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ACT ONE

The Last Days of Siberia
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Chapter One: Jan
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Amsterdam, VR Theatre of Operations — Day 91 of the Conflict

The missile comes from nowhere, which is to say it comes from everywhere at once.

Jan Clooster has approximately 1.4 seconds to react. He knows this not because he has calculated it—there is no time to calculate anything—but because his body, or rather the body the simulator has given him, has already begun rolling the VR F-16 into a hard break left before his conscious mind has fully registered what is happening. The jet screams. The G-force simulator slams him into the seat with a weight that is indistinguishable from the real thing, which is the entire point. His vision tunnels at the edges. He grunts against it, straining his core, pushing blood back toward his brain the way they'd trained him.

The missile doesn't care.

It clips his starboard wing at the root and everything—the cockpit, the Siberian horizon painted in the bruised colors of a late October afternoon, the distant smear of smoke where Chita used to have a functioning rail depot—goes sideways in a way that has nothing to do with aerodynamics and everything to do with physics simply giving up.

He has time for one thought before the ejection system fires.

The thought is: Anjuli's going to find this extremely funny.

Then the seat blows and Jan Clooster dies.

—
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HE DOES NOT DIE, OF course. This is important to understand. He dies and he does not die, and the distinction between those two things is the entire philosophical and commercial foundation upon which the New Geneva Accords were built, and upon which the UN Virtual Warfare Commission draws its considerable salary.

What Jan Clooster experiences is the following: An impact. Not the clean, merciful snap of movie deaths, but a full-body collision with reality—or what his nervous system, comprehensively deceived by twelve years of simulator refinement, insists is reality. The ejection seat's rocket charge fires and he is thrown into Siberian air at three hundred kilometers an hour, and the air hits him like a wall of cold concrete, and then the parachute yanks him upright with a violence that compresses his spine and sets his shoulders screaming, and then he is floating, absurdly slowly, above a landscape that is simultaneously burning and perfectly intact. He knows he is dead. The rest is just show for the streaming

Everything is simulated, from tightening belts to environmental changes in hot and cold, to electrical stimulation to his brain from probes in his helmet. 

Below him: the virtual Chita basin. Rolling steppe, already browning toward winter. A river catching the low sun. And, rising from three separate coordinates in a loose triangle maybe forty kilometers wide, the black columns of smoke that mark where the last Chinese armored push has been grinding through the Russian defensive lines for the past eleven days.

The Chinese are winning. Everyone knows the Chinese are winning. You can watch it on television.

Jan drifts downward. A wind catches him and he spins slowly, like something at the end of a string, and for a moment—just a moment—he thinks: this is beautiful. The light is extraordinary. The simulator's rendering engine has no sense of mercy or irony; it faithfully reproduces the golden-hour slant of late-autumn Siberia as if it has been commissioned to produce a painting and has only one brief window in which to do so. Jan has been flying over this landscape for three months and he has never once found the rendering of reality anything other than magnificent. This strikes him, not for the first time, as a profoundly strange thing to feel while being shot down over a war zone.

Then the ground arrives.

He hits a hillside at a rolling stumble, momentum dragging him sideways through dead grass, the parachute collapsing on top of him in a suffocating billow of nylon. He lies there for a moment, tangled and winded. The sky above the parachute is a dim orange-white. His ears are ringing. His left ankle is sending up a complaint that the simulator has clearly decided to render in some detail. Why simulate a pain in the ankle in a dead man, he thought.

From somewhere to the east—maybe eight kilometers, maybe ten—comes the low persistent percussion of artillery. It has been the background noise of his life for three months. He is going to miss it, in the way you miss the sound of rain when the weather clears.


His helmet vision goes dark. Then lights up again. A message scrolls across.

‘Contract ended. You have been terminated.’

Jan begins to laugh.

He lies under the parachute on a virtual Siberian hillside, his virtual ankle throbbing, his virtual lungs still half-shocked from the ejection, and he laughs until his eyes water. Because this is it. This is what eleven weeks of flying four sorties a day, sometimes five, has come to—a Chinese missile and a hillside and an extremely convincing simulation of grass against the back of his neck. He has made it almost to the end. Day ninety-one of a conflict the analysts had expected to last forty-five days at most. Were the analysts ever right? 

The Chinese war machine, it turned out, had very deep pockets and a very specific vision for the north eastern frontier.

He reaches up and pulls the parachute off his face.

The sky is enormous and pale and faintly pink at the horizon. Three thousand meters above him, multiple contrails are making slow crosses in the air, and he watches them for a while. Somewhere up there, someone from the Russian contractor pool is trying very hard not to become the thing he has just become.

A shepherd, tending his goats in reality in Siberia, stands idly, leaning against his herding stick. He doesn’t see Jan, or the crashed F-16, or the contrails in the sky. To Jan the shepherd is a ghost, rendered merely as a silhouette, his sheep just placeholder avatars. There was a limit to the level of reality the simulator would go. Wool is hard to render.

He reaches for the ‘dead button’ on his vest and thumbs it to active. It signals his acceptance of a fair kill. The pain in his ankle stops.

This does several things simultaneously. It registers his position with the VR Theatre Operations Command in a building outside Amsterdam. It triggers a formal incident report. And—most importantly, from a commercial standpoint—it formally begins the process by which Jan Clooster is designated a Conflict Casualty and thereby removed from all further participation in the Sino-Russian Siberian War, Theatre Seven. Until such time as this conflict reaches a formal arbitration resolution. There were no other major conflicts going on that could pay his fee, and he needed a break. 

In short: he's done.

He will not collect the full survival bonus and is barred from further combat. After the first VR war in Angola, where overt heroism and deliberate VR suicides had become disturbingly effective and common, the Commission moved quickly to close that loophole.

He sits up, removes his helmet, and removes the probes. He runs a hand through sweat-damp hair that is mostly grey now and which he has been meaning to do something about since approximately 2031. He is forty-one years old. He has been flying in VR combat theatres since he was twenty-six, initially as a Dutch Air Force contractor and then, after the Accords restructured everything, as a freelance specialist whose services were available to any signatory nation with the appropriate licensing and the operational budget. 

He has died—emotionally died, in the way that the body insists upon—seven times. Shot down four times including today. Missile strike on foot twice. Once, memorably, to friendly fire from a trigger-happy Polish ground team who had mistaken him for a Russian in a captured vehicle and who he still, to this day, cannot think about without feeling an emotion he refuses to name.

Each death is different and each death is the same. The body does not distinguish. The body receives the signal—impact, damage, cascade failure, termination—and processes it faithfully, and the mind inside the body goes somewhere very dark and very quiet for a fractional moment before the system resets. The technicians call this the gap. Jan calls it something else, but only to himself, and only on bad nights in Amsterdam when the canal outside the apartment is making its small sounds and Anjuli is asleep beside him and he lies there wondering what, exactly, is accumulating inside him.

He had unwittingly gained a skill. The skill of dying. He wondered if he was any good at it. He wondered if the nightmares and the headaches were related and chose to ignore that question. Not unconsciously, but consciously. 

Then there was the death where he was trapped in his plane as it spiraled towards earth, flames all around him, the heat being unbearable. He knew he was going to die. His life flashed before his eyes, he wanted it to end, he wanted to die. It was an unhealthy thought to have.

He would never tell Anjuli. He has never seen a therapist. Because he is Dutch. This is, in his view, sufficient explanation.

He looks around. His cockpit simulator pod, painted key-screen green, sits neatly in a row with about a hundred other pods. He is lying on a screen-green covered ground, like an action movie set. A technician is standing next to him in a lab coat and makes notes on an i-Pad. He doesn’t need to ask Jan how he is. He sees all Jan’s metrics. 

‘You’re dead”, said the technician, not even looking up.

Jan shrugs, then puts back on his VR helmet, and suddenly he is back in the Siberia steppes, laying on the grass. Alone, except for a shepherd.
He settles back on the hillside with his hands behind his head and watches the contrails drift apart.
Three months. Eleven weeks of flying the most sophisticated air campaign in the history of VR warfare, and he is going home on day ninety-one with a bonus payment that will make his accountant briefly emotional, and a left ankle that will feel fine the moment the simulator releases him, and the particular flavor of anti-climax that only comes from being very good at something dangerous in a context that has been specifically designed to ensure you cannot actually die.

Still, that full survival bonus would have been nice. A house. Kids?

He thinks about Amsterdam. He thinks about the apartment on the Keizersgracht and the specific quality of morning light on the canal, which the simulator has never once managed to reproduce correctly despite several billion euros of research and development. He thinks about coffee and the croissants from the place on the corner that Anjuli maintains are "acceptable" and which he considers transcendent. He thinks about Anjuli.

He wonders how she's doing out there on the ground in VR Siberia. The ground sims are in another complex outside Amsterdam. Close and yet far away.

Then he closes his eyes, and the VR grass is cold and real against the back of his neck, and somewhere to the east the artillery speaks its slow patient language, and Jan Clooster enjoys his final moments of a war that is longer his problem.
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Chapter Two: Anjuli
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Siberia, VR Theatre of Operations — Day 91 of the Conflict

Anjuli Chang does not think about death the way Jan does. She thinks about it the way you think about traffic—an inconvenience, occasionally terrifying, always someone else's fault.

At this particular moment, she is thinking about it very specifically.

‘Chen,’ she says, into the short-range comms that link her to the twelve members of her unit, ‘tell me you can see the sniper.’

‘I can see where he was,’ Chen says. This is not encouraging.

Anjuli is pressed into the shadow of a ruined wall—virtual rubble, virtual concrete dust still drifting in virtual autumn air—in what was, three months ago, a small administrative district on the western edge of Chita. Now it is the kind of place that military historians will presumably write about in their textbooks in a tone of professional appreciation, because the Chinese advance through this particular sector has been genuinely elegant and the Russian counteroffensive has been genuinely desperate and the resulting terrain has the complex horror of a chess game played by two people who both know how it ends but refuse to acknowledge it.

She has been here for nine weeks. She knows every virtual alley and every virtual roofline and every virtual sight line with the particular intimacy of someone who has been shot at repeatedly from all of them.

A bullet strikes the wall six centimeters from her ear.

Six centimeters. She will think about this later, perhaps on the tram home, perhaps over dinner. Six centimeters is nothing. Six centimeters is less than the width of her hand. She knows this because she has put her hand against the wall and measured it, afterward, the way you check whether a horror is as bad as you remember it being, and it always is.

‘He’s moved,’ says Chen. ‘Rooftop, building nine. Southwest corner.’

‘Can you get eyes on him?’

‘I can get a shot.’

‘That’s not what I asked.’

A pause. Then: ‘No.’

She considers this. Chen is her best shooter and has been with her since the first week of the conflict, when the Russian paid contractors were still arriving in batches and nobody had quite worked out what the Chinese strategy actually was. Chen is methodical and calm and possesses the specific personality type that does well in VR warfare: good at sustained focus, bad at parties, borderline pathological about ammunition counts. Anjuli respects this.

‘Keller,’ she says.

‘Here.’

‘South entrance, building eight. I need you in the stairwell in ninety seconds.’

‘Roger.’

She maps it in her head. Building eight has a stairwell that exits onto a roof terrace that overlooks building nine's southwest corner at a slight angle and an elevation advantage of perhaps four meters. Four meters is not much. But when you are dealing with a Russian sniper who has been systematically dismantling her unit's perimeter coverage for the past six hours and who is, she has come to believe, genuinely excellent at his job, four meters is an advantage.

‘Moving in thirty,’ she tells Chen. ‘I need suppression toward building ten. Not nine—ten. Make him think we haven’t found him yet.’

‘You want me to shoot at the wrong building?’

‘I want you to shoot convincingly at the wrong building. There’s a difference.’

Another pause. She can almost hear Chen deciding whether this constitutes professional behavior. It does. She has been doing this for nine years.

Anjuli Chang is thirty-four years old. She was born in Hong Kong and studied military strategy at a university in Singapore and then at a specialist program in Zurich that the UN Virtual Warfare Commission established in 2028, two years after the New Geneva Accords were ratified and one year before the first formal VR conflict—a brief, somewhat chaotic border dispute between Ecuador and Peru that lasted eleven days and which the analysts later described as "instructive."

She has been a VR ground commander for seven years. She has fought in four conflicts on three continents. She speaks Cantonese, Mandarin, English, and enough operational French to get her unit out of situations where the alternative is a translation delay. She has been killed—officially terminated, in the Commission's preferred terminology—eight times. Twice by sniper. Once by an IED that the simulator rendered with an attention to detail she found genuinely impressive and would have preferred not to experience. Once by a tank round that was so large and so immediate that she had not actually had time to process it before the gap arrived, and which she therefore, ironically, found the least traumatic.

She has a father in Hong Kong. She does not think about him during operations because thinking about him during operations is the kind of thing that gets you killed, and she has been killed enough times to treat casualty prevention as a professional obligation rather than a personal preference. She once texted him that she had been killed and he told her never to call it that again. Ever. He was upset. He was never upset.

'Suppression starting,' says Chen.

The rattle of automatic fire from Chen's position—two buildings north—fills the alley with noise and the sniper, whoever he is, will hear it and will probably not immediately question why the suppression is aimed three degrees in the wrong direction. The Russian contractors are good, but they are under pressure and under pressure people accept the information in front of them.

Anjuli moves.

She is not a large person—one hundred and sixty-two centimeters, lean in the way that sustained VR combat produces, which is to say that the simulator's biometric feedback loop has been carefully training her virtual body's muscle memory for nine weeks and her real body, sitting in a pod in Amsterdam, has been responding in kind. She emerges from the shadow of the wall at a low sprint, crosses the alley in four steps, enters the doorway of building eight.

The interior is dim. Virtual dust. Virtual water damage in long brown streaks down the walls. Real smell—the simulator pumps scent data as well as visual and haptic data, and the interior of this building smells of damp concrete and something else, something faintly chemical, that she has never quite identified and has stopped trying to. She takes the stairs two at a time.

Keller is already in the stairwell. Of course he is. Keller arrived at everything thirty seconds early because Keller had been in the German Bundeswehr before VR contracts paid three times as well and he still thought in Bundeswehr time.

'Roof access?' she breathes.

He points to a side door and nods. She goes.

The roof terrace is exactly as she remembered it from a reconnaissance pass eight days ago: low parapet, broken solar panels, a dead water tank in the northeast corner that provides cover and a firing position. She crosses to the parapet in a crouch. Below and across: building nine's southwest corner. And there—yes, there—a slight displacement of shadow that doesn't match the angle of the sun.

She raises her rifle.

She has him. She has the shot.

She does not take it.

Because at this precise moment, she becomes aware of a sound. A very specific sound. It is the sound of a grenade pin being pulled, which the simulator renders with a small, clean, almost musical tink, and it is coming from the water tank directly behind her.

There are 1.3 seconds between the pull of a pin and the detonation of a standard fragmentation grenade. Anjuli Chang knows this. She has known it for nine years. She turns.

The grenade rolls across the roof terrace toward her with the unhurried inevitability of something that has already decided how this ends.

She does two things simultaneously. She shouts ‘Keller—’ into the comms, because Keller is in the stairwell directly below the roof access door and the stairwell will funnel the blast and Keller needs to move now. And she throws herself over the parapet.

She falls approximately four meters.

She hits the lower rooftop of an adjacent building—one floor shorter, a fact she had noted in her reconnaissance and is currently very grateful for—and the impact rolls through her left shoulder and her hip and her face clips the concrete and she sees a brief, brilliant white, and then the grenade goes off above her in a crack of hot air and flying metal.

One piece of shrapnel catches her in the back.

The simulator renders this faithfully, because the simulator renders everything faithfully, which is the whole point and also the worst thing about it. She has been hit before. The body remembers being hit. The body has a very long memory for certain categories of information and this is one of them. She feels it as heat first, then pressure, then a deep and intimate wrongness that spreads from the impact point outward and makes her arms stop working correctly.

She lies on the lower roof and breathes.

‘Chang,’ says Chen in her ear. ‘Chang, report.’

She opens her mouth to respond and what comes out is not words but a sound that she will later describe to Jan, in a very dry tone, as "sub-optimal."  

‘Chang—’

‘I’m here,’ she manages. ‘I’m—I’m hit. The sniper is still in building nine. Chen, you need to—’

‘I’ve got him,’ says Chen. And then, after a moment: ‘Got him.’

Good. That's good. She thinks about how good that is while the simulator begins its casualty assessment protocol. She can feel it happening—a strange, clinical attention that moves through her virtual body like a diagnostic scan. She has felt this before. It is never comfortable. It is, she has always thought, the simulator's one genuine flaw: the gap between injury and termination, which should be instantaneous but which the designers chose to make slightly, deliberately, present—because instant termination removes consequences, and consequences are the entire point. And it was good television.

She thinks about Jan.

She thinks: he'd better still be flying.

Then the casualty assessment protocol reaches its conclusion.

The screen goes dark.

Anjuli Chang opens her eyes.

She is in Amsterdam. She is in a green-screen sports hall that smells of recycled air and her own sweat and the faint clinical antiseptic that the technicians use on the haptic interfaces. The lights above her are the familiar pale blue-white of the Operations Floor, which is on the third floor of a converted warehouse near the Westergasfabriek that the UN Virtual Warfare Commission leases for significantly more money than it will admit in its published accounts.

A technician is already at her side. He is young and Dutch and has the specific expression of someone who has seen this enough times to be calm about it but not enough times to be indifferent.

‘Troop Leader Chang,’ he says. ‘You’ve been designated Combat Casualty. Your participation in Theatre Seven is concluded. Are you—are you okay?’

She is not okay. She is never okay, immediately afterward. Nobody is, regardless of what they say in the debrief forms. She has been through the Gap.

'Yes,' she says, because this is also what you say in the debrief forms.

She sits up. Her real body is stiff—nine weeks of VR-time does things to the hips and lower back that no amount of automated physiotherapy fully corrects—and the shoulder where the simulator had been feeding haptic shrapnel-impact data for the last forty seconds is aching in a way that is entirely psychosomatic and entirely real. She rolls it carefully. She breathes.

The Operations Floor stretches around her, row upon row of soldiers in various states of action in their VR stands. The Dutch government has leased forty pods to the Russian contractor pool and there are more facilities in Antwerp—but a dozen or so are empty, their occupants either on break or, like her, newly designated. She can see two other Russian-contracted ground troops pulling themselves out of their stands down the row, moving carefully, speaking quietly to each other in Russian. One of them catches her eye and nods. She nods back. Professional courtesy. They are all killing each other's people ten hours a day and then they are eating lunch in the same cafeteria. Maybe one of the guys was the sniper that was just killed.

This is, she has always felt, either the most civilized arrangement in human history or a profound collective delusion.

She stands up, and leaves, feeling a slight limp.

Her phone is in the locker beside it. She picks it up. Three messages from her handler at the Commission confirming her casualty status and the termination of her contract payment schedule. One message from Chen—nice work up there, Boss—which makes her smile despite everything. And a message from Jan, sent approximately twelve minutes ago, which reads:

Got shot down. I’m out. Coming home. Have you eaten?

She stares at it. She reads it three times. Then she sends back:

Just died myself. That’s new, we have never died at the same time! Skull emoji. See you there. Get the good coffee.

She is pulling on her jacket when the second message arrives, and it is just a single word:

Always. Coffee cup emoji

Anjuli Chang zips up her jacket and walks across the Operations Floor toward the exit, past the humming pods and the pale blue lights and the soft mechanical breathing of other people's wars, and she pushes through the door into the grey November Amsterdam afternoon, and in reality she is alive, and it is enough.
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Chapter Three: Amsterdam
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Keizersgracht, Amsterdam — November 2041

The apartment is on the third floor of a canal house on the Keizersgracht that was built in 1689 and has been slowly, stubbornly sinking into the peat ever since with a dignity that Jan has always admired. The building tilts forward—three, maybe four degrees—in the way that Amsterdam canal houses do, which everyone who lives in them insists is structural integrity and everyone else insists is catastrophic subsidence, and both sides are probably right.

Jan gets home first.

He stops at the coffee place on the corner—Koffie de Waard, which has been there in various forms since approximately the Second World War and which smells, the moment you open the door, of roasting beans and steamed milk and the specific kind of contentment that arrives when something is exactly as it should be. He orders two flat whites and a bag of the almond croissants, and the woman behind the counter, whose name is Ans and who has been making his coffee since he moved to this street seven years ago, looks at him and says: ‘How long this time?’

‘Three months,’ Jan says.

She makes a sound that contains, without any words, an entire assessment of the situation. Then she gives him the coffees and waves away his card.

‘On the house,’ she says. ‘Go home.’

He goes home.

The apartment has been maintained by an automated system that handles the temperature and the humidity and the delivery of his mail and the watering of the three plants that Anjuli had bought when she moved in two years ago and which are, against all reasonable expectation, still alive. He is not naturally a plant person. He is not naturally a great many things that have accumulated in his life like sediment—the plants, the canal house, the English that is now better than his Dutch, the relationship with a woman who fights virtual wars on the ground while he fights them from the air. Sometimes on opposing sides.

He puts the coffees on the kitchen table and opens the window that looks out over the canal.

The canal is the color of old pewter in the November light. A boat with a cat (performing an iconic scene from the movie Titanic) moves past with absolute slowness, propelled by a small electric motor. Two cyclists cross the bridge at the end of the street with the mild mutual aggression of people who have shared a bike lane for too long. A light rain is beginning, the kind of Amsterdam rain that doesn't fully commit—more of a sustained suggestion of rain, a meteorological hedge.

Jan stands at the window and breathes.

He has been doing this—coming home—enough times now that he knows the sequence of it. The first hour is the strangest. The real world is insistently, almost offensively present. He can feel the wood of the windowsill under his fingers, which is different from the way he could feel the cockpit controls, that VR, it turns out, cannot match. Reality has a slightly rough texture. It is inconsistent. The air through the window smells of canal water and diesel and rain on warm tarmac, and no simulator he has ever worked in has managed to reproduce life correctly—there is always something missing, some note that isn't there.

He thought of war, of how he had somehow saved seven men by dying for them in proxy. And if there was still kinetic war, those men would not be able to go home every night. To detach, to be with their loved ones. Their fear would be 24/7. Their families in danger.

He picks up his flat white and drinks half of it standing at the window. He hears the key in the lock twenty minutes later.

Anjuli comes in the way she always comes in after a conflict: carrying her Operations bag on one shoulder and already in the process of removing her jacket, which she drops on the chair by the door with a precision that suggests the chair exists specifically for this purpose. The word “pumped” crossed his mind. He understood that. She has a bruise forming on her left cheekbone—real, not virtual, the result of whatever physical sympathetic response the simulator's haptic system had produced—and she is walking with the slightly careful gait of someone whose body has filed a formal complaint and is awaiting a response.

She sees him at the kitchen table. She sees the two coffees and the bag of croissants.

‘Almond?’ she says.

‘Almond.’

‘You’re forgiven,’ she says, and sits down across from him.

He didn’t know what he was forgiven for but was mature enough not to ask or even ponder. They drink their coffees. For a while, neither of them says anything, because neither of them needs to. This is one of the things Jan values about Anjuli in a way he has never quite managed to articulate: she understands silence. Not the uncomfortable silence of two people with nothing to say, but the particular silence of two people who have been saying things—through comms systems, through strategic language, through the compressed and pressurized dialect of active conflict—for months, and who find the absence of it restful in a way that company never quite is.

The rain picks up slightly. Not committing but making a stronger suggestion.

‘How’d you get killed?’ Jan asks finally.

‘Grenade,’ she says.

‘Roof?’

She looks at him. ‘How did you know it was a roof?’

‘Because it’s always a roof with you. You like roofs.’

‘I like sight lines.’

‘The sight lines happen to be on roofs.’

‘That’s an architectural problem, not mine.’ She pulls a piece of croissant off and puts it in her mouth. ‘Sniper in building nine. I went up to take the shot, and someone had anticipated exactly what I’d do.’ She pauses. ‘Good operator.’

‘Russian?’

'Had to be. The grenade positioning was too deliberate—they'd prepped the roof. They knew we were going to go for that approach angle.' She considers this. 'Someone had been watching us for at least two days.'

Jan nods. This is how she processes things—by talking through them as tactics, as problems of strategy and positioning, because this is the frame in which they occurred and it is the frame in which she is most comfortable. He does the same thing with aircraft systems and wind variables and weapons engagement envelopes. They are, in this sense, very similar people who arrived at the same place from entirely different directions.

'Chinese missile,' he says. 'From the north. I didn't see it until the proximity alert and by then I had about a second and a half.'

'Did you break?'

'I broke. It clipped the wing anyway.'

Anjuli shakes her head slowly. 'Day ninety-one,' she says.

'Day ninety-one,' he agrees.

'That's—' she thinks about it— 'three months of my life. Virtual life. Whatever you want to call it.'

Jan thinks about the hillside. The gold light on the steppe. The contrails. 'I keep thinking about what I'll miss, when I really die' he says. 'Which is crazy.'

'It's not crazy.' She pulls off another piece of croissant. 'The brain doesn't separate it out. The brain had the experience. It was real experience. You're allowed to miss it.'

'I was shot down.'

'So? The light over
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