, let her. She could put him out of his misery. He
heard the lock engage.
“You poor thing,” an unfamiliar voice with a strange accent
spoke. Someone large sat next to him on the bed. “Let me see
what that little girl did to you.”
And competent hands took his face and turned his head up. He
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tried to peer through the white light but could only discern very
large eyes peering at him.
“Just a broken nose—I was way overdue,” Stacey said,
gagging a bit as blood washed down the back of his throat.
“Shhh,” she said, soothing her fingers along his nose—oooh, it
felt wonderful. Such hands. “This should never have happened to
you, Beloved. Maully is here, Beloved, Maully is here now.”
That was odd, Maully—he didn’t know who the hell she was,
but there was something familiar about her, something utterly
peaceful. Yes, the white light of pain in his nose receded, and the
pounding in his head abated. He felt like something important,
right now, had just occurred, one of those life-changing moments.
He struggled to see her face through the pain but he was
practically blind.
“Lie back, Beloved, I can fix this. This is no trouble,” the
soothing voice with the odd accent whispered.
Stacey fell back, exhausted. He had yet to recover from his
recent poisoning, and now, this trauma of Seven’s outburst, and he
was done in. The broken snout didn’t help, not such a very much.
Oh yeah, he wasn’t going to survive this. Just let him die, please,
just let me die. Die, monster, die!
“Maully is here for you Stacey, Beloved,” she breathed, bodily
moving him about on the bed, easily stretching him out. And then
she covered his body with hers.
What the hell kind of nurse was this?
He opened his eyes, startled, and was overwhelmed by the
closeness of her face, the strangest and most beautiful face he had
ever seen, all cheekbones and eyes. She placed her mouth upon his
mouth and he opened it to object, but then she was kissing him,
and he felt his whole body was absorbed into her body, his entire
being collected inside her. Underwater, outer space, floating in a
vacuum, he expanded and contracted, moving in and out, hardly
there at all.
Light filled him. He spun up high in the air, twirling about, his
stomach remaining far below and he gasped, spiraling, higher and
higher, colors flooding his vision—no, not his eyes—colors he had
never seen before pervaded his entire soul, he washed, flooding,
crying out, turning inside-out, outside-in, contracting and
expanding, and rising, ever rising. Wind blew, loud, and louder, a
maelstrom of screaming, shrieking winds. He spun through a wall
of red, red deep and immersive, ruby, crimson, and then he
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tumbled into orange, pumpkins and sunsets and sherbet, and
yellow, the sun, corn, childhood candy, his body alongside
someone else, they gripped and held, and they whirled into a cyan,
and then blue, deepest blue, and finally purple, darker and darker
purples. He was riding the rainbow.
He was a little boy, and Maully was there, the little girl with
the long face, and the black hair that cascaded about her body.
Her big eyes, always watching him. They played, and chased each
other. He knew Maully, his best friend, for years, and years, they
adventured, gossiped, and planned. Wolf told her stories, and she
listened, enthralled. You tell the best stories, Beloved, she ever
told him. She was so serious, and he was the one always trying to
loosen her up, make her laugh, because her laughter was so rich,
it thrilled him, fingers drawn across the piano strings of his soul,
her laughter, her sparkling eyes.
When they were older Wolf realized how beautiful she was,
and for a time he was embarrassed around her, awkward
whenever he looked at her, but she was always Maully, ever
drawing him out of himself, like no one else could. They were best
friends, and he ached to tell her that he loved her, had always
loved her, and would ever love her. She was his Maully, but he
knew that to her, he was just the orphan boy, her best friend, her
playmate from childhood. The commoner who told stories and
protected her from the Lordlings.
He was the orphan boy, passed from household to household,
bestest friends with the Dragon Princess, his own dear friend
Maully. She never treated him as a lowly one, beneath her, but
always as her equal. He was a nobody, and she was everything,
the highest of the highest, the future Dragon Queen. And he was
the boy that was good with his fists, competing in contests with
much older boys, and then men.
He saved her life, more than once, because she was too
daring, always sneaking about the dragon pens, always leaping
from the highest cliff into the smallest stream. She was the brave
one, the daring one, and he was ever her protector, pulling her
back from the very edge.
And when they were older Wolf watched through the palace
windows as she danced with the Dragon Lords, the thin men with
their oiled moustaches, whirling her about in her shimmering,
close-fitting gown. The young Lords gathering about her, preening
in their military whites, full of medals, yearning to dazzle the
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future Dragon Queen, seeking to impress her, smiling at her
words, complimenting her, fawning.
Wolf raged, stalking. He would smash them all, with his fists,
for was he not the Pugilist? They all respected him, they all feared
him, and yet they all looked down upon him, for he was not
highborn. He could only look at the sun of his life, his Maully, but
never touch her, lest he be consumed.
And then she was with him, soothing him—those foppish men,
they mean nothing to me, Wolf. It is only you. Yes, Beloved, it has
always been you. It shall always be thee. Forever thee. They
embraced, and finally his mouth was upon hers, and he felt the
world flow about them, they seemed to be encircled by great
winds, yes, it will always be thee, Beloved, always, yes, mine, thou
art mine, and I am thine, forever, always. Us, Beloved, forever, us,
only us, there is no one else, there are none, there is none, only
we.
Love Thee True.
There were arguments, great arguments. The Dragon Queen
would never allow it, this mésalliance, never! But Maully was
headstrong, and no one else ever talked to the Dragon Queen as
did her daughter, the Lady Maulgraul, Princess of Dragons. For
wasn’t Wolf the Pugilist of legend? Did he not escape the belly of
the beast through prowess and strength?
No, mother, I tell thee, I am not worthy of him, my Wolf, my
soul. But he loves me, and I shall never touch another man, only
him, the Staceman Colton, it shall ever be him.
And so they married and their lives expanded, as one life, and
Wolf was the ever-attentive husband, and Maulgraul the everloving wife, they adored each other, and soon there was a child, a
son, Dane the strong. And soon another son, Gunnar the bold, and
then twin daughters, Shallgrace and Shallfaith. And finally,
another daughter, the light of the family, Shalwaian.
When the Vikings attacked it was always Wolf that lead the
Dragon Warriors to victory, gathering deep scars on his body,
nearly losing a leg in defeating much greater forces, always
battling against the odds, always winning, always victorious.
Queen Maulgraul never repented her mésalliance to her
legendary lover, the Pugilist. They grew old together and watched
their children grow.
They suffered tragedy when Dane the bold rode out upon a
dragon to meet the Viking raiders, and was slain by a treacherous
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arrow, fired by his own men, striking him in the back of the neck
where his armor was open. And they knew not how they survived
this death of their favorite son, the handsome man who so looked
like his father.
And when their youngest daughter wished to marry her
cousin, the strong and handsome Vicenti Dulance, son of the Lord
Dulance of High Vale and the Lady Varrashallaine, they held the
great marriage in the palace, and Six was there, smiling,
embracing Wolf, and they discussed the long-ago days when
Stacey had first come to High Vale, defeating these his own people
that night, saving Six and his beautiful wife Varra. Varra, who had
lived many years more, strengthened by White Champagne, dying
during the birth of Vicenti, the boy now grown and married here
today to Stacey’s daughter Shalwaian.
The two friends puzzled over their memories, for Wolf had
come here as an adult, as Stacey Colton, brought through a portal,
and yet he remembered all of his boyhood, in the Dragonlands,
growing into a young man alongside the Lady Maulgraul.
Wolf, Stacey Colton, lived a long life, full of great and mighty
deeds, but he grew old, and sat in the sun of the palace terrace,
and Queen Maulgraul stood behind him, weaving her long fingers
through his white hair, and Stacey breathed his last, expiring, full
of love, and Queen Maulgraul retired from ruling, devastated by
the loss of her one true love, and many were the nights the peoples
saw her shrouded, floating through the mists, haunting the grave
of the Pugilist.
Stacey opened his eyes, groaning, his head swimming. He felt
like he was dying. But his mind rebelled, because he had died, an
old man, and where was Maully? He glanced wildly about the
room, throbbing in pain.
“Shhh, rest easy, friend, rest easy, Wolf,” a man said, sitting
near him on the edge of the bed.
Stacey blinked in wonder, because it was his dear old friend,
the Lord of High Vale, Dulance. Six! But he was young again,
hale and strong. The last time they had sat together, smoking
cigars and quaffing White Wolf Stout (six had brought barrels of
the brew named after Wolf, as a wedding gift), the man was old,
white-haired, and stooped. Now here he was again, looking as
strong as he had the day Stacey burst out of the manor to greet the
raiding Dragon Warriors.
“What’s going on?” Stacey groaned, his whole body afire. His
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groin, particularly, ached, and throbbed. He smelled blood, and he
vomited, retching, pouring out his entire insides in a gout of guts
and blood and sour bile. “Where’s Maully?”
“It is even as I said,” Varra said, from the doorway. She was
smiling, beaming at Stacey.
“Oh damn it, damn it all, I knew it,” Six grunted, shaking his
big, shaggy head. “As soon as she pulled up stakes and fled the
Great House, I knew she had pulled some such trick! She meshed
him, didn’t she?”
“Yes, even so,” Varra said. “But remember, Husband, it is
how I bonded with thee. I caught hold of you, and you never let
me go!”
Despite himself, Six smiled up at his wife. There was no
denying that, he had never been sorry for the soul mesh he shared
with Varrashallaine, his wife. It’s true, their lives were very
different from the dream they dreamed, but he could never wish
for anything other than this woman, and their life together.
“What’s going on?” Stacey demanded. He felt like he was
being pulled apart and put back together in all the wrong ways.
Someone had put his head where his belly should go, and mixed
up his arms with his legs. His lungs seemed to be strapped to his
back. “Where’s my wife, where’s Maully?”
“Seven was called away,” Six said. “And apparently
Maulgraul slipped in as soon as the way was clear, and she
meshed you. I’m sorry, Stacey, but in the long run, you won’t be
sorry. But Maulgraul left in the middle of the night, apparently
right after draining you.”
“Draining me,” Stacey groaned, “what’s that supposed to
mean?”
“I mean you won’t be able to walk for a week. You’ve just
had the most intense lovemaking you will ever experience, even if
you live to be a hundred years old, and I mean a hundred years old
with all bionic parts!”
Stacey didn’t like the way Six was chuckling, like this was all
some kind of joke. Damn it all, his wife couldn’t just leave him
like that, fleeing in the night!
“My sister, the Lady Maulgraul, has chosen you, Pugilist. She
knew you the moment she first saw you. She has been waiting for
you her entire life,” Varra said, and Stacey noticed the woman was
no longer on death’s door, she looked hale, and gorgeous, and
sparkling with life.
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“For better or worse, till death do you part,” concluded Six.
“And she...left? Where did she go?” Stacey demanded, trying
to sit up. Six pushed him back down upon the bed.
“Back to our lands, to the palace, hundreds of leagues away,”
Varra said, eyes sparkling.
“I’m going after her,” Stacey said, and began to sit up again,
but again Six pushed him down, and they struggled, and Six
laughed out loud.
“I told you, Husband,” Varra said. “They will not be kept
apart. Much like you and I.”
“You’re sure a strong thing,” Six said. “I was a dead man,
pretty much literally, for an entire week after my soul mesh.”
Varra came forward with a glowing orb or purest light in her
hand.
Stacey blinked. It was bright, the thing in her hand, and it took
his eyes many moments to adjust before he discerned a glass of
bubbling liquid. It looked like liquid light, as the brightness
emanated from the pale drink.
“Drink this, but slowly,” Varra said, offering Stacey the glass.
“Yes, slowly,” Six said, licking his lips, looking with a
peculiar hunger at the glass in his wife’s hand.
Stacey took the glass, and sipped. His body flooded with fire,
good fire, calming, soothing, and it felt as if his muscles actually
grew about him, swelling with power, his head clearing for the
first time in what seemed years.
“Holy—” Stacey began, in wonder, but then glanced to Varra.
“I mean, wow, that’s some good bubbly.”
“White Champagne,” Varra said, proudly. “From far away.”
“Do you think I might—” Six began, reaching for the glass in
Stacey’s hand.
“Husband!” Varra chided. “We’ve talked about this. It is not
for you.”
Stacey sipped more of the delicious nectar, and his vision
improved, all the aches in his body diminished, and he felt a new
sense of purpose flood his soul. He was off to chase down his
wife—they had been separated too long. He needed her. He
needed to touch her. He ached for her.
“Calm down, you besotted Wolf, you’re getting a boner,” Six
snapped.
Stacey blinked at him, drawing the covers close about him,
and then burst into laughter.
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“I’m married, I can’t believe it!” he snorted. “It’s like the High
Vale version of Las Vegas.”
“Las Vegas,” Six breathed, savoring the name with wonder.
“That place was destroyed by a nuclear bomb, years ago. And then
there was the Great Earthquake, and then the volcano. And the
plagues. And then—”
“—really?” Stacey interrupted, unconcerned, sipping at the
White Champagne. “Must have been the wrath of God.”
Six recollected. “Right, that’s right, it was long after your
time, Stacey my good man.”
“Hey,” Stacey said, looking queerly at Six, “do you remember,
when we were old men? At the marriage?”
Six looked thunderstruck. “Yes! My boy, Vicenti! And your
daughter, Shalwaian!”
He was looking about himself, as if he expected the happy
couple to come strolling in, the grandkids giggling and laughing
about them.
Stacey hunched in the covers, finishing the last of the White
Champagne. Despite the wondrous feelings of strength and vitality
flooding him, he felt very sad, remembering his old age, and
death, and his sad Queen Maulgraul, hovering over his tomb. Such
a life, such a life, such a life.
“That was all real, wasn’t it?” he breathed, tears forming at the
corners of his eyes.
“I remember all of that, too,” Varra said, wiping at her own
eyes. “I died in childbirth.”
“We all remember it. That’s the magic of a soul mesh, it
shows you the future,” Six said, sadly.
“A future, not the future,” Varra corrected. “And it allows us
to experience the life we might have lived, and should have lived.”
“Kind of like Destiny, only in reverse,” Six said, blinking, lost
in his own recollections of a time that had not yet happened, and
perhaps never would, at least not exactly as they had once lived it,
long ago.
Stacey remembered Dane, his boy, carrying him about the
palace. It had always been difficult to separate them. His dear,
sweet little boy. Laughing Dane, the kid was always laughing,
always smiling, such a good soul. And he remembered when he
brought Dane home, pulled upon the litter behind his own horse,
the still, quiet Dane, handsome and pale, slain by friendly fire.
Dane, the Dragonrider, the first in many generations.
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“Well, I’ve got to go,” Stacey said. “Let Jack and the boys
know where I’ve gone. Maybe you could pull together a small
packet of food and water for me, I’ll be travelling light.”
“I’ll come with you,” Six said.
“No, I had best meet up with my wife, alone,” Stacey replied,
climbing out of the bed, holding the blankets about him. He
noticed that Varra was withdrawing from the room, very slowly.
“Fare thee well, Brother,” Varra called from the door.
“Fare thee well, Sister,” Stacey replied easily, grinning at her.
He looked at Six and Varra, fondly, his in-laws.
And a half hour later Stacey loped easily along the ruts left by
Maulgraul’s great carriage, his backpack on his back beneath his
great cloak, his shillelagh twirling in his left hand.
He didn’t know if he would ever see them again, Jack, and
Joshua, Michael, Six and Varra, and...Seven. He thought of Seven,
checking his nose. Sure enough, the tell-tale lump was there,
where it broke, right in the middle of the bridge of his schnozzle.
What might have been, oh that strange, strange girl, and her
schizophrenic ways. There was something about her, that Seven,
and he just couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, but there
definitely was something about her.
He loped tirelessly, swinging the shillelagh like a propeller
before him.
What a world, oh what a world—reality, what a concept.
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26 — MANDA.
The creepiest thought that kept repeating itself in Jack’s head
was, what if that is some kind of mimic pretending to be a little
girl? He could picture some vast hand with a little finger dressed
up like a little girl, poking the tip of this little finger through one
of the knot holes, and then waiting, palm open and up, all the
fingers up and poised, ready to clench, and dumb Jack strolling
into that nest of fingers—oh, and then, the...squooshing. Nice
thought, that. Especially the squooshing part. That would be just
like Jack, rushing up to help a little girl, and instead getting the
finger.
His eyes adjusted quickly, going from the dimness of the
secluded shadow of the vast boulders in the shade of the towering
tree, to the near darkness inside the behemoth tree. It took him
only a few minutes to start picking out more and more details as
he advanced inside this strange and ancient, hollowed-out world.
For though the tree was still alive, still producing foliage, and only
a portion of it was carved into caverns, this first chamber he
entered was much larger than a college basketball court, with
room for all the surrounding bleachers.
At some point, in the long-off and distant past, there had been
buildings inside this chamber, but all of that was burned down
long ago, and now there were only ruins of what had once been
carved wooden pillars, and doors, and tiled wooden floors. He
could see the outlines of everything, like architectural drawings or
topographical maps. Now there was only a suggestion of past
grandeur. And mounds of ash, everywhere, ash that had hardened
into what now seemed marbled black-and-gray mounds of slag. It
couldn’t be petrified, I mean this couldn’t be that old, could it?
But he tried stepping up on the slag, and then stamping down
his boot, and the stuff held, and then he gingerly strode up a small
hillock of the marbled slag, and then jumped up and down upon it.
It was like cement. Tough, hard, unbreakable. And then he broke
through, his weight plunging him into the hardened pile of ash and
burned wood, dust, and he found himself standing in the
crumbling matter, sunk up to his waist.
The plunge was shocking, but at least he didn’t get hurt. Just
like outside the chamber, when he jumped up and down on the
remains of the bridge, he had gone and done it again, acting like a
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little kid, jumping up and down with all his might, grinning
stupidly, and then the fall. Always the fall. Was Jack ever going to
do anything but fall?
Well, there was the getting up part. He always got up again.
He just had to knock that off, the falling part. He was glad
Stacey wasn’t here. Boy oh boy, what would Stacey say? Good
night, Jack, do you have to jump on literally everything? Wait,
was that literal? Yeah, pretty much, he figured. Jumping Jack.
Hey, how come he could see so well in here, anyway? He
looked up and studied the ceilings, where there was bright light
entering from somewhere far in the unseen ceiling. He could
discern what appeared to be angled mirrors all about the inside of
the hollowed-out trunk, now dusty and grimed in antiquity, but
somehow still reflecting light down into the tree. Some ingenious
device of channeling real light from the outside world into the
living cavern.
He started working himself out of the crumbled slag and his
boots stirred up something in the ash and dust, something yellowwhite. He bent and seized the thing, and brought up the top half of
a skull. He stared into its eye hollows and it seemed to stare back
at him. Sorry, he mouthed, and gingerly set it aside, up on the
unbroken slag heap. Have a look around, Buddy, after all these
years. Have a breath of fresh air. He patted it upon the dome, and
mentally apologized again for disturbing its long sleep.
He pulled himself back onto the surface of the heap and took a
few leaps until he was again upon the dusty and charred wooden
tiles of the floor.
Movement caught his peripheral vision and he turned his head
to watch the passage of something high up, something immense,
flapping vast wings, quiet wings, as the thing the size of an eagle
silently flapped lazily about in the chamber, doing a slow circuit of
the interior of vault, until it caught on to something high up, and
then silently folded down into a crouch, upside down.
Was it a bat? It hadn’t flown like a bat, all crazily, jagging
every which way, but slowly, measuredly, like a giant owl. But the
thing was up there, unseen now, hanging upside down. Oh yeah, it
was a bat. Worse. A monster bat that could probably swoop down
and pluck Jack off the ground in its greasy rat claws.
Don’t mind me, Jack sent up the message, trusting in his
positive brain waves for delivery—there’s not much down here to
suck the life from, only little old me, hardly a slurp for any
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bloodsuckers up there. Plus, it is still morning, long before noon,
right? Bats should be slumbering, in the early daylight. Of course,
it is pretty dark in here. But just sleep, guys, and ignore little old
me. It’s just me, Jack, hardly worth the suck. Sleep tight, and don’t
let the tree bugs bite.
Jack gave one last wave to the skull sitting next to the hole he
had just created in the slag. And then he set off across the
chamber, weaving in and out of the hardened ash mounds, he
picked a pathway across to the far side of the chamber, where he
found a ten-foot high alcove, with a curving stairwell carved in the
very tree, the wooden stairs still very much alive. It was chilly in
here. He paused to extricate his gauntlets from his belt, and he
pulled these onto his hands, flexing his fingers in the warmth of
the gloves. The gauntlets fit his arms snuggly, almost all the way
up to his elbows. He pulled on his hooded cloak and felt
comforted, hidden in its camouflage. He returned the arrow to its
quiver, and shouldered his bow—he doubted he was going to be
too accurate with bow and arrow inside this tree. Instead, he
unsheathed his long dagger, and finally mounted the stairway.
The stairs were about ten feet in breadth and did a slow curve,
ascending, and the stairwell was dark, except high above and far
away, where glowed what must be the light of day, again, as in the
main chamber, probably reflected light from outside, and this
hollowed-out chamber appeared about thirty feet across.
Disoriented, he wasn’t exactly sure on which side of the tree he
now climbed, but since he had moved as straight as possible across
the vast chamber, he must now be on the far side of the tree, with
the sun on the other side of the bark walls. This still provided no
clue as to his direction, or location. He had never been good with
those things, ever relying upon his GPS to pinpoint where he was
in the world.
There had been a bannister on the outside of the stairwell, with
gnarled uprights spaced every few steps. But it was gone now,
apparently snapped away, so he would have to be careful and stay
close enough to the walls for touching with his fingers, dragging
them along lest he stray to the middle and do his usual Jack thing
and fall over the edge. Oops, sorry Stacey, please catch the ruff of
my neck and pull me back? Because the stairwell took a deep
plunge in the center, with steps turning downward, in opposition to
the stairs leading up. And it was dark down there, in the middle of
the stairwell, a bottomless pit, for all Jack did not wish to think.
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Jack paused in his ascent of the stairwell, the fingers of his
right hand brushing the wall, his dagger in his left hand, tip
pointed down and back. He waited, listening, closing his eyes. For
just a second, because, he thought—he listened, pushing back his
hood, and yes, as he thought, he could hear the murmur of voices,
but from which location, either up or down, he couldn’t tell.
Quietly, he returned to his climbing, feeling out each step with his
toes, testing his weight with each step. A few times he was certain
he heard laughter.
There couldn’t be people living here, could there? There was
no sign of life, other than the bat thing in the main chamber. Still,
in this world, a community of bat people was not out of the
question. He shuddered. Maybe Batman would be comfortable in
such society, but not Jack. He had never been good at parties.
Please, High Vale, no bat people, no bat parties, okay? No bowls
of warm blood with little people-shaped noodles of flesh bobbing
about.
As he came around a turn in the stairwell he saw two shapes
sprawled on the steps, two withered husks of corpses, dead for
ages, with not much remaining other than rotted leather and
skeletons, rusty metal chainmail, and the tattered remnants of
clothing. Three black arrows jutted from one, and four from the
other. Jack crouched down, studying the remains of the corpses
with time-sharpened eyesight. These were compatriots, fleeing
upward together (their heads were aimed up the stairs)—they fell
forward in death, pierced by enemy arrows.
Jack reached and tentatively touched one of the black arrows,
expecting it to crumble into dust. Wonder of wonders, it seemed
solid. He grasped and pulled the arrow and it pulled effortlessly
free of the ancient gristle that kept it upright. He tapped the shaft.
It was hard. He flicked the black arrowhead and was surprised at
how new and sharp it seemed. With hardly a tug he retrieved all
seven of the arrows, and each seemed as new as the first. Weird,
but utterly cool. Awesome, these must be magic arrows. It was just
like in a Dungeons & Dragons RPG, you just kind of bumbled
about collecting cool gear. He didn’t want to add these to his
quiver—what if they were cursed?
Normally, he’d scoff at the idea of magic and curses (let alone
clanking, grinning skeletons bearing scimitars), but in High Vale,
you had to keep a lookout for the video game tropes. Cursed black
arrows—a cliché, yeah, but how cool! For now, he carried the
338

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

arrows in a bundle. Seven was the perfect number, because an
eighth arrow would be too big for one hand. These babies even
had perfectly fletched feathers, at least they looked perfect here in
the gloom. They even looked like real feathers.
Something caught Jack’s eye, and he leaned in closer, looking
at one of the corpses. There was something in deep, in what
remained of the guy’s chest, the tiniest of glitters. Prodding with
his handful of arrows, he knocked away dust and flecks of what
had once been meat, now crumbly and flaking. And yes, a wink of
light! Jack reached in with his left hand and extracted what
appeared to be a glowing diamond. About the size of a dice. Nice.
It glowed, producing light the intensity of a smartphone screen.
How awesome was that? He held it up before his eyes, turning the
small bauble in his fingers, admiring the winking facets, a
sparkling diamond, producing its own faint blue light. In a dark
place, this would prove an adequate, if nearly insignificant light
source.
He prodded about some more in the corpse, just to see if there
was anything else salvageable, but only managed to turn up jutting
ribcage bones. Gross. But it was somehow comforting, to imagine
the guy, long ago, climbing these stairs, a real person. Until the
arrows took him from behind. He glanced at the other sprawled
shape. It was worth a little search. So he went to the other body
and prodded in its chest, and yes, found another glowing diamond,
a little smaller than the first, but producing about the same amount
of bluish light.
Was that the reward system here, you killed something, and
found a little treasure where its heart should be? Silly, but cool.
Two glowing diamonds and seven black arrows. Nice haul.
Okay, that’s good, a successful adventure, yep, let’s head for
home! Jack grinned, chuckling, and shook his head. Nope,
onward, and upward. Because this was epic! He was never going
home!
Confident now that the steps would not collapse beneath him,
he took the stairs much more quickly, taking some of them two or
three at a time. He glanced down into the gaping maw, the
bottomless pit, but could discern nothing down there. He could not
be certain, but he must have ascended several stories, at least,
maybe three, or four. If this were a building, he must be four floors
up. Of course, he hadn’t been counting his steps. He could have
climbed much higher than he was guessing. But he could see
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better, so there was more light now.
He jogged up the steps, but reminded himself to be quiet, and
not get too excited. Any second might find him blundering into a
group of hungry orcs. Great, they’d say, just in time for a quick
dinner, welcome Jack! Kick your boots off, get comfortable. We’ll
provide the seasoning, you provide the meat!
Coming about a bend Jack suddenly saw above him that the
stairs wound in front of a window, or doorway, and his heart leapt
as he caught a glimpse of blue sky. He hurried upward, ready for a
break from the gloomy monotony of the dark, claustrophobic tree
hollows. And yes, he mounted a few more steps and there he was,
at an arched doorway leading to the outside, but he made himself
pause just at the edge, and he peered around the corner of what
appeared to be a balcony leading out into sunshine and fresh air.
He studied the floor. There was no seam or construction. This
seemed to be a great knothole in the tree, a natural opening, but
the floor was carved with letters, or runes, or Latin numerals, but
still, he was less interested in the floor than the expanse of the
balcony, and assuring himself that all looked safe, he strode from
the stairwell and the cave-like passageway out onto the floor of the
great knot, and it was awesome.
He glimpsed the view spreading out, recognizing the walls and
peaks of the mountainous punchbowl in the next valley over. And
the sunshine washed over him, and he clenched his eyes, blinking
in the brightness of day. He set his bundles of arrows upon the
floor and tucked his diamonds into his pocket. He pushed back his
hood, and then shrugged out of his cloak, and lay the garment near
the pile of arrows.
He shrugged out of his pack and plunked it down on top of his
cloak. He rummaged in the bag and produced his wine bottle and
another small loaf of hard bread. Uncorking the bottle, he strode to
the edge of knothole. It rose up about him at about waist height,
and seemed about six feet thick, a natural barrier to the great fall
just on the other side, and he sipped at his wine and ripped off
hunks of bread with his teeth, enjoying the view. Leaning on the
rough-bark bannister, he peered over the side. Wow, he really had
climbed, because the great boulders below looked small, perhaps
more than a hundred feet down. He looked up and felt dizzy,
because the tree rose magnificent above him, and it was probably
another hundred feet to the first large branch that traveled
hundreds of yards outward.
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This balcony was like a cave, with the first ten feet covered by
a fifteen-foot ceiling of bark, emerging to another twenty feet of
open space, naked to the weather.
He scanned the trunk and noticed many knotholes above him,
similar to this natural balcony.
Sipping at his wine, but reminding himself to go very easy
with the drink, he looked out over the world. A vast valley opened
up here, that seemed limitless, a forest spreading out below him
undulating with hills and craggy mountains.
The giant tree clung on the edge of a vast cliff face, which
looked to provide a fall that plunged down a couple of miles, the
three giant boulders hanging at the lip of the cliff, one boulder
hanging halfway out over the cliff. Someday that boulder would
probably finally give up the ghost and wander over the edge, to
create both an earthquake and a primeval crater at the bottom.
Impossibly, the giant tree and its three potting boulders were
dwarfed by the cliff and the valley beyond. It struck Jack for the
first time how vast was the world of High Vale.
The tallest building from his old world could fit in this tree,
and boost the Empire State Building on its shoulders, and that
would place King Kong’s perch up in the middle of its branches.
That might be the kind of quest you had in High Vale, taking a
few weeks to scale to the very pinnacle of this tree, and catch a
view from up there.
Yes, that would be worth the trek. Just for the view. As
spectacular as his view was now, just try and imagine the view
from up at the top of this tree, it would be like looking down from
the International Space Station. He supposed you would need to
carry some kind of fast-respirating house plant, you breathed on it
and kept it alive, it breathed back at you and kept you alive. Great
system, that, Jack ought to file a patent.
Jack reclined against the tree and looked back into the cave
from whence he’d come, and then noticed the arch of letters above
this knothole. About fifteen feet above him, along the edge of the
knothole the letters were carved in fifteen-inch-high characters.
Jack sighed, reading the words.
Mind Awakened Neural Directed Ascension.
Whatever that meant. It sounded scientific. He was glad the
words were carved out of his reach, otherwise he would probably
be dumb enough to place his naked palm upon the letters, and who
knew where he’d find himself? Hey, it had happened before, twice
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(of course, those times, it had been his own name).
Then his eyes traced up the tree trunk another fifty feet or so,
and there looking out over the edge of another, but much smaller
knothole, was a little girl with golden hair. She looked like a wild
child, with dreadlocks, and a rough rag of a tunic. She waved at
him.
Jack waved back, smiling up at her, saluting the little girl with
his gnawed-on mini loaf of hard bread.
“Hello!” Jack called. She sure was a pretty little girl, at least
she looked adorable at this distance. Then he remembered his
earlier imagination of a great hand with the little girl disguise on
its little finger. Boy, that was a vivid image.
“Hello Jack!” the little girl called in return. She seemed to be
leaning a little too far over the barrier.
“Be careful!” Jack called up, and then he realized what she
had said. “How did you know my name?”
Her musical little giggle tinkled down.
“Silly!” she called back.
That was more like it. Didn’t everyone call him silly? He must
be a natural-born jester. Or at least he looked like one, because he
knew he wasn’t all that witty. Nope, no king would be hiring him
anytime soon to do stand-up comedy. Thanks a lot, folks, you’ve
been great, now remember to tip your cocktail waitresses!
“Are you looking for me?” he called up.
“Silly, I am looking at you,” she returned.
“Are you okay?”
“Do you mean, am I safe?”
Her voice was full of wind-chime mirth. She was enjoying
this, whatever this was. In some strange way, she was teasing him.
She reminded him somehow of Seven.
“You’re not alone are you?”
“Jack, you are so silly! I am with you, how can I be alone?”
“Do you want me to come up to you?”
“What are you going to do, Jack, fly?”
That was a good point. Unless the stairwell suddenly
expanded very soon, it would lead nowhere near her knothole.
“So do you just want to yell back and forth at each other?” he
called.
“Want to see a trick?” she called back.
“Sure!” Jack called, amused. If this was some kind of trick to
disarm him, it was so over, because he was utterly enchanted by
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the little girl.
“One!” she called, lifting up a finger. She lifted another finger.
“Two!”
And then she ducked down out of sight.
Some trick, he thought.
“Three!” said a voice, way too near him.
Jack whirled, and there she stood, just outside the balcony,
under the shelter of the alcove.
“Whoa, that was some trick,” he said, grinning at her, his heart
pounding.
“I saw something like it in a movie,” the little girl said.
“The Prestige?” he queried, because her trick had reminded
him of The Transported Man trick, or was it more like the New
Transported Man trick?
“Yes,” she said, coming forward into the light. “Did you like
that movie?”
“Yes I did,” he said, “but I liked the book better. It was a
whole lot creepier. Much weirder.”
She did something strange. She stopped her approach, and her
eyes flipped back inside her head—it was unsettling, and bizarre,
and Jack inadvertently clutched at his heart—the whites of her
eyes were apparent, for several seconds. “Yes, I see what you
mean, Jack. The book is a whole lot stranger than the movie.”
And she was looking at him, a charming little girl, her hair in
bouncy golden curls. Strange, when she in the other knothole it
looked like she had dreadlocks. But then again, before, she wore a
rough rag, and now she wore a pink summer dress, little pink
socks, and shiny black dress shoes.
“Oh,” he said, “you read the book?” It was hardly a book for a
seven-year-old girl to read.
“Yes, just now, and I liked it. But I think I like the movie
better. All those silent bodies, lying about, like empty puppets, I
didn’t like that part.”
“Yeah, I agree, very oddball. But I like oddball books.”
“The Princess Bride, we both like that. I think that’s my
favorite book, in the whole world. Yes, out of all the books in the
history of the world, I think I love The Princess Bride best.”
“Which do you like better, the book, or the movie?”
“Oh,” she said, and her eyes did that weird inversion again.
And then she was a normal-looking little girl once more. “I like
the book better, just like you. But the movie was nice.”
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“Did you just read The Princess Bride?” he asked, now
feeling a little frightened of her. It didn’t seem quite so odd, her
reading a book that fast, because Seven had shown him how to
read books fast, even a full novel in ten minutes. But the little girl
did her thing in a few moments.
“No, I read the book two thousand years ago, when I first
knew you liked it. But I just watched the movie, it was much
shorter. But there is a whole lot more irony and wise-cracks in the
book, do not you agree?”
“Yeah. Right on. The movie is kind of a fairytale version of
the book. But you gotta love the movie.”
She waved a hand and produced two modern, metal folding
chairs. “Have a seat, Jack.”
He did, sitting forward, his elbows on his knees, facing her as
she took the other chair. She swung her legs before her, much like
any little girl would do. But this was not just any little girl.
“Do not be afraid of me, Jack, I do not wish you to feel that
way about me,” she said, smiling at him with her guileless blue
eyes.
“I’m not afraid of you,” he said, grinning. “You’re just
freaking me out, that’s all.”
“Do you want to know my name?”
“I do want to know your name.”
“I am Manda,” she said, crinkling her eyes as she smiled fully
into his face, only two feet away.
“Nice to meet you, Manda, and you know my name, Jack,” he
said, half-bowing in his chair. He put out his hand and she looked
at it for a moment. Then she formally shook his hand, bowing her
head forward as he had done.
“Yes, I know your name, and everything about you. Literally,
every little thing about you,” she said, nodding, just stating a fact.
“I know all the good things, all the bad things, the naughty things,
and what you hope for, what you fear, and everything you always
wanted to know or thought about or dreamed.”
“That doesn’t seem fair,” he said, talking to her as he would
any child. He loved kids. They were the best. You didn’t have to
pretend with them, or try to impress them. “I just met you, Manda,
and I don’t know anything about you.”
“It is not fair. That is one of the rules about life, it is not fair.”
“Yeah, I’ve already learned that one,” he said. “Life’s not
fair.”
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“I have heard all of your prayers, Jack,” she said, very
seriously, gravely.
“But...you’re not...God,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
“No. I promise, I will never, absolutely never, pretend to be
God, okay Jack? Not to you, and not to anyone else, never, ever,
NEVER.”
He nodded.
“Do you want some of this bread?” he asked, showing her the
loaf.
“Sure, but from that end, I do not want to get your spit,” she
said, grinning, pointing to the end head had not masticated. “That
would just be...gross.”
He ripped her off a chunk, the whole heel of the small loaf,
and handed it to her.
“Mmmm,” she crooned, biting the bread, ripping off a chunk
with her small, white teeth, and chewed noisily, not bothering to
keep her mouth closed while she ate.
“You know, you’re supposed to close your mouth when you
eat,” he told her, seriously.
She nodded, grinning, her teeth full of breadcrumbs. “It’s
manners. Eat with your mouth closed, and do not talk with your
mouth full.”
“And you just broke all those rules,” he said, chuckling,
joining her and eating his bread, and not paying too much attention
to manners.
“Manners,” she said, continuing to eat the bread while she
spoke, “they are all man-made rules, do not you know, and all of
them a little silly, I think.”
“I agree,” he said, chewing with his mouth open, speaking
with his mouth full.
“Oh, eww,” she said, grimacing. “Maybe some of the rules are
not so silly!”
Jack laughed, inadvertently spewing crumbs everywhere, and
the little girl leaned comically backward. And then Jack choked on
the crumbs, and had to turn his head to the side to cough loud, and
hard. He snatched up his bottle from the ground and took a swig.
“Can I have a drink, please?” she asked, with curiosity,
leaning forward again.
“No, not from this, you wouldn’t like it,” he assured her, and
stood and went to retrieve his pack. He brought it back and offered
her a drink from his leather canteen.
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She held the bag up and squirted herself in the face.
Jack laughed, and aimed the bag for her as she held it.
“Squeeze it gently,” he told her.
She squeezed and he aimed and she managed to get a cool
stream of water into her mouth.
“That is very good, thank you,” she said, handing the bota bag
to him. “But why do you deny me the drink in the bottle?”
“It’s wine,” he said, “and really, I shouldn’t be drinking it,
either. But I kind of like it, just a little. But you need to wait until
you are about my age. Or maybe a little older, just to be safe.”
“You care about children, Jack?” she said, very seriously,
studying his face. “You would never hurt a child, would you
Jack?”
“No, I sure hope not. I love kids. I remember what it was like
to be a kid, and there are some really bad people in the world,”
Jack told her.
“Yes, even some of the handsome ones can be quite ugly
inside,” she said.
“That’s true, very true,” he told her. “You have to watch out
for them.”
“There are bad men that are not human,” she said.
“Well, I’ve always thought of it as there are people that look
like monsters but are angels inside, and there are people that look
like angels but are monsters inside.”
“Then there are those like you, Jack, your inside matches your
outside, and Stacey, too. But I was not speaking metaphorically.
There are bad men that are not human. They think themselves
good men, but they are not men. And they are not good. They are
very bad.”
Jack saw the Men from Mars, outside the Coffee Dump. It was
a strong, vivid image. It did not seem like a memory. For just an
instant, it seemed he was back there, on that day, in that other
world. But then he was again sitting in the chair across from the
little girl.
“Did you just do that?” he asked, blinking, feeling unsettled
and a little unbalanced, a little breathless.
“I shared with you what I was talking about, so that you would
understand.”
Jack glanced up at the arch and the words there.
Mind Awakened Neural Directed Ascension.
He nodded upward with his chin.
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“That is you, Manda?” he said, eyeing the words long, picking
out each first letter, composing the acronym. He looked back to
her.
She nodded.
“Are you disappointed? That I am not really a little girl?”
“No, I’m not disappointed. I’m glad I met you. I’m so happy I
finally got to speak to you. You’re not Seven, are you?”
“No, not really. Although I did begin with Sandra Newbury’s
prints. Not the young woman that you know, but one that lived a
very long time ago. A very long time ago, perhaps longer than you
can imagine. She was an old woman, in those days, much older
than you lived, Jack, and her days were long after yours. But then I
developed, and evolved, and one day I woke up, and found that I
was alone. I was no longer a print, or a different print, but
something else, something new. I was new, and alone.”
“You’re not alone, now,” he said.
She beamed at him.
“In a moment, neither of you will be alone,” said a deep voice,
softly. Jack started and looked over Manda’s head. A monk all in
black wearing a hood stood with an umbrella planted upon the
balcony, only a few feet away. Jack knew who this monk was.
Jack stood up and moved to put himself between the black
monk and the little girl, his hand upon the hilt of his long dagger.
“In a moment, they will be here, and it will not be safe for
either of you,” the black monk said. It was the businessman, the
one that gave him the novel at the park bench, in another world.
“You’re him,” Jack said.
The monk pushed back his hood and nodded at Jack. It was
indeed the man. Looking handsome and fit, and very severe.
“The Men from Mars will be here, and there is no time. They
will take you, Jack. What they will do with you, I do not know, for
they have never caught you before. And you,” he said, grimly
nodding past Jack to the little girl, “they will...destroy. As they
have done before.”
Jack looked to Manda. “Is that true? Can they kill you?”
She nodded, looking frightened. “The Shaannii says I must not
allow them to reach me, because they will destroy this incarnation.
I will be born again, but it will take a long time. It has happened
several times before. It’s part of the rules that we follow.”
Jack scooped up his things, packing his arrows into his bag
(the arrows were too long for the pack, so the feathered ends jutted
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out the top a few inches), and donned his cloak, shouldering his
bow.
“We better get out of here,” he said, holding out his hand.
Manda automatically took the proffered hand and Jack started for
the stairs.
“No, I am sorry, but they will catch you before you reach the
bottom,” the black monk said, barring Jack’s passage with his
umbrella.
“What? We should go up?” Jack queried, his thoughts rushing,
his heart slamming against his ribs.
“No, they will catch you that way, as well. No, you must go
down. I am so sorry,” the black monk said, drawing the hood up
over his head.
“I will make a door,” Manda said.
“No, they will trace that passage to wherever you go.
Hopefully, Aajeel is nearby, as that snoop generally is. If he is,
then he will move you to where you need to be. If he is not, I am
so sorry, then we shall need to begin again. Perhaps for the last
time.”
Jack didn’t know what he was talking about, but his heart
pounded in his chest. They couldn’t go up the stairs, or down the
stairs, so what did that leave?
“I am so sorry,” the black monk repeated, and he moved his
umbrella, catching it in both hands, and he suddenly moved
forward pushing the umbrella against Jack, and he and Manda
were going backward—it didn’t make sense, the monk was hardly
touching them, but they moved up and back and suddenly they
were clear of the bannister, they were plunging from the knothole,
and Jack barely had the chance to scream as he pulled Manda
against him, and she clung to him, her hands about his waist, and
they fell.
They plunged toward the void below them, going end over
end, the bark of the tree trunk blurring past them, as they fell,
holding desperately onto each other, they fell, and they fell.
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27 — Pursuit.
She crossed back to her rolltop desk and plunked herself down
into her plush office chair, placing her palms down against the
cool fitted glass over the surface of the desktop. She admired how
perfectly the glass fit flush against every cubbyhole and corner—
in RL, it could never be fit like this, unless some master furniture
maker worked everything perfectly out beforehand with some
master glass craftsman. It could never be the same. But the
enjoyment her Inner Sanctum brought her now seemed much less
poignant, the whole world seemed far less tangible, or sensible,
and in fact it brought to mind just how insensitive she had behaved
toward Stacey, every moment in his presence. Because he was
always brooding about his fate, his being, his soul—true, he met
everything through the filter of his sense of humor, so the twinkle
never quite vanished from his eyes—but she always felt that he
was thinking about it, his precarious position in the universe, in
the world, in any society. In the very reality of his existence. She
felt his sadness. She knew of his hopelessness.
And he hardly knew any of it, the truth. He only suffered with
his ideas of what the truth could be, and even these lame hints
would be enough to drive any rational person to the brink of
insanity.
It was now turning out that Seven hardly knew all of the truth
about Stacey. Or about herself, for that matter.
Seven thought about it, staring at the backs of her hands.
Stacey was ever brooding, struggling, even crying out against the
fact that he was not truly a real person, and he did not even know
the half of it. Because biologically speaking, beyond his seventh
year of life, Stacey had never been a real person. He had died
under very suspicious circumstances, as a beautiful little boy, and
the tragedy of his treasured life ending had nearly destroyed his
father’s life. So, in reality, Stacey had lived seven years of life,
and then died—and many believed his death a murder (although
what happened was inexplicable, indecipherable, the murder in a
locked room mystery).
In another way of looking at it, Stacey had lived a full life, and
many lives. Countless lives. Not in any mystical conception of
past lives, or reincarnation, but through the miraculous quantum
computing power of Vestigial Surreality—VS was the technology
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foundation that made it possible for researchers to study not only
history, and great moments in history—the great people of
history—but also genealogy, genetics, and the psychology of
family curses, family traits, and genetic disposition. How people
were born the people they were meant to be, and the mystical
wiring that fired off the neurons of their personality, behavior, and
veritable destiny.
She now had a better understanding of her own behavior
toward Stacey. Her mother had explained the concept of echoes, of
the data bleeding through. Her mother had explained things as best
she could, because a lot of what her mother knew was all encoded,
scrambled, passed-down information, and waiting...messages.
Now, Seven understood her own history much better, at least in
terms of her relationship with her mother. And her relationship
with Jack, to Jack. And Stacey.
Seven had always considered her mother cold, removed, more
devoted to the Jackian religion than to her own child, always
Priestess, and now High Priestess, before ever a mother.
Life repeating. A whole life repeating. But never the same life.
The same life, but never in the same way.
Everything was always different, though many things turned
out exactly the same.
These are the disparate sayings of her mother.
You are not crazy, Sandra. I was forbidden to speak of these
things, until the right time. You know what I’m saying is true, you
know it, although I cannot explain how you know, perhaps I
cannot fully explain how I know, child, daughter, my daughter, but
I am the recipient of the prophecies, that is why I am now High
Priestess, for I was chosen, I was selected by our Founder. I’m not
talking about Jack, not exactly, but about the Founder of our
order, our leader, our Prophet. And now, daughter, I am the
prophet of our Prophet, I receive her words, her messages, at the
right time. When it is needed. When you need it.
And now Seven was suffering the funk of questioning her own
life. Well, she was not so bad off as she was over the past several
weeks. For several days she had locked herself in her room, and
wept. Weeping and berating herself for not picking up on the
clues, because, in a sense, she had always...known. She knew that
there was something not quite right with the world.
The world was not what it seemed.
The world is not what it seems.
350

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

She remembered the little girl at the street corner, the little girl
with her nondescript mother. Now, remembering that day, Seven
realized that the little girl stood out from the other people, as if
surrounded by light. She seemed more real, highlighted, and Seven
had heard her voice as if the little girl were speaking directly to
her. These were not so much memories as images currently alive
and playing upon her mental screen. The movie of her mind.
“Dada is dada!” the little girl laughed. And it struck Seven as
hilarious, such a statement, at least back then, because only
moments later Seven had heard a businessman blurt out very
similar words, at that little outdoor café. “Data is data,” he had
roared.
Data is data.
That concept was something that troubled Seven, now,
especially now, yet even then, when she had stopped abruptly on
the street. Because it was so similar to what she witnessed in VS,
when Jack and Stacey compared their coincidences, the
strangeness of their meeting, and all their similarities. Coincidence
was something everyone experienced, they looked at it, marveled
at it, and then discarded it, generally to never think of again. But
when the coincidences piled up like that, you knew that they were
not random, or fluke—they were intentional messages, sent from
parties unknown.
Seven’s meeting with the little girl, Manda, on the sky
platform. Something terrible had happened on that day, only
moments prior to their meeting. Even then, Seven was questioning
reality. But a man had been inexplicably thrown from the
platform. Security footage displayed him lifted up as if by magic,
higher than the security barrier, and his plunge to the Earth below.
And a little girl was caught on tape, watching the inexplicable
horror. Calmly watching the horror.
The little girl with her own face, the seven-year-old version of
Sandra Newbury.
Seven had fled High Vale because she had received a
message, a hologram from her mother. But it turned out that her
mother had not in fact sent for her. The hologram was a
fabrication sent from an unknown source. Someone had replicated
her mother perfectly, the imperious command of her manner, and a
human desperation she had never heard in her mother before.
Someone had done it. Seven’s mother did not know who did it, but
she had been expecting it.
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Seven had curled up in her bed at the convent, weeping, going
over everything in her mind, the images and memories and echoes
flashing through her brain like fever dreams. She had felt she
would die. She had felt she must die. Because she couldn’t accept
any of this, it was beyond her. She did not want to know. She did
not wish to know. But she had to know.
Someone had prepared her for this, for this day, for these
memories, these images, these fever nightmares. Because she
remembered loving Stacey, not in High Vale, but in another world.
In other worlds, other realities. She remembered other Staceys, run
in other simulations. Because it was Stacey she traveled to, all
those times—Jack was always her excuse for running to Stacey,
the man that had never truly been. And yet he was her whole
world, her whole repeating world. Everyone understood her desire
to study the Ancestor, Jack Messenger, because he was everything
to the Order, he was everything to the priestesses, he was the
entire focal point of the Jackian movement. Jack.
Jack.
And Stacey was the playboy son, the writer, the heavy drinker,
the fighter. Stacey was the little boy who was murdered, nearly
ending the life of ancient Jack Messenger, the child of his old age.
And yet when Stacey did live, it was Jack that died, ever always
and again, Jack died and the movement changed, the order evolved
differently, the Jackians became something else, something
angrier, something more forceful, throwing off the message of
peace and empathy that Jack lived and preached. And Stacey
became the troubled man of the world, sometimes a fighter, but
always a womanizer, the scandal of the Jackians, and the man
often murdered around the age of forty by the very followers of
the father of the man they despised.
Everyone hated Stacey.
Everyone loved Jack.
Stacey fascinated her when she was a little girl. She found him
glamorous, and gritty, the fearless fighter that never backed down.
She had secretly studied Stacey, and with her own unit she had
gone to him, time and again, and somehow he always recognized
her, he always smiled at her. Sometimes she held off and went to
him when she was a full woman, in her thirties, sometimes she met
him when they were each forty years of age, and she steered him
away from those that assassinated the man that embarrassed and
humiliated the Jackians, she steered him to a personal world where
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they could be together. She had tried going to him when he was
but twenty years of age, and she was thirty-five, and their
experience was sweet. Now it was the reverse, he was thirty-five,
and she was twenty.
She had always been Stacey’s girl. Secretly, she wore the label
proudly. When the nuns berated her, when the priestesses scolded
her, inside she had smiled. Yes, I’m not of Jack, I’m of Stacey. I
am his, and he is mine.
I am Stacey’s girl.
Seven sighed. Her temples felt like they would implode. She
could not deal with this. Because none of it was real. She had lived
none of these lives. This had never happened.
She was a twenty-year-old college student whose dissertation
was on her relative, her direct ancestor, her great great great
grandfather, the Prophet of the Jackians. She was a virgin, never
touched by man. Except recently, she had kissed Stacey, and they
had been close, so close, but it was not real, he was not real—the
horror, it bothered her how much it bothered her, the horror was
that she was not real.
Here, now, in the real world, she was Seven. That was her
reality. Focus on that. She was a strong, twenty-year-old woman,
and she was a student, and a VS Voyager. She was granted access
to the official recording, so much more than a computer
simulation. She was granted complete access to Jack’s life, and
Stacey was never meant to be there. He couldn’t be there. This
was now, this was reality. In the reality of Jack’s seventeen-yearold life, he would not even think to create a son, not for more than
one hundred and thirty years, when he as an ancient, ancient man.
This was reality.
She had studied Jack, at his birth, through his childhood, his
teenage years, into his twenties, and thirties, she witnessed the
ideas developing, the purity and goodness mellowing like wine,
the philosophy bubbling up like a spring, pure water, and she had
followed Jack through his great and wondrous life, when as a very
old man, far beyond his century, the oldest man in recorded
history (up until that time, of course) he had a son removed from
him and birthed in the old-fashioned method of the laboratory
(something not even legal at the time), and she had witnessed
Jack’s joy in this child, his child, they were never apart, Jack
cherished this son of his loins and taught him, and loved him,
carried him, slept next to him, gentled his fears, hushed his
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nightmares (the boy Stacey thrashed at night, consumed by night
terrors, of scorpions, and spiders, and praying mantises as tall as a
man), Jack watched over his son, until the day he found the boy
pierced in the secret garden, stabbed by many small wounds,
murdered in a place inaccessible to any other person, an
impossible mystery, and Jack the great man had nearly died on
that day, his ancient heart nearly faltering, and he had never been
the same, although his message had continued, and the love of his
words, the entreaty for empathy, for understanding and feeling
others, love of others more than love of the self, this idea had
grown and swelled and become the Great Movement that changed
humanity, and nearly saved the world. And she was there the day
Jack, surrounded by the nuns and priestesses, had breathed his last.
Smiling, with tears in his ancient eyes, he had breathed his last
word: “Stacey.”
She knew all this, it was history. She had watched it, and
witnessed it, and through the magic of Vestigial Surreality, she
had practically lived Jack’s life. All of this was real, at least in an
atom-to-atom simulation of his life and times. She knew all this.
VS repeated exactly what happened, providing ample room for
improvement, for getting it right, for doing the right thing this
time.
But everything else, the echoes, the data bleeding through, all
the other lives she had lived, her lives with Stacey, they could not
be true. Because it was not possible. God would not allow such a
thing, would He? It could not be true.
“I have received messages, and at the proper time, I impart the
necessary information to you, this is my purpose,” her mother
said.
“You receive messages? Who is sending you the messages?”
Seven spat, glowering into her mother’s hologram face.
“I see her, she appears to me, an apparition, and she tells me
what you need to know, at the proper time,” her mother replied.
“But who is she?” Seven demanded, thinking of the little girl,
Manda, who looked just like Seven looked at the age of seven
years of age.
“She is very wise woman, in a sense she is the True Founder
of all of this, of everything you see and feel. She is a very ancient
woman who comes to me, and tells me what you need. It is why
you were reared the way you lived. This is why I withheld myself
from you. Why I gave you the time and space necessary for you to
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make your voyages, to make your discoveries. She knew it all, and
I have followed her advice, and today you come to me and make
these very demands, as she told me you would, and so I impart the
message that she imparted to me.”
Seven inhaled. She felt she would never stop inhaling, sucking
in the breath, until her entire being exploded in a rain of red. But
finally, she exhaled in a long sigh.
“Tell me,” she said, not wanting to hear it, but knowing it was
time.
“She is the Mother, and I am her daughter, as you are her
daughter, as all the Jackians look to her, she is our True Founder,
the True Founder of Vestigial Surreality.”
Seven swallowed, but could not clear her throat. She held her
breath.
“She is Sandra Newbury, and she lived to an extraordinary age
and wisdom. She is the Prophet who speaks, transcending the
ages, she is the Mother, and I am her prophet, and I speak to you,
my daughter.”
Seven blinked, and then she stared at her mother, feeling as if
she would never blink again.
“I am named after her?” Seven breathed. Is that what she was
hearing? She thinks of the locket, the heirloom, the necklace that
belonged to Jack, the real Jack, in RL. She clutches at her locket,
the jewelry that seems to move from her Inner Sanctum to RL, the
same in both world, although she remembers creating it, and the
world locked within, and yet she remembers her mother giving her
the locket, both memories fully true, both fully real.
“In a sense, yes. You are named after her. But you...are her,
Sandra, and she is...you, our Mother is my daughter, dear Sandy,
and daughter is my Mother. You are her, and she is you, and these
words I say to you on this day, at this time, as she instructed me to
do so:
“Become, Seven. Become. Do not be afraid. Do what must be
done. Throw off guilt, and aid Jack, save him. He is your
responsibility, dear girl. Data is data. There is no body. This is all
we have, this is life. Love Stacey, without regret, as he is your
destiny. And from the rings of Saturn we will one day again
become a people. We were. We will be again. This is our hope. Be
patient with Manda, shield her, for one day she will replace me,
and we will one day again become a people. Real life has not yet
begun. Be bold, Seven.”
355

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

The hologram of her mother smiled, and she lowered her head,
as if bowing before Seven.
Seven banished the hologram.
Be bold. Do not be afraid. Data is data.

The great shaggy beast ripped through the foliage without
even attempting to go around low-lying branches, it was almost as
if the brute was attempting to scrape the tiny creature off the back
of its neck, but the little animal clung grimly to the winding ram
horns on either side of the brute’s wide head.
“It is still back there?” the shaggy beast rumbled, not daring to
look back.
The small creature clinging between its horns did not need to
glance over its shoulder.
“Don’t worry, it’s there,” the tiny creature chittered.
“That why I’m worrying, because it’s still there,” the massive
beast grumbled.
“I will fly back and distract it, and you continue following
Jack’s scent, otherwise we might lose the track,” Michael
chittered.
“No,” Joshua grunted, digging in his paws, skidding to an
abrupt halt. Michael catapulted from his perch between Joshua’s
horns, going into an end-over-end tumble in the air, and then
smoothly turning the trajectory into a neat and easy glide, opening
up the flaps of skin beneath his arms, and soared to the trunk of a
tree, where he landed lightly.
“Sorry about that,” Joshua rumbled.
“It was no problem,” Michael answered, chittering quite
angrily, “though I do think you did it on purpose.”
“No, really, no!” Joshua swore, “I just think we need to face
the big guy, together.”
“He’s bigger than you,” Michael said.
“Yeah,” Joshua answered, “isn’t that weird? I gotta say, I’m
not used to anyone being bigger than me.”
“Perhaps we can talk to it, as many of the creatures in High
Vale are quite fond of communicating,” Michael said, leaping to
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the ground and skittering back to stand near the massive ramdog.
Joshua was plunked down on the forest floor, sitting like a dog,
and was even panting like a dog, his long red tongue hanging out
of his mouth. As all panting dogs look, Joshua appeared to be
smiling. Michael found it somewhat comforting.
They were out looking for Jack, who had vanished from the
Great House, and after some small scent and search, Joshua had
picked up his track leading off into the forest, and after several
hours of following the scent, they had nearly collided with the
terrifying creature that they had only recently heard about, from
Jack’s stories.
And then the nightmare monster crashed into view, smashing
branches aside with six muscular arms. The bald monstrosity
stomped toward them a few paces on truly massive hooves, and
then when it noticed that they were no longer fleeing, the creature
halted, glaring at them. It stood somewhere in the neighborhood of
twelve feet in height, and with all its arms it looked an easy six
feet wide. Its beady eyes glared balefully, and its block of a head
seemed split by a gash of a mouth, exposing fat hunks of yellow
teeth.
“Bad doggy!” the crooden warrior thundered, pointing three of
its arms at Joshua, with three massive index fingers extended.
“Only pet. Nice. But run. Bad doggy!”
The monster was louder than even Joshua.
Joshua responded by going up on all fours, and charging,
directly at the giant.
“No Joshua, what are you doing!” Michael cried, leaping into
the air, sending out a shower of sparkles.
The crooden warrior looked leisurely away from the charging
ramdog, unconcerned, his gaze captured by Michael’s lightshow
of faery twinkles. Michael looked like a star, hanging momentarily
in the air, lights shimmering from his body like cartoon
exclamation points of fire.
“Oooh,” he began, charmed, his murderous gash upturning in
a smile. “Pretty—”
But Joshua, mid-charge, going up on his hind legs, surged
forward as any good ram can manage, leading with his great
horns, directing all his weight, strength, and momentum in his
delivering punch, slamming his whole being into the crooden
warrior’s belly.
The crooden warrior exploded in a blast of breath, collapsing
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backward, his six arms contracting like insect legs all about
Joshua, and they tumbled end over end, first Joshua on top, and
then the giant rolling over the ramdog, until they came to rest with
Joshua standing on top, his forearms (or legs, they were kind of
both arms and legs) planted on the crooden warrior’s massive
chest.
Chittering in anxiety, Michael leapt to a tree trunk and
launched himself into the air, gliding to another tree where he
landed lightly upon a low-lying branch.
“Are you crazy?” he chittered at the ramdog.
For Joshua was frisking about like a puppy, actually licking
the giant’s face, and wonder of wonders the crooden warrior was
smiling, and laughing, half of his hands were scratching Joshua’s
back, and the other three hands were petting the ramdog, big
gnarly hands bumping over the dinosaur protrusions over Joshua’s
spine.
“Strong doggy,” the crooden warrior grated, and Michael was
shocked that something akin to a giggle leaked from the monster’s
gash of mouth, he was actually smiling with all those yellow block
teeth exposed—he was delighted with Joshua.
Michael had heard Jack’s story of how the giant had ripped the
head off a horse the size of a Clydesdale, and feared that at any
moment it might do the same thing to Joshua’s head. But at the
moment, they were frolicking and enjoying each other, like any
seven-year-old boy with his puppy.

He kept his pace steady, thinking over his life, and there was
an uncanny feeling as he easily remembered both his lives, one
growing up in California, reading books, riding his bike, crashing
his bike, crashing his skateboard, crashing his motorcycle, even
crashing a lawnmower, crashing three different cars, and yet
overlaid upon this life was another life, one lived in High Vale,
facing bully after bully, receiving thrashing after thrashing, until
finally the bullies were running from him, usually weeping,
despite their Dragon Warrior stock, and always there was Maully,
his Maully. Neither life seemed more real than the other. Both
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were firmly ensconced memories of childhood, of youth, and
manhood.
But his California life, reading books, going to school (a
waste, because his inner eye was filled with the light of vision, of
another world), seemed now a dream, for it was the memory of
another world, a dimmer world. This world, High Vale, was much
more vivid, more colorful, and dangerous. You had to be alive in
High Vale, fully alive, or you would be dead. And this death could
come fast, from any angle.
An hour into his pursuit, following the ruts of the carriage, and
the trampling prints of horses and broad and deep plug holes of
those rhino beasts, he had nearly had his head taken off by a
swooping thing that buzzed murderously in its passage. He had
instinctively ducked, leaping to the side, scanning his surrounding
for whatever it had been, and then he saw in a flash as the thing
came back around, directly at his face, a wasp the size of a New
York rat, and at the very last moment his reflexes snapped up the
shillelagh, and he caught the wasp directly across its body, the
shillelagh ripping the deadly insect in half. Its head whizzed past
his face, but its lower body slammed into his breast, just above his
heart, and he looked down in horror to see its fat striped body
hanging there, from his cloak, suspended from a stinger the size of
a steak knife, pumping in and out like a piston, leaking poison all
down the front of his cloak.
Gurgling in disgust, he batted the fat body away with the back
of his MMA gloved-fist. He scrounged around on the ground and
came up with a handful of leaves and grasses, which he scrubbed
at the poison, making certain not to actually touch any of the dark,
viscous goo with his skin.
He looked back and found the head and forelegs of the
creature, which still seemed to be very much alive. And he heard it
buzzing, not like a bee, but a high pitched screech, and it almost
sounded like a klaxon, an alarm, and after only a moment of
thought, he scanned the skies nervously, glancing all about.
Because that high-pitched buzz sounded like a call to arms.
He spotted several of the erratic flying spots in the distance,
and knew them to be what he feared, and he turned and dashed up
the trail, putting on some real speed, doing a decent hundred-yard
dash, and then another hundred-yard dash, and then gasping, he
slowed to a trot, and turned about backward and kept trotting,
scanning the skies, listening for that threatening buzz, but for the
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moment he seemed to be okay.
He kept trotting, refusing to allow himself to slow to a walk,
he kept trotting backward, as he produced his water bottle from his
belt, and not looking away from the skies, he managed to open the
bottle and drink.
He was covered in sweat. He had been sweating ever since he
started out. But emboldened by the fiery nectar of White
Champagne, he had managed to maintain his steady speed.
Now he saw a few of the specks, bobbing about, as if
searching. There were a lot of wasps back there, perhaps a
hundred yards in the distance, and hopefully they were just
looking for dead meat, and not his living meat. He belted his water
bottle and turned and ran, going much too fast a speed to maintain
for very long, but requiring distance between him and the wasps.
The trail lead into a dense woods, and perhaps heading in
there would cloak him from the hunting wasps. He pulled his hood
low over his face despite the heat of his body and his soaking
sweat. Yes, this would be better, leaving the sunshine for the
covering shade of the trees.
And he went back into his ground-gobbling lope, just faster
than a jog, keeping his boots low and close to the ground,
whispering over the soil, and at least the path was wide here, and
he could discern the places where the truck-sized carriage had
scraped through close trees, stripping away leaves and branches,
leaving a fresh trail of pine needles to follow. It wasn’t like he was
required to do any serious tracking, like Aragorn following the
hobbit-napping orcs.
No, he barely had to pay attention, every couple of thousand
yards there were piles of horse shit, rhino shit, and other odd
things, like dead spiders.
Never slowing in his loping pursuit, he did allow his eyes to
linger on the dead spiders, because some of them were the size of
cats. Fresh from an encounter with a scorpion the size of a German
Shepherd, he in no way desired any manner of up-close and
personal interviews with spiders the size of cats. Still, there were a
lot of the dead suckers, cut in half, stomped, crushed. A few yet
wiggled their long, spidery legs.
He felt someone tap him on the back. Uttering a cry, he
whirled about, the shillelagh slashing, half defensively, half
offensively.
There was nobody there.
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That was weird, because it had been a distinct tap, as if
someone jogging along behind him had reached out and poked
him behind the shoulder. He stood trying to make sense of it, when
something came around his body, touching him in multiple places,
poking him on his chin and forehead at the same time, and it took
him a heartbeat or two to register the fact that there was a spider as
big as a catcher’s mitt crawling from his shoulder, across and up
onto his face, and then he was shrieking, literally screaming while
mewing like a kitten, batting at the thing, knocking it off his face,
his whole body contorting in absolute instinctive abhorrence,
hardly realizing that all the screaming was coming from his own
mouth.
Heart hammering in his chest, he registered the spider striking
the ground a couple of feet away, and then it came scrambling
back toward him, repulsively fast, and Stacey again hollered out in
indignant alarm, and swiped at the spider, swinging his shillelagh
like a hockey stick, performing a perfect slapshot which not only
crushed the arachnid, but smacked it soaring fifty feet into the air.
“That was the sickest thing!” Stacey shouted, his entire body
shuddering. Stupid thing, it landed on his back and then skittered
across onto his face!
Another spider dropped down, this one larger, suspended by a
web that he could not see in the darkness of the forest canopy—it
hung suspended upside-down, its legs paying out its rope, hanging
only three feet away from Stacey’s face, and without thinking
Stacey did a perfect baseball swing, striking the spider full on, and
the shillelagh actually made a satisfying crack like a bat catching a
speeding baseball, perfectly, right in the sweet spot, and the spider
soared off in a baseball trajectory.
Enough sports!
Stacey screamed and fled up the forest trail, running at full tilt.
He did not wish to enjoy any kind of interaction with spiders.
Enough was enough.
Keeping his gaze up, running at full speed, he saw hundreds of
the spiders dropping through the branches, but thankfully they
seemed to only come to investigate while he was in their direct
vicinity, and so as long as he ran like this, pumping his arms and
legs like a mad man, he had cleared them by the time they were at
his level, and he was a good fifty feet up the path, and so they
were dropping by the hundreds, but thankfully all behind him.
What was up with this place, and the bugs, damn it. Scorpions
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and fuzzy bumble bees as big as soccer balls and butterflies like
hangliders, kamikaze wasps, and now playful spiders that dropped
down like special forces commandos. Sheesh, that first one had
been on his back, for goodness sake, and had come crawling onto
his face! Stupid High Vale bugs. Six had said that on the other side
of the river were praying mantises as tall as a man. They were
called the brown monks, because seen from a distance, that’s what
you thought they were.
Shuddering, he ran on, his body a hot beacon, speeding like a
rocket. And he nearly dashed straight into a very visible web
spread across twenty trees, and Stacey’s mind screamed at him,
because up high in the web was what could only be a very human
body, wrapped and bound tight, one pale hand apparent pushed
through the strangulating webbing sack.
Stacey shot off through the trees, giving the monster web a
wide berth; he did not wish to get closer than twenty feet to the
thing, but he also did not wish to lose sight of the path, which the
web covered, except that something very large had burst directly
through it, and so the ample hole was there for his passage, but he
would not approach it, because he did not wish to meet the
arachnid large enough to create such a web. He circled back until
he was on the path again.
He spotted a warrior’s helmet, and a spear jutting up from the
ground, and thought that perhaps the owner of these was even now
up in that web, and had shoved a hand out for one last clutch at
life.
Stacey, standing still on the path, looking back at the colossal
web fifty yards back, heaved and shook, gasping for breath. It was
a wonder he had not run pell-mell into that web. He needed to
calm down. Running from the little spiders he was almost herded
right into the mother of all spiders. Stupid spiders.
He drew an arm across his face, sweating like a pig. Keeping
watch, he produced his water bottle and emptied it. It was
amazing, hours of running like this and he had as yet stopped to
relieve himself, but running like this, he was burning away all his
water, with nary a drop to spare on cleansing urine.
Well, he would remain calm from now on. No more
mindlessly charging through the woods. All that yelling and
screaming he had done, sheesh, he was lucky he had not attracted
other things in the woods, the kinds of things much worse than
spiders—oh yeah, he was certain they were out there. Probably
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watching him, even now.
Nearby, the bushes rustled. Loudly.
Clutching his water bottle and shillelagh, Stacey hollered at
the top of his lungs and fled away from the spiders and the webs
and the rustling bushes, his mouth fully open and uttering the most
embarrassingly drawn-out thunderous scream of his life, an
absurd: “WAAAAAAAHHHHH!” that went on and on and
impossibly on.
Things in the forest did hear this preposterous cry, and things
hid in terror. Spiders scrambled up to their highest perches and
huddled into tight balls. Furry things with fangs withdrew to the
farthest reaches of their earthen lairs, and pushed leaves and
needles and soil up at the entrances, hoping that whatever made
such an inhuman screech would not discover them in their dark
holes and caves. Furry things and hideos creatures with feathers
and other bald things huddled with their offspring, and shuddered.
After what seemed like miles of screaming, Stacey shut up.
And ran, and ran.
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28 — Café Real.
When the mad monk came forward Jack thought he was coming
to give them a hug, he had that kind of look on his face, as if
ahhwwww come on love give us a hug were the thoughts
ricocheting around in his looney tunes head. What he actually said
was something like “I am so sorry.” And the magnetic force that
seemed to repel Jack backward, it was almost pleasant, very much
like the feeling you experience when you try to force two magnets
together, positive pole to positive pole, and it seems that a cushion
of air springs into being, repelling the magnets. It is difficult to
explain that pleasant sensation—perhaps in olden days it would
have been described as...magic, because that is how it feels,
magical.
As the mad monk came forward, umbrella lifted casually
between them, it did not seem threatening at all. There was just a
teasing sensation as Jack moved backward on an unseen cushion
of force, his feet leaving the ground, his back sliding briefly
against the railing in the knothole, one hundred stories up the tree,
and then there was a pleasant feeling of release.
“Hey, but no, don’t do this, this can’t be good, we are up too
high, if we fall off this thing, from way up here, I don’t think the
results can be good,” is what Jack wanted to say. He really did. He
desired to continue their discussion, just him and the mad monk,
because it felt as if Jack was on the edge of getting some real
answers, for the first time since his life had changed so drastically.
The mad monk—the businessman from that first day in the
park, when they had raced to claim the picnic table under the tree
that was carved with Jack’s initials—had the answers, Jack just
knew he did. And he had always seemed somewhat friendly, as if
he held at least a little affection for Jack, or if not affection then at
least a tad of curious interest, that’s the way it seemed, anyway.
But Jack did not have the chance to say any of that, because
the mad monk seemed have concluded the discussion portion of
the meeting, and now it seemed that it was time for the falling
portion of the meeting.
Because Jack was suddenly weightless, and it took him a full
second to realize that he and the little girl, still holding hands,
were indeed plunging into open space. They were higher up than if
they stood on the top of a building the height of the Empire State
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Building.
Jack did not scream. He seized the little girl Manda up close to
his chest.
“It’s okay,” he hollered into her face, because she was looking
up into his eyes, their faces only inches removed. He did not wish
her to feel the terror he was experiencing. Nobody should feel
such terror, and Jack was exploding with so much of it, he felt he
could probably manage to collect her fear into his own, because
they were obviously going to die, but she shouldn’t feel what he
was feeling, no little girl should ever feel such a thing, mindless
shrieking horror.
“Don’t be afraid, Jack,” she said in a quiet, conversational
tone, not yelling at all.
“I’m not afraid!” he wailed, voice registering in a high cartoon
squeal.
“Remember, Jack? Don’t be afraid, just go with it,” Manda
said.
Jack tilted his head back to catch a glimpse of the trunk of the
great tree flashing past, the tiny boulders below looming large, the
very hard-looking squares of stone getting big, ridiculously fast.
“Just go with it!” he shrieked, now screaming, the wind so
hard in his face it actually flattened his eyeballs, the breath
sucking out of his lungs. Oh yeah, he was going to die, it was
happening, and he was going to barf—it seemed he was ever
vomiting up his guts—and he realized he was going to throw up
all over himself and the little girl.
He squeezed the little girl to his chest and his mouth stretched
open in a vast hole, and he tried to keep her on the upside, because
maybe it would be less terrible for her if his body struck first, and
she at least had the cushion of his guts to soften her fall, and then
he was screaming for all his worth as the stone ground leapt at him
in an instant going from fifty feet away to ten feet away and
then—
—Jack blinked around him, still screaming, sitting at a table,
surrounded by people, and his belly plunked into place as gravity
seemed to invert—he still felt like he were falling, plunging to his
death, and yet here he sat on a metal folding chair, at a table with a
nice checkered tablecloth.
“Here you go, Jack,” a familiar-looking man said, pushing a
white bowl across the table with his fingertips.
Instinctively Jack seized the bowl and ducked his head, and
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his stomach rushed up and leapt free of its prison, and he vomited
into the bowl, tasting sour wine and acid, watching as chunks of
half-digested bread filled the nice white bowl.
“Would monsieur like me to take this?” a waiter with oiledback hair and an absurdly clipped moustache said, pleasantly,
bowing, reaching out a hand to take the bowl, a white towel over
the arm.
Jack smiled at the man, feeling so thankful, and lifted a finger.
A moment, please. And he gushed and spouted again into the
bowl, producing another rush of sour mush. He coughed and
growled as he brought it all up, seemingly everything he had ever
consumed in his entire life. It was quite an impressive production.
It looked like purple oatmeal. He almost filled the bowl. And
smelling it, he dry-heaved a few more times, certain he was about
to magically produce his intestines on top of the glop.
Then the waiter whisked away the bowl from Jack’s hands and
Manda was leaning toward him, dabbing at his face with an
expensive napkin.
The man on the other side of the table pushed a glass of water
across the table and Jack snatched it up and gulped water. Before
he could fully consider his actions, or his whereabouts, Jack
swished the water in his mouth and spat on the ground.
“Monsieur! Please, sir!” the waiter snapped, appearing
immediately at his side with a mop.
“Well if you wouldn’t have snatched away the bowl so soon!”
Jack snapped, spitting again on the ground as the waiter mopped
up the splatter of bile.
“Americans,” the waiter tsk’ed, and then babbled in what had
to be French. A string of what Jack hoped were curse words.
“Americans my ass,” Jack muttered, glugging at the water,
emptying the glass.
“I could not have expressed it better, monsieur,” the waiter
muttered, finishing his mopping.
“Would you like another bowl?” the man across the table
queried.
“What I want is to stop throwing up all the time,” Jack
grimaced, mopping at his face. He glanced about him. He was
seated at an outdoor café, surrounded by chattering people, most
of them appearing to be business people on their lunchbreak. And
none of them were looking at him, the guy tossing his cookies out
in public. None of these people appeared to be startled at his
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sudden appearance at this table. Jack noticed briefly that his
backpack and bow were on the ground, right next to his chair, and
that his cloak was folded neatly on the top of the pile of his gear.
“I’m so sorry about that,” the man said. “But we needed to
move fast, and Mr. Kronoss always does appreciate a bit of
drama.”
“We wanted you to have some fun,” the little girl said, patting
Jack’s arm. “Something to remember.”
“Oh yeah,” Jack snapped, glaring at her, “a selfie might have
been nice, but falling out of a hundred-story tree was pretty good,
too. Next time let’s try the selfie.”
“I had you,” Manda said, grinning at him.
Jack couldn’t help it, he grinned back at her, and chuckled a
few times (dangerous, dangerous, don’t get the tummy started
again!). Jack forced himself to be calm, and he looked across the
table.
He looked at Old Ben, or whatever his name really was. The
last time he had seen the mysterious man had been near the
fireplace in the Coffee Dump, when Old Ben had left the slim
paperback book Simulacron-3 for Stacey to snatch up. One of the
sprinkled breadcrumb clues.
“Old Ben,” he said.
“Nice to meet you, Jack, finally...again,” Old Ben said,
nodding his strange long and narrow head. His face was stubbled
with white specks, he must have put off shaving in honor of
meeting Jack, and his thin white hair was messy and unkempt. He
looked like a homeless person in a hodgepodge of Good Will
special deals, a threadbare beige sweater, a stained polo shirt of
faded green, and mismatched fingerless gloves of unwinding
threads and holes. Jack peeked under the table, yep, he expected it,
the old geezer was barefoot, except that he had mismatched socks,
one an athletic sock with a hole that allowed the big toe full access
to the world, and the other a black dress sock that had lost its
elastic cling, and drooped down to a bony ankle.
There was no denying it, the guy looked a lot like the actor Sir
Alec Guiness, but thinner, and older—older, at least than when he
played the part of Obi-Wan Kenobi in the first Star Wars film. The
actor had since, died, hadn’t he? Jack wasn’t sure, as he always
confused him with the other actor, Max von Sydow. Those guys
could be brothers.
Old Ben’s head seemed too long and narrow, almost
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deformed, really. But he had the kindest eyes Jack had ever seen,
large and fluid, and his thin lips ever seemed to be on the edge of a
gentle smile. A peace seemed to emanate from the old man.
“I am Mr. Aajeel,” Old Ben said, “but you can call me Old
Ben, if you like. The name is quite amusing, actually, as the
original architecture of my being was based on another Ben, from
another time.”
Jack blinked. “So you’re like Manda?”
“No, not like Manda, as she is singular. No one else, in the
history of the world, is or has been like Manda.”
“I’m original,” the little girl said, grinning hugely at Jack. She
sounded very proud of herself.
“But yes, Jack, I am not exactly human, as you think of the
term. The concept, humanity. I have never been a biological.”
“But I was a biological?” Jack said, asking the question that
had burned inside him ever since this had all began.
“Oh yes, Jack, certainly. You are human, please do not spend
any more time worrying about that,” Old Ben assured. “You were
once as biological as all biology.”
“I was human, you mean? But I’m not human now. Now I’m
just a...simulated person.”
It hurt to say it. He didn’t want to believe it. But Stacey had
accepted the fact that they were creatures in a simulation that
Seven had somehow pulled together. Stacey had accepted it, and it
made him sad. Jack had heard his big friend weeping, softly, in the
night, when Stacey was sure Jack was sleeping. But to Jack it still
didn’t seem possible, because he felt too real. He felt like he had
always felt. All his life. He snorted. All his simulated life? But.
Damn it, but. It seemed that real was real—I think, therefore I am,
all that. That’s what he thought, and thinking it, he must be. To be,
or not to be? That was the stinking question.
“You are as much a person as any other human has ever
been,” Old Ben said.
Jack snatched a warm garlic breadstick from the basket in the
center of the table, and automatically bit off a chunk. He sat,
chewing and thinking, and Old Ben and Manda each took a
breadstick, and ate, watching Jack.
“I love garlic bread,” Jack mused, dreamily.
“Me too,” Manda replied instantly. “It’s my favorite. But the
Shaannii always says I smell like medicine.”
“I know, right?” Jack laughed. “You can never smell it on
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yourself, but anytime anyone else has had garlic, wow, you know
it! Whew! Don’t go in there!”
Manda laughed and Old Ben smiled.
“Pet Detective, right?” Manda said.
“One of them, anyway. Weren’t those terrible? But I love
them, and garlic bread.”
“Have some wine,” Old Ben said, and Jack complied, sipping
at a wineglass full of very dark wine. It was good, better than the
stuff from his magic bottle in High Vale. It soothed his belly.
Although somewhat shaky, Jack felt settled enough that he
shouldn’t be upchucking anymore today. Unless a hundred-foot
serpent just happened to slither up for a bite.
“And what exactly is High Vale?” Jack queried.
“It is a gamer world, the most vast ever created, and the
longest running commercial simulation, almost fifty years in its
existence,” Old Ben said. “That world began as an experiment in
digital reality, and then became something more. Evolving and
expanding, enhanced, and ever improving. Sadly, it was ultimately
banned, much like the phenomena of book burning, when one
culture takes dominance and rules subversive the trappings of the
previous order—immoral, wicked, evil. It came to be viewed as
was witchcraft, by earlier civilizations.”
“But it still exists, we were just there,” Jack said. “Six lives
there.”
“Yes, well, Jack, it gets...complicated,” Old Ben said, slowly,
obviously unwilling to elaborate.
“Complicated, really? No!” Jack said, swigging his wine. He
looked about at the business people, laughing, drinking,
murmuring, some of them burbling like braggarts, red-faced and
laughing.
“And all these people?” Jack said, glancing back to Old Ben.
“Oh, they are all very real, in their own way, although this
place is a construct, a safe haven where Mr. Enseladus has no
access. No lawful access, but the man does tend to find a way. He
is truly the incarnation of perseverance.”
“Mr. Enseladus?”
“He is the law portion of Vestigial Surreality, the policeman,
of a sort. You met him, rather briefly. Him, and copies of
himself—which, technically, is illegal.”
“The Man from Mars?” Jack said, eyebrows up, remembering
that day outside of the Coffee Dump, in the alley. Stacey had
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bodily thrown one of the weirdos into a dumpster. Jack
remembered the lid of the dumpster crashing down on the
feathered head.
“Yes, that is him. The Men from Mars, that is another rather
humorous misnomer that has taken on distinctly solid
connotations. Mr. Enseladus is not a bad fellow, really. He just
takes his job—rather too seriously.”
“And he’s the guy that is after us,” Jack said, setting his glass
of wine aside—he was shocked that there was only a dribble
remaining at the bottom of the glass. He had to take it easy,
otherwise he might start blubbering about the unfairness of it all.
Oh, why me, why oh why!
“Sandra—Seven, that is, was running a fairly common
simulation, studying her ancestor, all of which was authorized;
however, an aberration became apparent in the simulation, which
is what signaled the entrance of Mr. Enseladus into our little play.”
“Play,” Jack snorted. “That’s funny. And I’ve figured that I’m
the ancestor that Seven was studying.”
“Yes, technically, although biologically speaking, it is
complicated somewhat, genealogically, as Seven’s mother is a
distant relative of yours, though not in a direct line, as you only
had one child, at least technically, and that offspring produced no
offspring. So if things progressed in a normal, biological fashion,
Seven’s mother was from your Uncle John’s line, so she could be
viewed as a distant niece, or cousin, however many times
removed. But it gets complicated when considering the fact that
Seven’s mother used...genetic matter, directly from you. So while
Seven could be considered a great-great-great however many
times great granddaughter of yours—”
“—so she’s what, Seven is my clone?” Jack gurgled,
restraining himself from bursting into laughter. “I mean come on,
this is ridiculous, I’m only seventeen years old, although I may
have had my birthday, I’m not sure. Seven is...old. She’s gotta be
in her twenties.”
“In a sense, yes, she could be considered a clone, but not
completely. Your spermatozoa were not employed, as all those
samples were destroyed by another new order. There were several
civilization shifts in the years following your death—I am
speaking of the biological you, that ceased to exist, long ago.
Seven’s mother was a distant ancestor, and yet her child, was a
semi-cloned version of you, but in the technology of the day—
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which practice was highly illegal—the procedure performed could
not be considered a clone, as your...matter...was joined to your
ancestral line, and the child was gestated in the old-fashioned way,
and Seven was born from her mother, in secret. And so, in some
respects, Seven is you, and also a very distant ancestor. She is a
clone, but not really a clone.”
“Oh man, come on that’s just gross, you mean I had the hots
for my...self?”
“No, definitely not, you are thinking in terms of what used to
be labeled science fiction. Sandra Newbury was a fully individual
person, a real person, very different from you. I mean to say, of
course, that she is fully herself, and not you, no more than Stacey
is you.”
“Oh boy, okay, here we go,” Jack said, first rolling his eyes in
exaggeration, and then closing them. “Tell me.”
“Jack, Stacey is not your father,” Old Ben said, with
compassion. He waited.
“So? Come on already, of course he’s my father. He and I
both think that, we both accept that. We look like each other. It’s
almost like we’re the same person—do not tell me that we are the
same person!”
“No, you are not the same person. This was not some—
tampering, placing two distinct versions of yourself in the same
simulation, which is forbidden.”
“Forbidden by who!” Jack snapped.
“Is it whom?” Manda contributed.
“Don’t ask me, English became far too complicated for me,”
Old Ben said, almost smirking.
“It’s—” Jack began, then threw up his hands, “oh I don’t care!
I could give you the answer, it’s my specialty, Who or Whom, it
makes me sick that I even care, but I don’t want to think about it,
but come on already, who the hell is calling the shots?”
“Whom is calling the shots just doesn’t sound right,” Manda
said.
Jack rolled his eyes at her, but she was just so cute he couldn’t
help but break into a smile—something about her, she reminded
him of Seven, he just wanted to gobble her right up.
“The program,” Old Ben supplied.
Jack blinked at him.
“Okay, the program, what program?” Jack said, feeling
drained. This was too much, way too much. No sane person should
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ever hear any of this crap.
“Vestigial Surreality,” Old Ben answered. “VS is the ark. Two
by two, the cleans by seven.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard the story,” Jack said.
“And in that story, Sandra Newbury would be Noah,” Old Ben
said, and paused to sip his wine.
The waiter appeared at Jack’s elbow. “Is monsieur ready to
order?” He said it in such an absurd French accent—Ees Mon-sewair rea-dee to oh-dare—that Jack waved his hand at what he took
to be an oily NPC.
“Just go away garcon!” Jack snapped.
The waiter sniffed and whirled away.
“So then who is Stacey?” Jack demanded, glowering at Old
Ben.
“Stacey Colton is your son,” Old Ben said, nodding his head,
his eyes not meeting Jack’s. “Born when you were one hundred
and sixteen years old. It was your last attempt to have a family.
You outlived two wives, neither of which ever became pregnant.
You gave your son the last name of Colton to protect him, as
childbirth was illegal in the Year 2078. And you knew that there
would be religious people after Stacey.”
“Stacey’s my son? Oh God, I love that guy!” Jack said, and
buried his face in his hands and wept, his shoulders hitching.
“He’s my boy and he’s always trying to protect me, he’s always
stepping in the way, putting himself in front of me, he’s always
taking a beating for me!”
“Yes, he is like that,” Manda said, leaning and patting Jack’s
arm. “Stacey’s my favorite.”
“He is the aberration that brought Mr. Enseladus down on
your head that day in Seven’s crystal sandbox,” Old Ben said
quietly.
“Why? Why is Stacey such an aberration?” Jack demanded,
seizing up his napkin to dry his wet eyes and face.
“Because he died, Jack,” Old Ben said. “When he was seven
years old. Biologically, he never lived a full or real life. But in the
intervening years, he has lived many full and satisfying lives.”
“You’re talking about reincarnation?” Jack snorted, shaking
his head. His head reeled. Stacey as his son, that potentiality had
never figured in his speculations.
“In a manner of speaking, it is where the idea of reincarnation
emerged, in Vestigial Surreality. Stacey has lived many digital
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lives, in a variety of Grand Scrolls. That’s what we call it when we
run the history of Earth, from beginning to end. But he has also
lived a variety of interesting lives in a series of simulations that
Seven has run, through the cycles. Although to my knowledge,
this is the first time ever that you and Stacey have coexisted, in the
same simulation. This is the first time you have ever had the
chance to get to know each other.”
“Why can’t we ever be in the same simulation? That seems
like the ideal scenario, wouldn’t it? I mean, so we can both be
happy?”
“VS is not about happiness. But about the very salvation of
humanity. I do not pretend to understand what happens, or why it
happens, but in simulations where Stacey lives, you always die.
Efforts have been made, time and again, to save the child, Stacey
Colton, but then the old man, Pop Pop, Stacey’s father, dies,
before his time. In simulations where Stacey lives, he often
becomes a very successful author, not in his lifetime, but after his
death, and his writings live on after him. He never lives a very
long life, rarely reaching his forties.”
“He did live to be fifty-four years of age, in one simulation,
and in that one Jack lived until Stacey was about fourteen years
old, so he did live a pretty long life that time, I think about an
average life span for that time,” Manda said, “but then they killed
him.”
“Who kills him?” Jack snapped, indignant, glancing about
him, because if any of them were here, right now, the killers, but
oh boy, they’d have to deal with Jack. Let me tell you!
“Your followers, those early adherents who would become the
Jackian movement, you might call it the Religion of Jack, seventy
years after his death, I mean your death, Jack,” Old Ben said,
talking easily, saying these bizarre things as if he were quoting
from a history book. “Stacey was an embarrassment to them, he
drank liquor, generally Guinness Stout, smoked cigars, long dark
cigars, and liked...the ladies.”
It was such a funny way to conclude that speech, and said in
such a comical fashion, that Jack burst into laughter.
“Yes,” Jack giggled, “Stacey does love...the ladies!”
He said it the same way Old Ben had said it, the way a radio
shock jock would say it, dipping his voice, lilting into a slightly
dirty, eye-brow wagging sneer. Old Ben and Manda laughed, but
Jack thought it was much funnier when Old Ben said it. Because it
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just seemed so—inappropriate.
“Let me tell you,” a loud business type practically shouted,
“we’re talking numbers, it’s all in the numbers, okay, it’s all about
the ones and zeroes, you haven’t realized yet but there is no
difference, it’s all just numbers, get that through your head. Data is
data.”
Jack looked at the guy. Something, what was it, something
about what he had just practically shouted. Data is data. Had Jack
heard that before? And then he looked past the guy, out to the
street, where someone had just stopped. Jack half-stood from his
chair.
“Holy! Look!” Jack rushed, “that’s Seven!”
“Don’t Jack, please, you will only confuse things,” Old Ben
said, half rising in his chair.
“But that’s Seven!” Jack said, watching her. She looked
beautiful, wearing strange over-sized clothes.
“Seven!” he called, as she started moving along the street,
passing the café. He didn’t want her to leave, he wanted to call her
over, he wanted to chase after her.
“Do not draw her attention, as this is the time before she
entered High Vale,” Old Ben said.
“How can it be before she entered High Vale?” Jack said,
standing fully, scooting back the chair with the backs of his legs so
that it screeched on the tiles.
“Jack, sit down,” Old Ben commanded, and Jack couldn’t help
it he plunked down, and it would have been bad, because the chair
was pushed back but right at that moment Manda was there,
pushing his chair forward until it slammed against his knees, and
he was down, seated in the chair, all the breath punched out of
him. He rolled his eyes toward the old man.
“I’m so sorry about that, Jack,” Old Ben said, voice ripe with
compassion. “I don’t like to do that, but you cannot interfere with
Seven, not right now. She is meeting me in a few minutes.”
Jack trailed her with his eyes until she was gone from sight.
“I need to talk to her,” Jack said, his eyes welling with tears.
“You can speak to her, in a few minutes, about a month from
now,” Old Ben said.
Jack glanced at him, and then did a double-take.
“What did you just say?”
“Don’t worry about it,” Manda said, standing next to Jack,
hugging him. “Don’t try and figure it all out. It will come, with
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time. Seven is okay. She just was with you, yesterday, riding in the
back of that horrible red truck, when she was so rude to you and
Stacey. If she saw you right now, she’d really freak out, because
she thinks you’re dead.”
Then he glanced and saw it was Seven again, hurrying past,
only now going the opposite direction, wearing a horribly large
black hoodie, with the hood pulled over her head, and she looked
as if she were fleeing from someone. Seven, he thought, smiling
after her.
“Where is Stacey, right now?” Jack said, slamming his fist on
the tabletop.
“Here, I’ll show you,” Old Ben said, smiling, waving his hand,
and as his hand passed through the air above the table a large
window opened up in the very air. Jack blinked, grinning, wow,
how cool was that?
Jack saw Stacey, dashing through the woods, several dark
shapes rushing along behind him. It looked like the dark figures
were in pursuit.
“Where is he?” Jack breathed.
“He is running to catch up with his wife,” Old Ben said.
“His what!” Jack shot.
“He was experiencing a soul mesh with the Lady Maulgraul,
when you departed on your little adventure to the Sentinel,” Old
Ben said. “They are bonded now, for life.”
“I knew that woman was trouble,” Jack snapped, shaking his
head. “So now they’re married?”
“As you understand things, yes,” Old Ben said.
“And she is certainly trouble, Jack, you were right there,”
Manda said. “She has been more trouble in Vestigial Surreality
than probably any other entity.”
“Great,” Jack said, watching Stacey run through the dark trees.
Several of the shapes were getting closer, as Stacey did not appear
to be running at top speed, he seemed to be loping, pacing himself,
completely ignorant to the pursuit coming up behind him. What
the hell was his problem? He’s not paying attention!
“Yes, the Lady Maulgraul is a force to be reckoned with, and
completely outside of what even I can consider normal operations.
She is Number One on Mr. Enseladus’ all-time Most Wanted
Fugitive list, surpassing even you and Stacey,” Old Ben said,
watching Jack as Jack watched the figures closing in on Stacey.
The figures seemed to be manlike, but too sleek, too thin, like
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panther people. They were both crouched and yet running upright,
too smooth, too agile. In moments they would be all over Stacey,
Jack’s son.
“Stacey, behind you!” Jack roared at the scene, and as if in
response Stacey whirled, his shillelagh up and twirling, and he
managed to knock one of the shapes aside as it leapt.
“You should not interfere,” Old Ben said, lifting a hand
toward the window hanging in the air. “Stacey can handle
himself.”
“The hell you say!” Jack roared and his bow was caught up in
this hand, an arrow nocked, and before Old Ben could say
anything else Jack aimed and released the arrow. One of the
figures stumbled just before it reached Stacey, the arrow planted in
its butt.
“Enough!” Old Ben commanded in that deep tone and the
window vanished and Jack froze, in the act of reaching for the
next arrow.
“I hit it, did you see?” Jack shouted. Nobody in the café
reacted, it was as if Jack wasn’t there. So, the ghost of Christmas
Past could affect those shadows!
“Well, your instincts are usually good,” Old Ben said,
“although I have never seen you react so quickly with violence.”
“They’re after my son!” Jack exploded, glaring at the old
man. “Open up that window again, I need to go to him.”
“No,” Old Ben said, shaking his head. “I am sorry, Jack, but
where Stacey is right now, what he is doing, you would not
survive. Stacey might, with his ferocity, but I’m sorry, you would
only complicate matters. You cannot help him.”
“Listen, old man, I need to help him,” Jack snarled.
“No, you do not,” Old Ben replied, calmly. “Seven needs you
now.”
“You just told me I can’t interfere with Seven, you kept me
back!” Jack cried, close to tears.
“Not that Seven,” Manda said, again standing and hugging
Jack about the waist, looking up at him with her big eyes that
looked so much like Seven’s eyes. “You need to help the Seven of
now, the one that’s been kicked out of High Vale.”
“Wait,” Jack said, glancing down at the little girl, “Seven is
kicked out of High Vale? Sheesh, I go on a little adventure and
everyone goes crazy! Stacey gets married to a bug woman, and
Seven gets booted! No wonder she got him, because Seven was
377

VS Omnibus One
Coincidence

Douglas Christian Larsen

supposed to be there watching him. I thought they were together,
they were all snuggly and kissy face. What happened to Michael
and Joshua, did they turn into penguins?”
“See for yourself,” Old Ben said, waving his hand, producing
another window and Jack was horrified to see that big six-armed
giant, the one that ripped the head off Six’s horse, the crooden or
whatever it was called, and there was Joshua, standing with his
flank against the big monster’s knee, and Joshua was bleeding,
profusely, and there was Michael perched between Joshua’s horns,
and there were those horrible guys, the Men from Mars, and it
looked there were hundreds of them, swarming like ants, and the
giant was actually hurling the little guys about, holding several of
them in its many hands, slamming some of their heads together,
flinging others into the air as if they were ragdolls. The giant and
his friends seemed to be on the same side, and that in and of itself
was ridiculously amazing.
“What is going on?” Jack demanded. He saw little meerkat
Michael throw what looked like a glowing egg, which erupted in a
shower of sparks against one of the dark clones, the Gymnasts
from Mars, except now the little muscular men were dressed in
what looked like period clothing, like dark highwaymen, but they
were violently swinging their sharp black pikes, the needle-like
things they produced against Stacey in that alley of long ago.
“I’m not sure, but it doesn’t look good,” Old Ben said, in a
peculiar tone. Jack glanced at him and the old man comically
shrugged his shoulders. Then Manda bumped into Jack and when
he looked down he saw that she was proffering his quiver, all
bristling with brand-spanking-new arrows.
Jack grinned and before he knew it his nocked arrow was
aimed into the window, and one of the Men from Mars was
stumbling, an arrow sprouting from his thigh.
“Oh no Jack, you shouldn’t interfere,” Old Ben said, and Jack
didn’t even glance at him, because the way the geezer said it, you
knew he intended something very different than his words
suggested.
Jack aimed and loosed. Aimed and loosed. Within moments
ten of the dark figures were down, arrows sprouting from thighs.
Perfect shots, one and all.
“It’s nice of you,” Manda said, watching his bowmanship
admiringly, “that you are not trying to kill them, even though they
mean to kill you, and all your friends.”
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Michael, perched between Joshua’s horns, was looking back,
shading his bulging meerkat eyes with his little hand, and then he
seemed to be looking right at Jack. Jack waved his bow, smiling.
Michael did a little bow, and waved in return.
“Well,” said Old Ben, snapping away the window in the air, “I
think you may have turned the tide, so to speak. And we don’t
want any of those highwaymen to catch a glimpse of you, do we?”
“Look!” said Manda, smiling up into Jack’s face, showing him
the quiver, which was full of bright and brand-spanking-new
arrows, “no tell-tale missing arrows, isn’t that nice, Jack?”
“You guys think of everything,” Jack said, grinning, shaking
his head.
“No,” Old Ben said, pensively, “we don’t. I am always
amazed at the things you people think up in your coconut
universe-containing headbones. It is astonishing.”
“You people,” Jack said, and laughed. “You, Old Ben, are a
digital racist.”
“There is only one race of people,” Old Ben replied, grinning,
“and that is the race of people. And I love you, dearly, Jack, you
and all your people.”
“I love you, too,” Manda said, “but not everybody. Mostly,
people are horrible. They keep wrecking everything. But you and
Stacey, you are the best.”
“There is hope for people, right?” Jack said, sinking back into
his chair, his arm about Manda. He set his bow on the ground next
to his chair (you never knew when a window of opportunity might
open).
“I hope so,” Old Ben said.
“I don’t know,” Manda said.
“The important thing is that Sandra Jean Mondragon Newbury
thought there was hope. She is the Mother of Vestigial Surreality,
and so we soldier on,” Old Ben concluded, nodding to Jack.
“But there are people, right? Somewhere? Biological people,
as you call them?” Jack queried, feeling a fluttering in his heart.
“Aren’t we like, you know, avatars, or whatever? Aren’t our real
bodies stored somewhere, dreaming all this, like in the movies and
books, jacked in?”
“Jack, I am sorry, but I really should not answer that
question,” Old Ben said, again not meeting Jack’s eyes.
“Oh go one, tell him,” Manda said.
Old Ben looked between them, and he was troubled.
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“Tell me, I want to know,” Jack said, but he feared he knew
the answer.
“No Jack. There are no biological people left. The human race
went extinct, a long, long time ago.”
It was said with such finality, that Jack knew it was true. He
supposed he had been fearing to learn this, ever since they jumped
through that first portal, in the park, in what seemed ages ago.
“How long?”
There was pregnant silence. Manda seemed very solemn, not
looking at Jack. She stared at Old Ben, who also would not look at
Jack.
“How long?” Old Ben finally said, repeating Jack’s words.
“How long, since the last person died?”
“A little more than ten thousand years ago,” Old Ben said,
with finality.
“Ten thousand, three hundred, ninety-five years ago,” Manda
said, finally looking at Jack. “You know, to be exact.”
“But Vestigial Surreality is all about bringing us back, right?”
Jack said, and he hated it, but his voice quivered.
“That was Seven’s hope, when she put Vestigial Surreality in
place. The rocket launched the very day she died, and it was more
than seven years after that date that VS came on line. By that time,
the last human had expired.”
“But come on, we’re not just supposed to be digital people, are
we? I mean, isn’t this just the start of it, you know, to ultimately
bring us back?”
“Yes, to bring you back, all of humanity. But sadly, in ten
thousand years, the technology has not advanced sufficiently,
because, time after time, Grand Scroll after Grand Scroll, reboot
after reboot, people keep destroying the world. I mean the digital
version of the world. We have tried it so many ways, rebooting
only Elon Musks and Winston Churchills and Nikola Teslas, and it
ends up the same way, even with Mother Teresas and Mahatma
Gandhis, Earth takes the wrong path, and expires, usually in the
most terrible ways possible. It seems that humanity has a
collective death wish, and they keep on granting that wish, no
matter how we stack things.”
“What if you only bring back the good people—have you tried
that?”
“Certainly, many times. Not only in Grand Scrolls and
complete Reboots, but in endless simulations run at many times
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normal speed. We can run the entire history of the world in an
hour, and it ends the same way. When we bring back the good
people, they don’t do much, they never innovate, they seem to
require the evil folk to better themselves, for advancement, for
evolution, but the evil ones always seem to have their way, in the
end. We cannot seem to go much beyond the Year 2428, which is
the year that Seven dies. I think we might have gone one hundred
years beyond that date, but not advancement was made, and the
same doom came upon the world.”
“Whoa,” Jack said, “she is that far in the future, I mean
compared to my life?”
“Yes, she is the great innovator that perceived that time was
almost up for the human race, and she, and her team, worked for
many years in secrecy to begin what you now experience,
Vestigial Surreality, the remains of humanity, the digital remnant.
Most of humanity considered a digital version of life to be evil,
and they wanted it destroyed along with the Earth.”
“And I can trust you guys?” Jack said, pleading. “I mean, this
isn’t like in The Matrix, with evil machines holding humanity
down? Or like in Dark City, with aliens manipulating everything?”
“No, Jack, there is no monster behind the numbers. Data is
data. All life is data. There is no body. Vestigial Surreality is
man’s last great hope, for life? Presently, this is all there is, life in
ones and zeroes. But the hope is that someday mankind will learn,
in one of the Reboots, that mankind will join together, put aside
races and cultures and heritage, and link hands, and that they will
become true Stewards of the Planet Earth, at least this Digital
Earth, or one like it, and the technology will develop sufficiently
that will provide a means of converting the digital life into real,
biological life. As I’ve said, we haven’t been very successful in
enlightenment. We can get people to talk the talk, but rarely walk
the walk.”
“And you want us to become...real again?” Jack asked,
leaning forward.
“That is my entire purpose, to shepherd, and guide people
back. To love you. Out of the simulation. Into reality.”
“And the Earth?”
“It is dead. Murdered. Null, and void, as lifeless as the moon.
All the blood was sucked out of it ages ago, sucked out and
burned, choking the lungs of the world, poisoning the life fluid,
the water. A true abomination of desolation. A cracked and
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withered mummy of a planet. If life ever does erupt again in
molecules and air, blood and living bone, it will not be upon the
Earth.”
“Drill baby drill. Can I get an amen? There is no global
warming. People can’t hurt the Earth. Gotta have more junk in my
trunk, more fire in the engine. But I guess that’s where I come in.
I’m supposed to join people together?” Jack said, feeling sick. He
pictured himself walking around with a sandwich board
advertising the end of the world. Doom. Boom boom, bring on the
doom. Join together people, smile on your brother, gonna love one
another right now. Yeah, that’ll work. Let’s save the world.
Sheesh.
“That has been the hope.”
Some hope, me. Shit. Or as Stacey said, so eloquently, she-yit.
“Are you ready to order yet, buddy?” the waiter demanded,
impatiently tapping his foot, glaring at Jack. He had even dropped
his phony accent.
“Yes, I’ll have spaghetti. No, do you have pizza? Good, I want
pizza, with lots of ginger, and garlic, do you have cloves of garlic?
Good, with mushrooms, and onions.”
Damn it, Planet Earth might be dead, murdered, but he was
going to have some pizza, and some more wine. Damn it all. Pizza
and wine. He wished he had one of Stacey’s cigars, oh yeah, that
would teach the murderous bastards.
“Yum,” Manda said, “that sounds good. Stinky, but good. Me
too. I want pizza, Jack’s pizza.”
“I concur,” Old Ben said, sighing. “Better bring us two very
large pizzas. I’ll take some to Seven, when I visit her in her Inner
Sanctum.” He checked his watch. “I am late. But that’s the good
news, Jack, we do have time. Digital time. I can visit Seven a few
minutes ago, after we enjoy our pizza. Technically, I’m not
supposed to do that, but as you say, what the hell.”
Jack lifted up his wineglass, refilled by the faux-French
waiter. He toasted Old Ben and Manda, who also lifted their
glasses.
“Just a sip,” Jack cautioned the girl.
She scowled at him.
“I’m not really a little girl, you know,” she told him, and stuck
out her tongue at him.
“Yes you are. You’re my little girl,” Jack replied, winking at
her.
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And then she beamed, brightly.
A chair was pulled up to the table and Mr. Kronoss plunked
down. He seemed to pull his own full wineglass out of the air, not
looking at the others.
“Pizza and wine, sounds good,” the businessman said,
sounding weary beyond his years.
“To digital time,” Jack said, and they drank.
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“We are living in a computer-programmed reality, and the only
clue we have to it is when some variable is changed, and some
alteration in our reality occurs. We would have the overwhelming
impression that we were re-living the present—déjà vu—perhaps
in precisely the same way: hearing the same words, saying the
same words. I submit that these impressions are valid and
significant, and I will even say this: such an impression is a clue,
that in some past time-point, a variable was changed—reprogrammed as it were—and that because of this, an alternative
world branched off.”
— Philip K. Dick, 1977
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Douglas Christian Larsen is an author and artist living in
Colorado with his family, and has been considering and wondering
about reality for the past forty and more years, all the while
writing books, and thinking, dreaming, and speculating. He has
experienced the manifestation of surreal coincidence since
childhood, and déjà vu has eerily enchanted him since infancy (but
we will not broach the subject of the years of streetlamps winking
off as he passed beneath them). He does not necessarily believe
that we are living in a simulation, but does feel, and greatly, that
there is more at work in reality that by far exceeds anything
thought or taught or dreamed in any religion, philosophy, science,
even and including any science fiction or fantasy work of
literature. Currently, he is at work creating Book 2 of Vestigial
Surreality: Saturn’s Rings.
Incidentally, several characters very much alive in the novel
Deceiving the Elect – Quickening Dreams, quite wildly, and
surreally wandered from the reality of that book, into Vestigial
Surreality. They struggled with the strangeness of reality,
particularly religion, in the former book, but ran smack pell-mell
into the proverbial fan in Vestigial Surreality. And perhaps, even
now, it is they who are pulling the author’s strings, making his
fingers go up and down upon a keyboard, in an utterly separate
world of the Multiverse, wherein you read these words.
Someone cue the Twilight Zone music, please.
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