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      Welcome to issue 130.

      Time is a fickle thing. That became abundantly clear at the beginning of the pandemic when months—and then years—passed, and yet, somehow, it still feels like March 2020. But December 2019? That was eons ago.

      This month we explore time, self-discovery, and the weight of others’ judgments with our original short fiction selections. We bring you a fairy tale, alternate realities, AI family drama, a Native cautionary tale, and more! Three of the six original fiction pieces are the authors’ first pro magazine sales, which makes me, as an editor, incredibly proud. These stories are top-notch, and to be able to be their first pro sale is a wonderful feeling. I have no doubt all three authors will be appearing in many more pro-magazines in the months and years to come.

      We open this issue with “Nine Theories of Time” by Spencer Nitkey. This story uses an unusual format—explaining nine theories of time—to deliver a story about grief, time, and parenthood. It is not an easy read, but it is so worth it.

      Russel Nichols returns to Apex with a powerful story about two brothers who develop a VR world where white people can experience the horrors of slavery. “To Live and Die in Dixieland” pulls no punches, exploring race, a company’s responsibility when the product they’re offering causes harm, and the media’s role in breaking a story. Nichols consistently brings us stories that pull the reader in and hold a mirror to our society.

      “The First Promise We Break” by Risa Wolf is a fairy tale twisted with mythology and dunked in a love story. It’s about the youngest daughter of a king and queen who is so beautiful that the townspeople will pay just to see her or for a strand of her hair. She feels violated in every way. Eventually, she is sent to be the companion of a mysterious man. This story is magical.

      Devon Mihesuah’s “Tenure” blends cultural appropriation with Native mythology through the story of a white man faking a Native descendance to further his career. Spanning many years, this story takes us from Chad’s decision to fake his heritage to the rise in his career and the final toll these actions take on him.

      I am amazed that “It Rises and Falls and Rises Again” is RJ Taylor’s first fiction publication! This story is amazing. Layered with metaphor and symbolism, we watch as the main character goes on both a physical and emotional journey, exploring interpersonal relationships and self-discovery along the way.

      Our final piece of original short fiction this month is “Strata” by Benjamin Blattberg. Man, I love this story! It deals with AI and parental pressure to be someone you’re not. I don’t want to give too much away, but this story really excites me. It’s fresh and deftly deals with a topic that’s so hard for many people.

      Our classic fiction this month is “An Arc of Electric Skin” by Wole Talabi and “In the Garden of Ibn Ghazi” by Molly Tanzer. We have essays by Milton J. Davis and Linda D. Addison. Andrea Johnson interviews RJ Taylor and Spenser Nitkey about their stories and writing processes. We have a new Words for Thought by AC Wise, and Keturah Barchers and Lesley Conner review a few novels for us this month.

      After years of being our artist interviewer, Russell Dickerson has decided to step down for personal reasons. We are sad to see him go and so thankful for all of the insights he has brought to us through his interviews with our amazing cover artists. Bradley Powers is stepping up to take his place. Bradley is currently studying fine art with a focus on ceramics at Salisbury University. In a way, Bradley has been part of the Apex family for a long time, because she’s my daughter. We were talking about needing to find a new artist interviewer, and Bradley said she’d be interested in giving it a try. Jason and I decided to give her a shot, and, from the strength of her first interview, I feel like she’s a wonderful fit. I hope that you will read her interview with JR Slattum and let us know how she did.
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      As I’m writing this, we’re watching the Russian invasion of Ukraine unfold. I don’t know what the next few days, weeks, or months hold for the people of Ukraine and the world. I do know that I am horrified and angry.

      When things like this are happening, when so many people are terrified and fighting for their lives, it’s easy to feel like what we do as creatives doesn’t matter. We aren’t saving anyone. We aren’t making a difference. It’s easy to feel unmoored, floating in an anxious sea of “how can I help?” and to feel repulsed by the idea of celebrating a new issue. Then I remember that being an editor at Apex has broadened my world beyond belief. I have friends across the globe—including in Ukraine. I have read stories and gained a deeper understanding and empathy for people who are not like me. That is what creatives bring to the world. We build empathy. We give readers an escape from reality. We find friendships that span the globe. So, if you’re a writer who is wondering why you should keep writing, this is why. If you’re a reader feeling like you don’t deserve the joy stories bring you, you deserve a break. Keep creating and keep reading. We’re all better because of it.

      If you’re in Ukraine, please stay safe.
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        Spencer Nitkey is a writer, researcher, and educator who lives in New Jersey. His first intellectual love was physics and his second was poetry. Science fiction has been a happy median between those two. Now, when he’s not busy dancing in the kitchen with his wife, dreaming about planting chestnut trees, or slowly reading Gravity’s Rainbow, he’s probably writing and imagining futures, presents, and pasts. His writing has appeared in Metaphorosis, MetaStellar, Fusion Fragment, and others. His website is spencernitkey.com.
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      Time is absolute. My son is born and there is blood, screaming sweet as rain, tears, and joy. I hold him. Things precede. Time is a straight line that exists independent of observers. My son’s second birthday follows his first. He walks shortly after his first and talks two months before his second. His hair is blond at first, but by the time he is five it is a dark brown. One step comes after the other. It is immutable and steady, one second then the next, then the next. He runs to his friends and I swell with pride, even as the tears come. There is nothing that changes time, not speed, not love, not distance. It slips, moment by moment, by. I try to hold it. I take a dozen pictures at his ballet recitals. I record his giggle as he rips the wrapping off of his presents. Still, time marches. I cannot pause it, try though I might. I cannot live in any single moment, as desperately beautiful as they are.

      
        
        2

      

      

      Time is relative.

      
        
        2a

      

      

      As an object accelerates, or moves quickly, time moves slower. The car sped down the freeway, faster than I’d ever driven before, as my wife held his head in the backseat. He fainted on a hike and his body shook for minutes as we tried to help him. An astronaut travelling close to the speed of light will return to Earth much younger than all of her friends who stayed on earth. Time depends on motion. The freeway stretched forever. I got the SUV over a hundred miles an hour for the first time since I’d bought it. It didn’t matter. Time stretched open, a wide gaping mouth of forever. We skidded into the hospital and I left the car blinking at the front door, carrying my son into the waiting room, back on Earth.

      
        
        2B

      

      

      The stronger the gravitational force acting on an object, the more slowly it experiences time. The doctor spread the scans on his mahogany desk. Gravity is caused by an object’s mass bending spacetime. Like a bowling ball on a quilt, the fabric of reality bows under the strain of massive objects. The words fell heavy, careened out of his mouth. They crashed through the table, splintered the wood, and cracked the floor tiles. The closer an object gets to a blackhole, the slower time moves. It was millennia before anyone said anything. We hummed around the diagnosis, impossibly heavy, and time ticked infinitesimally by. Eventually one of us said something, but eternity had already passed. We left the room and everything had aged. The trees had shed their leaves and died. The buildings had crumbled. The car had rusted. Our boy was dying. Time stretched so long it hardly moved at all.

      
        
        3

      

      

      Time is an ouroboros. When it ends, it begins. Tail to mouth. Apocalypse to genesis, again and again. Each day folds into the next, a mirror. MRI machines whir endlessly, one day after the other. IVs stab into his arm, too small for this many pricks and bruises. His hair falls out again and again, back the next morning, it seems, only to fall out by the end of the afternoon. Radiation fights the tumor in his brain. It shrinks, then grows back, then shrinks. One day into the other. The universe expands and expands, time moving out and curving on non-euclidean lines, then gravity pulls it back until it contracts into nothing. Time swallows itself and spits itself back out and the whole thing repeats. We leave the waiting room then walk back in. We tell a joke before the procedure, he laughs, that smile crests like the moon through clouds. We leave. We tell a joke before the next procedure, he laughs, that smile crests like the moon through clouds. We tell a joke. It’s all we can do, hold one end of the tail, as the mouth swallows us, as tomorrows turn into todays, todays into yesterdays, yesterdays into tomorrows.

      
        
        4

      

      

      Time is like light. It is both a particle and a wave. It is both movement and matter. I watched videos of him pirouetting, tottering on one leg like a slightly misshapen top, gorgeous, whenever he went under. The first chronon particle was observed in 2047 in an experiment in the large Hadron collider. Time is specific, something you can touch and feel, specify and move. He was asleep when they brought us to him after the surgeries. There were staples on his temple. Time is also an oscillation, a transfer of energy. I pass his sleeping body to my wife. We sang in the car, our voices waves through the air. His prepubescent alto was candy. Scientists capture time particles, freeze them in motion, and watch the universe decohere in small vials. It takes the power of three-dozen suns to do this. I watch him dance on my phone in bed, while he murmurs on the monitor, talking in his sleep. Scientists map the motion of time in different environments. I watch life leave him, time moving in waves from him to the sadness in my chest. This means there is a set amount of time in the universe. Scientists ponder what this means. I hold time in one hand, while it moves through my son in the other room. 

      
        
        5

      

      

      Time is quantum. I am with my son for the final day, and I am with my son on his first day. Chronons are superpositional. Time happens simultaneously. My son was crying, purple with surprise at the world, and laughing as I tickled his stomach with a feather, and coughing in the bathroom, and breathing quietly beneath the morphine blanket. Time is entangled. I heard the sound of my son’s voice at 1:35am, six months after he died, whispering that he was scared and could he sleep with us. He was just diagnosed and I said yes. He fell asleep on my chest, head rising and falling as I breathed. It is all happening all at once, everywhere. If you think you understand quantum mechanics, you do not understand quantum mechanics. If you think you understand death, you do not understand death.

      
        
        6

      

      

      Time is fractal. Time does not swallow itself at its end, but rather expands into a copy of itself, a repetition made of the same pattern. Grief opens into more grief, love into more love. The geometric shape of chronal arrangements is self-repeating. Each moment contains every other moment in existence. The shape of time is constant and eternal. There is no out or in. We lower our boy into the ground and it swallows everything. I throw myself into work and it swallows everything. Time is shaped like a Mandelbrot, twisting chevrons composed entirely of twisting chevrons composed entirely of twisting chevrons. My son is born and there is blood, screaming sweet as rain. Inside the screams, he is singing in the car. Inside the car, he is dying in my arms. In my arms, his smile is cresting like a moon through clouds. Inside his smile are the staples along his forehead. The staples fill the quiet house with nothing. Inside the nothing are a thousand ghosts, all shaped like him. Inside the ghosts, my son is born, and there is blood, screaming sweet as rain. All the same moment, really. All the same thing, really.

      
        
        7

      

      

      Time is a consciousness. Some laughed at this theory, fringe until the early 22nd century, until a unified theory of consciousness revealed the quantum structure of consciousness in the human brain. It is hard to sleep in the evening and impossible to wake up in the morning. Of course the structure of consciousness mirrors the structure of time. The mind folds into itself in infinitely repeating patterns. Time is a large mind, a phenomenological instance, that spans the universe. Time thinks and stretches and yawns and spaghettifies near black holes, because it is a deity. Time only exists when I acknowledge it. Some days I do not, the morning is a millennia of frozen grief. The milk should be bad, the earth should be ended, but it’s not, when I rise. I only exist when time acknowledges me. The thought changes and before I am downstairs, my son is braiding rows of daisies into his hair. My wife is singing as she plays guitar. My son is running through the field, chasing the wind-blown dandelion seeds. I am a little sweaty and an ant is crawling on my forearm, just one. Time can change its mind. We exist in the memory banks of the of time. Minds change quickly. I was a young boy and my grandmother died. My mother told me what she could before she left for a doctor’s office of her own. My sister was tumbling across a gymnastics studio. My father was at work. I did not know what to do with this sadness. I stole twenty-dollars from my sister’s drawer and hid it between the pages of one of my favorite books. If time is a consciousness, and we only exist in moments of interaction with time, then is it fair to call time a God? The days lord over me, bend me to their will and wants. Tuesdays I will not sleep. Fridays I will not be able to stay awake. Augusts I will stay inside, making sure the AC keeps my underarms dry. Afternoons I will miss him for hours and I will chew my cuticles until they bleed. Time thinks of me and I answer. Time thinks of me, and I wish it wouldn’t.

      
        
        8

      

      

      Time does not exist. Moments do not exist. Existence is a solid state, and nothing moves through anything else. Motion is nonexistent. Nothing is caused. The present is one hallucinatory moment, a single instance shackled taut with false memories and the diseased promise of a future. I am frozen, stuck, in the only moment that matters. A therapist tells me that I am ensconced, that I have not grieved, that I have not addressed the sadness as a partner, but have let it exist, unexamined, so it has not changed. A book on Presentism tells me that the past and the future are ontologically impossible. The universe, it argues, is really one single moment, dense with information suggesting time, but lacking any real substance making it so. I try to examine my sadness. My son has just died. I was holding his hand. So was my wife. This was all there ever was. I had experienced nothing real before, not by comparison, and have experienced nothing real since. How should I address this cocoon? This prison? Grief is an ontology, not a phenomenology. Time is a poor assumption to keep us sane. My son dies and this is all there is. Is this all I want there to be? Does it matter?

      
        
        9

      

      

      Time is absolute. My son was born and he was beautiful. My son got sick and it was rending. We found joy in the moments in between, stretched those moments as much as we could, which was never enough, but was more than I ever deserved. My son died and he was beautiful and there is no word worth uttering to describe it. I fell into time and my wife forgave me but needed more than nothing. I grieved and grieved until I was a husk. What else was there to do? Still, the sun rose and set. Still, the days marched, iron-booted into tomorrows. Wrinkles dug their trenches in my skin as sadness dug its trenches in my heart and when I looked in the mirror the absolute nature of time was impossible to argue against. I talked and it helped. I mourned and it helped. I filled in stupid worksheets and that helped, too. I was happy and in love, once. I was nervous and a father, then. I was breaking and smiling and hopeful and distraught and laughing and crying all the time. Then, I was heartbroken. I am still heartbroken. In the morning, I take time to look my sadness in its face. Some days it is overcast. Some nights it is a wide smile cresting through the clouds. Time is a straight line that exists. So do I. So did he. I’m grateful for each, when I can be. I suppose that’s enough.

    

    
      
      

      1 Content Warning: Cancer, Death of a Child.
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        Russell Nichols is a speculative fiction writer and endangered journalist. Raised in Richmond, California, he got rid of all his stuff in 2011 to live out of a backpack with his wife, vagabonding around the world ever since. Look for him at russellnichols.com.
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      None of them can see what lies behind the tree line.

      They finger the oak trunks, white hands racing down the bark’s craggy, deep grooves.  There is no blood on the leaves. As morning sun peeks through heavy branches, a light breeze masks the ashy bite of liquid smoke with a blast of sweet magnolias. And Walter Mitchell saw all that he had made—the plantation was perfect. But now he knows the next question will be:

      “What’s on the other side of this?”

      Walter adjusts his white tie. No need to panic. “That section is closed at the moment.”

      Inquiring media reps fling follow-ups at him, but Walter refuses to let their interrogation derail the press tour. Truth is, the whole section went dark around dawn. Was it a bug? A glitch? Had he been hacked overnight? He doesn’t know. Still, he keeps his cool. Any sign of disorder and these wrecking-ballpoint-pen reporters will destroy everything he worked so hard to build.

      Walter raises his hands, commanding attention. “Rest assured, it will be accessible once Dixieland officially opens at midnight. Do you want to continue?”

      Fallen twigs snap under steps as the group moves into green swaths of sweetgrass. On their way to a section called The Wetlands, Walter addresses questions about the beta tests, how post-trip scans showed higher levels of activation in the part of the brain where empathy resides.

      “And if it ever gets too rough,” he says, “the safe word is ‘freedom.’”

      The quip, as expected, draws ambivalent laughs. But one of the twelve reporters doesn’t so much as crack a smile. The only Black one in the mob: a younger, brown-skinned lady, short hair shaved on the sides with a crop of orange curls. The holotag on her blouse says Kamara. Probably just a cloutless intern. Nobody to worry about.

      “Next we’ll see one of our biggest cotton fields,” Walter says. “Do not be afraid. Dixieland is not a dangerous place. But if you see anything that disturbs you, just look away—”

      As the words escape his mouth, the cloudy, blue sky turns revelations red. The wind stops blowing, grass springs to attention and bodies disintegrate all over.

      They reawaken back at the San Jose headquarters in a testing room called the Den. Headsets unlatch. Seat-backs raise to upright positions. As the reporters get their bearings, Walter hops out of his chair, scrambling to control the damage.

      “I apologize for that abrupt exit,” he says, charging to the adjacent control room. Inside, an IT assistant conducts encrypted displays on a bank of monitors. He looks equally puzzled.

      “What the hell?” Walter says.

      “I-I don’t know—it was an emergency override, but I didn’t initiate it.”

      “Where’s Royce?”

      “He’s not answering again.”

      Walter presses his hands against his face. This can’t be happening. Not today. Not now. He takes a deep breath, composing himself.

      “Okay,” he says. This is no big deal. So what, the system crashed. They can’t crucify him for that. They can’t overlook the genius of his whole creation to focus on something so minor. He adjusts his tie, then returns to the Den.

      Kamara raises her hand. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not at all,” Walter says. “I forgot we had a scheduled maintenance, but everything is—”

      “What’s up with him?” Kamara points to the wide tempered glass window. Standing on the opposite side: a sloppy-looking man in a frayed, gray hoodie with a lopsided afro, eyes redder than the devil’s sunburn.

      “Oh, that’s my brother, Royce. He oversees all the technical aspects of the company.” Walter holds up a finger to the group. “If you all could excuse me one second.”

      Walter steps out of the Den. He grabs Royce’s arm, leading him down the corridor. Pushes him into a conference room to speak in private.

      “Bro, are you trying to sabotage us?”

      “We can’t do this, Walter,” Royce stammers. “I messed up.”

      “Damn right you did—I’m in the middle of a press tour and we’re fourteen hours away from launching the most anticipated platform in history—”

      “We have to shut Dixieland down.”

      Walter laughs. “Bro, I don’t know what you’re on right now, but I got these reporters to deal with and you need to figure out what crashed the system. But go wash up first. Jesus.”

      Walter heads out, but freezes at the door when his brother says:

      “A white boy is dead.”
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      For the record: Walter Mitchell is not a racist.

      Certain members of the media keep trying to spin it that way, but Kamara knows that’s nothing but projection. She has been studying the man for months. She re-read his op-ed pieces, analyzed his tech conference lectures, and watched various interviews. Even now, after meeting him face to face, it’s obvious he is not a racist; just a narcissist. How he moves, how he wears a navy pinstriped suit, how he speaks with a permanent smirk, every word steeped in holier-than-thou water. All classic expressions of what her girlfriend calls “male pattern falseness.”

      Kamara stands apart from the other reporters, who help themselves to detox shots and babble on about his brilliance. But this story is bigger than any one man. It’s about a system, an idea, a high concept that grabbed the whole country by the throat. And Kamara didn’t come here to pull back the curtain—she came to blow Emerald City wide open.

      She pokes her head out of the Den. No sign of Walter or his brother. Something is definitely wrong. She steps into the empty hall, listens for voices. Nothing. Where did they go? The headquarters isn’t that big—a two-story building two blocks from the Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose. Walter had explained that ninety-eight percent of the staff works remotely, but this site is the hub where the IT team manages Dixieland’s various data centers.

      A text message pops up in Kamara’s FoV. From her editor:

      [Almost ready to file?]

      Kamara shakes her head to dismiss the message. Her editor still doesn’t get it. On the surface, yes, this would appear to be a basic profile piece about a controversial tech startup: Silicon Valley wunderkind launches platform for white folks to experience slavery in VR—some people are big mad about it. But there’s something deeper going on here.

      Down the hall, a door opens. Walter steps out. By himself. Kamara slips back to the Den, hoping he didn’t see her. Seconds later, he reenters. “I apologize,” he says, “but I have to cut our tour short. Big day tomorrow. You understand.”

      The reporters bury their deflation under pleased expressions and thank you so muches. He knows how to work a crowd of a certain non-shade, she’ll give him that. Not unexpected. Add a serving of education and a dash of charm to a light-skinned brother in a tailor-made suit and the white liberals are on autoswoon. What an honor to have a smart and safe travel guide to walk them through the historic, haunted halls of the Black ExperienceTM.

      Kamara raises her hand. “One last question, Mr. Mitchell.”

      “Hit me,” Walter says.

      No turning back. She comes out with it. “Aren’t you letting white folks off the hook?”

      “I don’t follow you.”

      Kamara waves her hands. “You’ve said you created this reverse slavery simulator for people like them to ‘experience the unspeakable horrors of America’s racist history.’” The group fidgets. Kamara goes to a young white girl, fresh out of journalism school. Blood spreading across her face like a bedsheet. “But if, say, this young lady here, say she has these big ideas for anti-racist policies, but she becomes a user and goes to Dixieland on a daily basis. Don’t you think she might feel … exonerated?”

      “No, I won’t,” the white girl mutters.

      “Okay, so basically you’re asking me if I think Dixieland will eradicate white guilt?” Walter shrugs with that permanent smirk. “Maybe. But man does not live on white guilt alone.”

      The others chuckle to ease tension.

      Kamara can’t let him off that easy. “But at the end of the day, it’s just a game. It’s virtual. How will this platform lead to any real change?”

      Walter moves to her slowly, deliberately, reciting some obviously well-rehearsed speech: “Roger Ebert once called the medium of film an ‘empathy machine’ and proponents of VR have adopted the phrase. Up till now, limitations in technology left a lot to be desired when it came to immersion. But we took it to the next level. This isn’t some RPG. This is real life, baby. They will feel the sting of the lash and the burn of the sun in those cotton fields. She will watch her family get ripped apart because her Black master didn’t like how her daddy chewed pig intestines. You understand? As I said, Dixieland is not a dangerous place. But whoever takes that trip will be changed forever, and that’s real.”

      Kamara’s throat locks up. Walter raises his hands to end the tour.

      “Thank you all for coming. The exit is just around this corner.” He bows to their round of applause, acting surprised. “Good luck with your stories. Don’t make me look bad.”

      And with that, Walter walks out. Reporters exchange wide-eyed inhales, then exit riding a high. None of them look at Kamara. Small as she feels, they might as well be stepping over her. How could she choke like that? So much she could’ve said. So much she wanted to say. But she let this man, this narcissist, twist and convert her words into another empty-calorie monologue.

      [How’s it coming along?]

      Again, Kamara shakes her head. She can’t go out like this. She can’t quit and call herself a real journalist. Far as Kamara’s concerned, there’s more reporting to be done. That brother in the hoodie looked like he’s got something to say.
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      Royce doesn’t know what to say, or how to say it, or if he should say anything, or just keep his damn mouth shut. In the empty conference room, he paces all around, eyes zigzagging, like the answer is a fidgety cricket he can’t catch. If only the plants on the soundproof walls weren’t holographic—that extra oxygen would come in handy. How can anyone breathe at a time like this? When was the last time he was drenched in this much sweat anyway? Last summer at their father’s funeral? Right about now he’d give anything to trade places with dear old Dad.

      Walter enters. “Alright, they’re gone, so tell me exactly what happened—”

      Royce grabs Walter by his lapels. “You have to shut it down. You have to!”

      Walter unhooks Royce’s clammy hands. “Bro, bro, you’re freaking out over nothing.” With a wave at a sensor, Walter commands a chair to rise from the floor. “Have a seat. Breathe.”

      Royce slumps in the chair, cradles his head, heavy with negative self-talk.

      Walter crouches in front of him, doing four-count box breaths. “Another panic attack? Listen, you’re not alone here. With everything going on, trust me, I understand.”

      But he didn’t understand. He didn’t understand at all. “His mom—the boy’s mom, she called me this morning.” The words come slouching out of his mouth. “Teri Wilcher.”

      “Wilcher. Why do I know that name?”

      “She’s one of our beta testers and she … she found him in the garage. This morning.”

      “What do you mean ‘she found him?’”

      “She says he snuck into Dixieland while she was sleep and he … he couldn’t handle it.” Royce looks at his big brother. “The boy hanged himself. Ten years old and he hanged himself!”

      Walter stands and paces, rubbing his clean-shaven chin.

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      “I heard you.”

      “She probably told police we did this!”

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      Walter turns to Royce. “Even if she did, it doesn’t matter. You know why?” He holds up two fingers. “Two words: liability waiver.”

      “Are you for real?”

      “Bro, our beta testers all signed it. And we specifically state in the terms and conditions that Dixieland is for users eighteen and up, right?”

      Royce drops his head again. Why did he expect anything different? This is Walter: the same guy who hightailed it to Oaxaca days before Dad’s funeral and claimed he didn’t make the return flight because American put the wrong time on his boarding pass.

      “Okay, so let’s recap: A ten-year-old boy stays up past his bedtime, steals his mom’s helmet, gets access to a rope, ties the rope, and calls it quits.” Walter shakes his head. “Blame the parents, blame the Boy Scouts, blame God, but no way is that blood is on our hands.”

      “But Walt—”

      “We did nothing wrong,” Walter says. “Bro, I’m the CEO and you’re the CTO of the most anticipated platform in America. And in less than fourteen hours, this whole world will be live, so I can’t have you freezing up on me, okay?”

      A numbness seizes Royce’s body. His stomach rumbles. He didn’t even eat breakfast, but whatever is left down there definitely wants to come up.

      Walter puts his hands on Royce’s shoulders. “I promise I’ll send a heartfelt message of condolences. After tomorrow. But if any thirsty reporters try to call, what do you say?”

      “You know I hate lying.”

      “What do you say?”

      Royce sighs. “No comment.”

      “That’s my brother.” Walter throws a few playful jabs, then exits.

      Royce sits there, box-breathing. After a while, he says: “Okay.”

       He exits the conference room and trudges down the corridor, rubbing bloodshot eyes. Turning the corner, he runs into a woman with orange hair.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Royce says, post-collision. “I didn’t see you—”

      “You’re fine, I just got turned around trying to find the exit,” she says. “Hold up, you’re Royce Mitchell.” Royce frowns, stepping back. Is she a cop? He wonders, then she clarifies: “Sorry, I’m Kamara. I’m a reporter.”

      “Oh, okay you were on the, uh … the uh …”

      “The press tour, yes, I was.” She spins. “Then I got turned around.”

      “I know what you mean. Here, I can walk you out.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Royce leads Kamara down the corridor in silence. He wants to say something, but the echoes of Teri Wilcher’s sobbing has hijacked his primary speech functions. Not that he was ever good at conversation beyond open-world game development and gore anime.

      “Take care of yourself,” Royce says once they reach the door.

      “You do the same.” Kamara leaves, then turns around, biting her lip. “Actually, I’d love to speak with you about your experience. From what I hear, you’re the brains of the operation.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about all that.”

      “And humble too?” She smiles. “Let me treat this mythical humble genius to lunch.”

      Royce glances behind him. He can’t leave. But he also can’t work under these conditions, strangled by anxiety with an empty stomach and a hovering deadline.
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      Walter is running.

      As the sun goes down, he races through a dense forest. Pixelated trees whiz by. The sherbet sky melts yellow, orange, and purple.

      He jumps over a fallen branch.

      He jumps over a sinkhole.

      He doesn’t look back. Can’t look back.

      Walter escaped a haunted house, where hateful ghosts held him captive. Now they chase him. He has to outrun them.

      Sweaty and short-winded, Walter asks: “You sure we’re not liable?”

      The response booms down from the digital heavens. “Not based on what you told me. Legally, you’re in the clear.”

      He sidesteps a boulder. “That’s what I thought.”

      “But you can expect a shitstorm of bad press,” his attorney says.

      “I’ve been getting death threats since the beginning. How bad
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