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      I fought to contain my excitement as my nurse wheeled me into the conservatory and transferred my quadriplegic body into the special grav chair Uncle Jim had designed just for me. Let me rephrase that, the miracle Uncle Jim had designed for me! I’d love my uncle even if he wasn’t the famous James Carter, chief designer of Feyland, the hottest FullD immersive game on the market; even if he hadn’t designed a special game interface for me that allowed me not only to play the game like any normal, healthy teen, but also allowed me to speak to my family and friends right here in the real world.

      But he had done all that, and I’d be eternally grateful for the miracle he’d brought into my life.

      Feyland was mag to the ult…and today I was going to get to play it with Dad!

      My nurse settled my special sim helmet on my head while I watched the Virtumax tech finalize the installation of Dad’s new FullD system. The regular gaming system. The kind normal teens used. I could hardly wait for Dad to sit in that massive black leather chair surrounded by the sleek boxes that held the patented computer software and hardware that made the game so enormously popular.

      Once the helmet was securely seated on my head, I thought Activate Speech Mode and an oddly mechanical, female voice said, I’m so excited, Dad! I can hardly wait to play Feyland  with you. You’re going to love this game.

      Dad grinned at me, but when he glanced at the chair he looked a little uncertain. “I’m sure I will, Emma. It’ll be fun to see what you and Jim and Jennet are always raving about.”

      I’d have grinned if I could. Instead, I thought, You won’t believe it, Dad. In Feyland my body works! I can stand and walk and run…and I can talk with my own voice. It’s…it’s amazing!

      The voice that spoke my words, my pseudo-voice, had a mechanical twang, but Dad could hear and understand me, and that was all that mattered. I could finally communicate with him, thanks to Uncle Jim.

      At that moment, the tech straightened, stretched his back, and turned to Dad. “You’re all set, Mr. Winters.” The man glanced at me, but quickly looked away, an expression of embarrassed pity on his face. I hated that look, but had seen it all too often. It was like people were ashamed for me, as if I’d somehow caused my differences and should amend my circumstances as soon as possible.

      Yeah. Right. I could only wish! Unfortunately a difficult and traumatic birth had left me with a severe form of quadriplegic cerebral palsy, and there was nothing I could do about it. At least, there’d been nothing until Uncle Jim created the miraculous interface that allowed me access to Feyland!

      Dad settled up with the man and escorted him to the door. When he turned back to me, he clapped his hands and said, “All right! Let’s get this show up and running.” With that, he perched on the edge of that massive new chair and pulled on the skin-tight black gloves before settling gingerly into the depths of the chair. He looked like he thought all the whirrs and whistles of the mechanisms might bite him.

      It's okay, Dad, I thought, allowing my mechanical voice to speak for me. You’re perfectly safe. Uncle Jim wouldn’t design anything that would hurt you.

      He gave me a sheepish grin. “You’re right, of course.” He hesitated, then blurted out, “But what about that tech? What if he hooked something up wrong?”

      I could hardly wait to get to Feyland where I’d be able to roll my eyes at him. Instead, I used my computer voice to say, Dad! You know perfectly well that Uncle Jim sent that tech as a courtesy. Because we’re family. And because he knows you’re a bit…computer averse.

      Okay, so computer averse was putting it mildly. Dad was old-school. He didn’t understand computers and didn’t want to. In fact he was SO old-school that he halfway believed that computers were magic. That if he dared to look inside, the magic would escape and the thing would never work again!

      I waited a beat before adding, You know, most people who buy a FullD system just read the manual and hook up their machines by themselves.

      He sighed. “I know. And I appreciate Jim’s thoughtfulness.” He picked up his shiny new helmet, studied it a moment, and placed it on his head. Glancing at me, he said, “See you in Feyland!”

      I can hardly wait! As the mechanical sounding words died away, I thought, Enter Feyland. A black shield slid into place over my eyes, isolating me from the sunny conservatory. A large gold F outlined in flames appeared and hauntingly lovely music filled the air. Golden words replaced the F and I sighed happily. My first game with Dad was about to begin.
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      A welcome screen replaced the title, and as the screen changed, the words morphed from gold to scarlet before turning to ash and seeming to blow away. I wondered how Dad was reacting to this all-encompassing experience? Was he as blown away by the feeling of actually being there as I was? I could almost feel the breeze and smell the ash. The game hadn’t even started and it already rocked. I hoped he was as impressed as I’d been on my first visit.

      I stepped from a shower of golden light into a springtime glade surrounded by white-barked trees with silvery leaves. Above me was a clear blue sky with the occasional puffy white cloud. Below my booted feet was soft green moss, and I stood encircled by a ring of pale brown mushrooms. As always, my heart and mind exulted in that simple phrase: I stood!

      Joy washed over me once again at the freedom this FullD game allowed me. I could do things here that were a physical impossibility for me in the real world and I treasured every moment of the experience. I’m sure other players step across the ring of mushrooms without a second thought. Not me. I savored the ability to pick up one foot while I balanced on the other, and step over those little brown mushrooms into the woodland glade.

      What a privilege to be able to stand on my own two feet and twirl in place, head back and arms thrown wide!

      I knew Dad would be delayed for a few minutes even though we’d initiated the game at virtually the same moment. This was his first time in-game. He’d need to choose a character and create his persona. I wondered which one he’d choose?

      I’d chosen to be a dryad the first time I’d entered the game and had never found a reason to change. My dryad self wore a comfortable brown tunic and dark green tights. More like leggings, really, though what did I know about fashion? My feet were encased in the softest, most supple leather boots I could imagine. Of course, I’d never felt the footwear my nurse placed upon my feet every morning at home. I also carried a living staff, its knobbed crown twined about by tender twigs and budding leaves.

      While I waited for Dad to make his appearance, I danced around the glade with my staff, enjoying the freedom of movement and the warmth of the day. A light breeze ruffled my short, dark hair and set the trees’ silvery leaves fluttering above my head.

      What a glorious day Uncle Jim and the Feyland designers had created for my enjoyment!

      A golden light suddenly spotlighted the interior of the ring of mushrooms, and I turned to watch as my father appeared. Ah-ha! Dad had chosen to be a healing priest. He was dressed in brown, homespun robes and carried a long wooden staff. Though his character would be unlikely to fight, that staff could be used as a cudgel if necessary.

      Dad glanced down, studying his robes and sandaled feet, a look of bemused interest on his face. Then he raised his gaze and saw me. His eyes widened while his jaw dropped. His breathing sped up until he appeared to be on the verge of fainting!

      “Dad!” I called. “Sit down before you fall over. Close your eyes and put your head between your knees.”

      He did as I suggested and gradually, his breathing regulated. When he was stable, he raised his head and stared at me.

      “Is that really you, Emma?”

      I grinned and twirled for his inspection. “Yep. It’s me! Standing on my own two feet. Isn’t it awesome, Dad?”

      “Amazing,” he whispered.

      After a moment he climbed to his feet, stepped over the mushrooms, and joined me in the mossy glade. Reaching out, he stroked my cheek. “I don’t think I’ve ever realized how much you look like your mother.”

      I leaned my face into his palm and closed my eyes. “Not surprising,” I said quietly. “The facial tics and grimaces I endure at home probably make it hard to really see me.”

      Dad gathered me into his arms. “Oh, Emma,” he said, his voice choked with emotion. “I’d give anything to see you like this at home.”

      I snuggled even closer to him, enjoying the feelings of warmth, safety, and love emanating from his virtual body. So this was what it felt like to be hugged. I’d been carried often enough, moved from wheelchair to bed or grav chair, but I’d never felt the arms that touched me. My poor, withered body was unable to respond. I’d been as inanimate as a sack of potatoes, and so had never felt the emotions that welled up in this virtual body Uncle Jim had given me.

      “I love you, Dad,” I whispered as tears rose in my eyes.

      “I love you too, Emma.” Dad gave me a final squeeze before releasing me and wiping his own eyes dry.

      “Now,” he said, stepping back and smiling, “how about you showing me how to play this game you’re so crazy about?”

      I did just that and Dad and I played through the game’s first quest before deciding we’d best close out and return to the conservatory. But before we did, we agreed that we needed to make a vid-call to Uncle Jim and Jennet to let them know how much we’d enjoyed our first play date!
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      Dad contacted Uncle Jim and arranged for our vid-call. Unfortunately, Uncle Jim wasn’t available for a couple of hours, so Dad set an appointment for after dinner.

      Rats!

      I hated dinner time. Breakfast and lunch were pretty much private affairs. Just me and my nurse, with no witnesses to the humiliating process of her feeding me each and every bite, not to mention wiping my mouth from the nearly constant dribbles and drools. I know that she knows that it’s not my fault, that I’d be neater if I had the necessary control over my muscles, but it’s still humiliating.

      Unfortunately for me, Dad insisted that we share dinner together…in the dining room. So, after an incredible day of walking with him through woodland glades and racing to find hidden objects, of laughing and chatting just like a normal girl, I was once again locked in a dysfunctional body, incapable of saying a word and requiring the aid of my nurse to take so much as a single bite.

      I could hardly wait to escape the dining room and return to the conservatory to my grav chair and the miraculous helmet that gave my thoughts speech. But life had taught me nothing if not patient endurance, so I ate what my nurse spooned into my mouth with as good grace as possible while I waited for the moment we could escape to the conservatory.

      Dad tried to carry on his usual conversation with my nurse
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