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 1. Orientation






Dillan’s alarm was going
off.

Blearily, he opened his eyes and
rolled over in his bed. The phone was sitting on the nightstand,
plugged into a power cord and shrieking out a series of shrill
chirps that punched through what had once been a sleepy, peaceful
silence. With a grunt of annoyance, Dillan reached out and picked
up the phone, then turned off the damned alarm.

The phone defaulted back to its home
screen, and the time “8:01 AM” greeted Dillan’s tired
eyes.

His first class was at 10:30. As
Dillan stared at the loud and intrusive electronic in his hand, he
wondered if perhaps he’d set his alarm a bit too early. Surely two
and a half hours was giving himself way too much time? Well, he’d
heard that college was a time for experimentation, so he guessed
this would his first experiment: how late could he sleep in and
still make it to class in time?

Groaning, Dillan pushed himself into a
sitting position and glanced around his dorm room. Most of his
stuff was still boxes, and he doubted that he would be unpacking it
all any time soon. At least he didn’t he didn’t have to share his
room with anyone; the International University of Inventors gave
all of its students their own personal dormitory. From what Dillan
understood, the school had originally used a more traditional
setup, but had abandoned it three years after opening. Those with
the Spark could be unpredictable, and forcing them to cohabitate
could have chaotic and destructive consequences. Rumor was that the
big crater just outside Dorm B was where Dorm A had once
stood.

Ignoring the stiffness in his eyes and
the exhaustion in his limbs, Dillan climbed out of bed and began
gathering up clothes for after his morning shower. His first class
of the day was Algebra. He’d never particularly liked that subject,
but he’d also never found it to be all that difficult. One of the
nice things about IUI was that most of the classes were just
General Education requirements. The real meat of the course was the
daily Inventor’s Workshop. His started at 4PM and went on until 7,
every Monday through Friday.

In the shower, Dillan basked in the
feeling of hot water against his drowsy skin. A part of him wished
he could just stay here like this, but he also knew that that
wouldn’t feasible. He would eventually need to eat and sleep, for
one, and also who knew how long the water would stay warm? No,
Dillan would eventually have to leave the warm comfort of the
shower and go to class.

He wondered what his classmates would
be like, especially the ones who would share his Workshop. Unlike
every other class, the Inventor’s Workshop was a constant
throughout both years of IUI’s curriculum. Once you were assigned a
Workshop class, you stayed in it. Dillan could only hope that he
would get along with everyone.

“Hopefully they won’t be
jerks,” he said to the water streaming down on him. The water did
not respond.

Dillan had once had
friends, back in middle school. He’d managed to continue having
friends for the first month or two of high school as well. But then
a planned stink-bomb prank had gone a little too well, and it was
discovered that Dillan’s Spark had manifested. He was an Inventor,
and nobody wanted to be friends with an Inventor. Everyone knew
what those people
were like: they were Mad Scientists. They were
dangerous.

It had been a lonely few
years.

But that shouldn’t be a problem here.
Or at least, Dillan couldn’t see why it should be. Everybody at the
International University of Inventors was like him. They all had
manifested the Spark of Invention. The school had been founded in
the 1970’s for the sole purpose of providing a place for the
nations of the world to send their Inventors, to see them molded
into people who could put their talents to work for the betterment
of mankind, and keep their madness under control.

Luckily, Dillan didn’t seem to be
particularly affected by the Spark Madness. He’d always been able
to function perfectly well in society and, as far as he could tell,
he was quite sane. As he exited his shower and dried himself off,
Dillan found himself hoping that his classmates weren’t too
crazy.

After all, it simply wouldn’t do for
the future God-King of Earth to associate with mad
people.

λ

The Spark had emerged shortly after
the detonation of the Atomic Bomb. To be more precise, the first
people to manifest the Spark had been born within a day of the
original test detonation. Because the Spark of Invention generally
manifested during puberty, it was over a decade before people began
to realize that something had happened.

Nobody was quite sure of where the
Spark came from, but everybody agreed on its obvious effects: those
who possessed it could build devices that seemed to bend and warp
the very laws of physics. Stranger still, others working from the
same blueprints and using the same materials were unable to
duplicate the effects of these devices, unless they too had the
Spark.

Originally, the emergence of the
Inventors was met with fear and panic. Many proclaimed those with
the Spark to be abominations or witches or other such terms. Then,
slowly, governments and industry began to realize the incredible
potential that the Spark held. As they began recruiting Inventors
and using them to make new leaps forward in technology, fear of the
Spark began to recede.

Until, of course, the other effect of
the Spark became apparent: those who possessed it were cursed with
madness.

“Mad Scientist.” That was
the name that began to spread. It was a derogatory, mocking name,
and it became commonplace even as those in power continued to work
to harness the Inventors’ gifts. Once more, the specters of war and
chaos rose up and cast looming shadows across the world, and many
began to wonder: in the last great war, normal scientists were able
to produce the most powerful and destructive weapon the world had
ever seen; what greater horrors might these madmen be able to
create?

It was a fear that soon gripped the
world, but at the same time nobody was willing to give up the
advances the Inventors had achieved. The end result of these
contradictory impulses was an international treaty that established
a learning institution where all the Inventors where all the
Inventors of the world might learn to harness and control their
gifts.

Canada donated the land for this
institution, and a chunk of the northern wilderness was transformed
into Dome City, a sprawling metropolis encased within a great dome
that could regulate the temperature and weather within, designed
and built by Inventors. With a smaller dome to the North of the
city was located the institution itself: The International
University of Inventors.

For many students, their time at IUI
would mark the only point in their lives in which they were
surrounded by people other than themselves, for Inventors were
exceedingly rare, and just slightly over 5% of the world’s Inventor
population was concentrated within IUI and Dome City. Out in the
rest of the world, Inventors were thinly spread throughout the
population, and it was completely feasible for one to go his entire
life without ever encountering another who possessed the
Spark.

IUI was the one place in the world,
and the one time in an Inventor’s life, where they could meet and
befriend others who were like them, and who understood the burdens
they carried. The result of this was that the University had had an
unexpected impact on world politics. Governments often used
Inventors to develop new weapons, and these weapons often reflected
the minds of their designers. But Inventors were hesitant to go to
war with old friends and schoolmates, and thus their weapons were
hesitant to be deployed. Luckily, most nations were so frightened
of others’ Invented weapons that they avoided overt acts of
hostility, and diplomacy increasingly became the norm.

Political scientists
called in the Pax
Dementiarum.

λ

Dillan emerged from his dorm room
wearing clean clothes and feeling thoroughly cleansed himself. His
bookbag hung off his back, its straps digging somewhat
uncomfortably into his shoulders, and Dillan continuously adjusted
them as he walked down the hallway, trying to find that elusive
happy medium between sanely distributed weight and not losing
circulation in his arms.

The hallway of the Dorm
building was plain, consisting of white tile floors below plaster
ceilings and walls of cinder blocks that had also been painted
white. It reminded Dillan vaguely of his old elementary school, and
institution that, as far as he knew, the state had only funded out
of a distant sense of obligation rather than any desire to improve
the lives of the students held within. That sort of thing simply
wouldn’t do, Dillan felt. Once he had conquered the world,
improving the quality of schools would be one of his first
priorities. True, a less educated populace may be easier to
control, but it wouldn’t be any fun, and Dillan wanted a
challenge when he ruled
the world.

Now, Dillan wasn’t
delusional or anything. He knew and understood that, at present, he
had no real chance at achieving world domination. First, he would
need to graduate IUI and start building connections and secretly
constructing marvelous doomsday devices. It would be at least a
decade before he could even think
about beginning his campaign for global
conquest.

It was good to have a long-term plan
for one’s life. That’s what Dillan’s high school guidance
counsellor had told him anyway. Still, for some reason the man
hadn’t seemed particularly impressed with Dillan’s
aspirations.

“It’s just…” the
counsellor had said, searching carefully for his words like he was
using his mouth and tongue to disarm an explosive, “no one had ever
actually taken over the world before. People have attempted it,
like Alexander the Great or Genghis Khan, but they usually end up
with just empires. Not the whole
world.”

Dillan, however, had been
unconvinced by this line of argument. “That just shows that no one
has ever taken over the world yet,” he pointed out. “I can be the
first.”

The counsellor had then awkwardly
changed the subject to ask about Dillan’s friends. He didn’t have
any, so that was a pretty short rest of the
conversation.

He actually still didn’t have any
friends. Dillan had awkwardly chatted with his dorm neighbors, and
they’d seemed like a nice enough bunch. José was from Brazil and
wanted to be the first person to prove the existence of mermaids,
despite confessing a deep-seated fear of the ocean. When Dillan had
asked him about that, José had just waved his hand
dismissively.

“Obviously if there are
salt-water mermaids,” he’d reasoned, “then there must also be
fresh-water ones. So I’ll just discover them in lakes and
rivers.”

Admittedly, that hadn’t really sounded
right to Dillan, but he wasn’t a marine biologist, so he didn’t
think it was his place to argue.

Still, while his neighbors
were certainly friendly, Dillan wasn’t yet comfortable with labelling them as
“friends.” He just didn’t feel like he knew them well enough for
that yet. While he wasn’t sure where the line between “friend” and
“acquaintance” was, he figured he would know when he found
it.

Perhaps he would meet friends in his
classes today? Wouldn’t that be neat.

These were the sorts of thoughts that
occupied the future world-ruler’s mind as he stepped out of his
dorm and into the morning sun. Or rather, as he stepped out into
the morning artificial sunlight. Looking up at the sky, Dillan
could clearly see that it was dark and cloudy outside of the dome,
but inside of it was a bright and sunny day. From what Dillan
understood, the glass of the dome glowed in some special fashion
that gave off this heat and light, which was powered by the
coldness of the world outside. The cold air pressed against the
dome, which then used it as energy, which created the heat.
Thermodynamically speaking, everything about that process was utter
nonsense, but that was Inventors for you.

Dillan walked along the sidewalk, not
bothering to put on sunglasses. The light of the dome never seemed
to be bright or intense enough to harm his eyes, presumably another
result of the Spark’s magic. Dillan passed a tree, upon which was a
squirrel who seemed just as unbothered by the weather. It barely
reacted to Dillan’s presence as he passed it by.

All around him, others bustled with
activity. Some people jogged. Some skateboarded or biked to the
food court for breakfast. Others hoverboarded there. Ever since an
Inventor had created real, genuine hoverboards, and another had
come along and built a machine that mass produced them, the things
had become a staple of modern life.

But Dillan just walked. He didn’t have
the energy to jog, and the last time he had attempted to ride a
hoverboard, all he’d succeeded in doing was falling flat on his
ass. It had been bad enough doing that back in eighth grade,
surrounded by people who knew him. He wasn’t keen on falling on his
ass in front of a bunch of strangers. He’d probably never make
friends then.

And certainly not girlfriends. Dillan
had never had a girlfriend before, but he was reasonably certain
that women, as a rule, were not impressed by men who fell flat on
their asses.

Boy, his mind was certainly going in
some weird directions this morning. Maybe it was his nerves. This
was his first official day at University, after all.

Dillan still had over an hour before
class, so he stopped by the food court. IUI gave a monthly stipend
to all its students so that they could feed and clothe themselves.
Pretty much nobody who went to this particular school was going to
be working any part-time jobs out in Dome City. Most employers were
somewhat understandably hesitant to hire Inventors, especially ones
who hadn’t yet mastered their gifts. Some students earned extra by
working at on-campus stores, but even those establishments tended
to favor hires who weren’t likely to try to build a better cash
register and accidentally set fire to everything in
sight.

None of the workers at the
place Dillan selected for breakfast were Inventors, he didn’t
think. Regardless, they still made some pretty good pancakes. It
was a locally owned fast food place that was suspiciously similar
to another, more popular franchise. The difference was that this
one was called “McReynolds” and had three golden arches. The owner had,
apparently, somehow managed to finagle a special clause into his
contract with the University that kept the bigger franchise out.
This didn’t make the food they sold at McReynolds any less
delicious, however. Indeed, it was just as tasty and addictive as
the food offered by the other franchise. It was almost like they
were working from the same recipe or something.

As Dillan took his tray of food to an
empty table, he noticed that somebody else was passing out flyers.
Somehow, despite Dillan’s resolve to not interact with any more
strangers until after he’d eaten something, one of these flyers
ended up on his tray.

It was for a “Welcome to IUI” party
Saturday night. Dillan didn’t think he was interested. Parties
seemed like the kind of thing you went to with friends, and he
didn’t have any.

It was a shame that he didn’t know
where he could go to meet people and make new friends. That sort of
information would have been a big help.







 2. Algebra 101






Dillan’s first class was held in a
lecture hall. He had never actually been in a lecture hall before,
though he’d seen plenty on television and in movies. The way the
rows of desks and seats were set up on what was essentially a huge
set of stairs looking down over a pit of learning was, he had to
admit, a simple yet elegant design. He wondered if he would ever be
able to come up with anything better.

His first instinct was to take a seat
in the back. As a person who had spent the last couple of years of
his life as a social pariah, the back was the part of the classroom
that Dillan was most comfortable with. Unfortunately, it seemed
that most his classmates were of similar disposition, and so by the
time Dillan arrived, the entire back row had already been taken up
by nervous students all awkwardly refusing to make eye contact with
one another. The second row to the back was fast filling up as
well.

Ultimately, Dillan found himself
sitting in the third-to-the-back row, in a seat right next to an
aisle so that he could leave more quickly and efficiently when the
class reached its end.

Few things in life 100% positive or
negative, though there are some exceptions. Sadly, sitting in the
aisle seat is not one of those exceptions. While his position did
provide Dillan with a quick means of escape, it also meant that he
was now at the mercy of anyone who also wished to sit in that row,
who would need to scoot past Dillan if they wished to claim a
seat.

One of those individuals soon
manifested next to Dillan, emerging from the small and shuffling
crowd of students that was flowing up and down the lecture all.
This individual caught Dillan’s attention and fixed him with an
impressively passive look.

“Excuse me,” the student
said. He was, Dillan thought, of Asian descent, and spoke with an
accent that would seem to confirm that theory. “Can I get
through?”

There was very little
emotion in his tone of voice, and spoke with the flat and
matter-of-fact nature of someone who had long ago run out of shits
to give; not merely someone who claimed to have run out of shits,
mind you, but someone who had truly, genuinely, ceased to give even
the slightest ounce of a fuck.

And so, Dillan found himself nodding.
“Uh, sure.” He scooted awkwardly so that most of his body mass was
under his desk and the wooden edge dug uncomfortably into his
stomach. The other student sort of shuffled in a crab-walk fashion
behind Dillan and squeezed his way to the next desk, which he
proceeded to sit at.

“I am Lee,” the student
said, without a trace of warmth or friendliness. He had a smart
phone out and was focused on it.

“I’m Dillan.”

Lee suddenly held up a finger and
stared intently at his phone, the screen of which had suddenly
burst to life in flashes of color and test. Lee tapped furiously
with one hand and then stared at the screen some more, before
looking from it and at Dillan. Or rather, at Dillan’s
nose.

“Um?” Dillan
asked.

“Extraterrestrials.” Lee
spoke as if that one word should be a satisfactory
explanation.

“OK?”

“I am attempting to
contact them,” Lee explained. “But they are proving elusive. I set
up a news alert for stories about them, but this one had proven to
be a false alarm.”

“Right,” Dillan said,
nodding along as if that were perfectly reasonable. This must be
the Spark Madness talking. Dillan was certainly glad he didn’t
suffer from anything like that; it would be ridiculous if the
future ruler of the Earth was obsessed with aliens.

“What did you say your
name was?” Lee asked. “I was distracted and failed to pay attention
when you introduced yourself. I apologize.”

“Dillan.”

“It is a pleasure to meet
you, Dillan,” Lee said, conveying no pleasure, and indeed no
emotion, whatsoever.

“You seem…” Dillan
searched for the right word. “Reserved.”

“Why do you say
that?”

Dillan wasn’t great at handling social
interactions in general, but this one had him at an utter loss.
“You, um, you just seem that way. I don’t know, it’s just the vibe
you give off.”

“Interesting. Would you
say that this ‘vibe’ is an unfriendly one?”

Dillan considered this. “Not really,”
he said, after a moment. “It’s not much of anything. Not friendly
or unfriendly, just… neutral. Dead neutral.”

Lee nodded, his expression unchanging.
“Perhaps I do not seem friendly enough,” he admitted. “If my peers
don’t see me as approachable, then it can be surmised that
extraterrestrials may not see me that way either, which would
obviously interfere with my work in making first
contact.”

“That makes sense,” Dillan
said, somewhat surprised and a little bit alarmed that he could
indeed follow Lee’s train of logic.”

“Thank you,” Lee said. “I
will endeavor to be friendlier and more approachable.” His face
then contorted into a tortured and horrific expression as his mouth
opened slightly and his lips peeled back in a showing of teeth that
reminded Dillan of a dog trying to warn a stranger off its owner’s
property.

“Are you alright?” Dillan
asked.

“Of course,” Lee said.
“Why do you ask?”

“Your expression is, um…
what exactly are you doing?”

Lee cocked his head slightly, still showing his teeth. “Smiling,”
he explained. “Am I not doing it right?”

Dillan shook his head.

“Shame.” Lee dropped his
tortured expression and reassumed his neutral one. “I will have to
practice later.”

“Probably a good idea.”
Dillan had never heard of anyone practicing smiling, but he
supposed that it made perfect sense to do so if you couldn’t smile
properly.

“Would you like to be
friends, Dillan?”

“Um, what?” That was
sudden and unexpected. Dillan felt like a few key steps had been
skipped. “Just like that?”

Lee nodded. “It has been some time I
had any friends,” he explained. “But I do recall most friendships
beginning with one party asking the other if they would like to be
friends. I admit, these recollections are from childhood, so
perhaps social protocols have changed now that we are matured, but
I confess that I never learned any new methods of befriending
individuals.”

“I think it’s supposed to
happen naturally, without being explicitly said out loud,” Dillan
offered. “But to be honest, I don’t really know either.”

“If neither of us knows
the proper course of action, then perhaps we should take the
simplest and most straightforward option,” Lee said. “We can agree
to become friends and then, when time permits, we can later
determine if we share any mutual interests or possess complementary
personality traits.”

“What if we
don’t?”

“A good question.” Lee
considered this for a moment. “Then we simply do not become
friends. Until we have reviewed our interactions, we should
consider a probationary friendship, for want of a better
description.”

“You talk really
formally.”

“I would rather there be
no ambiguities in my speech. I have seen many films in which the
plot, and thus the emotional turmoil experienced by the cast, could
have been avoided had everyone involved been clear about their
thoughts, motivations, and feelings. I strive to avoid the kind of
misunderstandings that result of these sorts of errors.”

Dillan had seen a lot of movies that
worked like that too, so he guessed he couldn’t really fault Lee
for wanting to avoid that kind of situation. “I guess that makes
sense,” he said. “I’ll agree to the probationary friendship
thing.”

“Excellent. I look forward
to getting to know you, Dillan.” Lee extended his hand. Dillan
shook it.

And that was that. Overall, it turned
out that making friends was far simpler than Dillan had thought. He
wondered if it would be this easy with anyone else?

By now most of the students had found
a seat, and a woman in a gray pantsuit entered the hall, placed a
bag on the professor’s desk at the bottom of the pit of learning,
and addressed the assembled young Inventors.

“Hello class!” she called.
Her voice was clear and crisp and didn’t sound like it was being
shouted at all. In fact, even from up here, Dillan felt like she
was speaking to him from only a few feet away. He noticed an odd
device attached to her neck and wondered if that was throwing her
voice somehow. “Welcome to the first day of the semester! How many
of you are newcomers to IUI? Raise your hands, don’t be
shy.”

About three quarters of the class,
including Lee and Dillan, raised their hands.

“Good, good,” the
professor said. “I am Professor Tracey Kole-Gideon-Wells. I know
that’s a mouthful, so feel free to call me Professor Kole. That
part’s my maiden name, so I’ve had the longest and I’m used to
responding to it. Welcome to Algebra 101!”

She paused and held out her arms as if
expecting applause. None came. This did not seem to perturb her in
the slightest.

“So today we’ll be going
over the syllabus,” Professor Kole said. “It won’t take that long.
Feel free to pull it up from the class documents on your devices
and follow along. Or don’t; I have a slideshow. Frankly, I don’t
care what you guys do as long as you don’t disrupt my class. Your
grades on the ones on the line, not mine.”

Dillan thought he liked Professor
Kole-Gideon-Wells. She certainly seemed both more reasonable and
more interesting than any teachers he’d had in high
school.

The professor went over her syllabus,
starting with the policy on late work (which included a clause
banning the use of time travel to retroactively turn in assignments
on time; that would be considered cheating), then moving onto
absence policies (android duplicates were not an acceptable
substitute for one’s body) and other such details. Dillan found
himself zoning out.

“What are you doing now,
my probationary friend?”

“Huh?” Dillan blinked and
realized that class had been dismissed while he was off in
lala-land. Lee was looking at him impassively.

“Now that class is over,
what are you doing?” he asked. “Do you have other classes? I
understand that this sort of small talk is what friends
do.”

“I guess,” Dillan said.
“I’ve got Composition right after this, and then nothing until
Workshop at 4.”

Lee nodded. “I have Workshop at that
time as well. Who is your professor? Mine is Professor
Pear.”

“It’s, uh, hang on…”
Dillan shuffled through his bag and produced the paper he’d printed
his schedule out on. “Professor… oh, huh. Professor
Kole-Gideon-Wells.”

“Interesting,” Lee said.
“You see her multiple times a day. Maybe you will become friends as
well.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“I hope you don’t use such
a friendship to get better grades,” Lee told him. “That would be
unethical.”

Dillan honestly had no idea how to
respond to that.

“That was a joke,” Lee
explained after an awkward moment of silence. “It was an attempt at
so-called ‘good natured ribbing.’”

“Oh,” Dillan
said.

“You did not
laugh.”

“It didn’t really sound
like a joke,” Dillan told him. “It was a really flat delivery. The
tone was just kinda off.”

Lee nodded. “I will practice
joke-telling while I practice smiling.”

Dillan grinned. He couldn’t help but
like this guy. Hopefully all of his classmates would be… well, if
not this friendly, then at least this interesting.







 3.
Introduction to Media Studies






Noreen loved anime.

She collected anime figurines and had
subscriptions to all the streaming sites and loved to cosplay and
went to conventions. Sometimes, she had made friends at those
conventions, but those friendships never lasted. Maybe other people
didn’t like anime as much as Noreen, or maybe they were just put
off by her Spark.

Not that Noreen minded having no
friends. The protagonist almost never had very many friends at the
start of the story. Not having friends, in addition to having a
Spark, just went to show that Noreen was the
protagonist.

Now, admittedly no grand adventure had
unfolded for her back in high school. And that certainly was a
disappointment; most grand adventures in anime unfolded during high
school. But to be fair, her high school had been nothing more than
an average, run-of-the-mill public school, not at all like where
she was attending college. The International University of
Inventors was a special school for special people, exactly the kind
of place where any number of grand adventures might be expected to
unfold.

Noreen was very aware of this, and she
fully expected that today, her first day of classes, would
essentially act as the first episode of her series. To aid in her
obvious standing as the protagonist and main character, Noreen had
dyed her hair a dark pink, much like the hairs she had seen in many
anime. She had also attempted to grow it out and style in a
distinctive and elaborate manner, but gravity had proven a harsh
mistress, and the device she’d constructed to bypass that issue had
proven too cumbersome to carry around. So instead Noreen had opted
to cut her hair short, so that it fell to just below her ears. That
was a common enough style for protagonists, and it even seemed to
complement her glasses, giving her a very marketable meganekko sort
of charm that seemed to actually work better in three dimensions
than it would have in two.

Perhaps being live-action had its
advantages after all.

Noreen wondered what kind of show she
would be starring in. Would it be a Slice of Life? Maybe she would
discover a secret talent for sports and wind up on a tournament. Or
perhaps an experiment gone wrong would send her off into another
world; Isekai was pretty popular these days.

Supporting characters were another
issue she needed to be mindful of. Noreen had spent her first
afternoon after moving into her dorm talking with her new neighbor
Marcia. She was a black woman, which was not very common in anime,
but Noreen supposed that having someone unusual in the cast would
help them to stand out. She’d mentioned this to Marcia, but for
some reason the girl had responded by going real quiet and giving
Noreen a funny look.

Marcia seemed to be much more athletic
than Noreen. She was skinny with defined muscles in contrast to
Noreen’s much softer and squishier form, and she wore her hair in
short dreads. If this were a sports anime, she would probably end
up as either Noreen’s mentor or her rival. Though Noreen couldn’t
imagine what sorts of circumstances could possibly drive the two to
rivalry.

Noreen just hoped she didn’t turn out
to be a yandere. She hoped most sweet and kind didn’t turn out to
be yanderes, and so far none had. This made Noreen nervous. Surely
one was going to turn up sooner or later.

Still, Marcia was kind of an oddball.
“You know this is real life, right?” she’d said, speaking
carefully, as if navigating a field of land mines.

Well, obviously Noreen knew this was real
life. She clearly wasn’t crazy or anything. She just wanted to know
what kind of show her real life was set in.

Noreen had explained this to Marcia,
and the other girl had stared at her for a long time without saying
anything. The silence had made Noreen uncomfortable and so,
grasping about for any possible change in subject, she asked Marcia
about her long-term plans. What was she going to do after
university?

The other girl had smirked proudly. “I
have only one goal,” she’d explained. “I’ve had it for years. And
once I have the means to make it happen, nothing will stop me from
accomplishing it!”

“What is it?” This was
exciting. Noreen could hear the drive in Marcia’s voice. It was the
same sort of determination that spurred anime characters on to
incredible feats.

And with a grand smile on her face,
Marcia had declared: “I am going to punch God in the
face!”

It was then Noreen’s turn to stare
silently at Marcia, who looked as if she were expecting to receive
accolades for announcing such a lofty and insane goal. Noreen
couldn’t help but feel that, at the very least, Marcia should have
dramatically raised a clenched fist before shouting her desire to
punch God in the face, but the woman hadn’t even done that much.
And without that showmanship, it was hard for Noreen to really feel
invested in Marcia’s drive.

Especially when it was a drive to
accomplish such a crazy goal. Noreen sure was glad that she wasn’t
delusional like poor Marcia with her Spark Madness.

But she supposed she liked Marcia well
enough. At the very least, she should keep things interesting. Lord
knew that Noreen didn’t want her show to be boring. Or at least,
Lord knew so long as He wasn’t being punched in the
face.

Noreen’s schedule was such that she
didn’t have to worry much about Monday classes except for Workshop
at 4, so she was free to explore campus until then. She probably
should have explored before the semester started, but the processes
of moving in and meeting a prospective God-puncher had taken a lot
out of her, and Noreen had just wanted to sleep until the first day
of classes. And that was exactly what Noreen had done.

“Hey, Noreen!”

She was walking past the library when
she heard the voice call out to her. It was a plain building, and
for some reason there was a bench here that faced one of its blank
walls instead of outward to the quad. That was probably the kind of
eccentric design one could expect from a place built by
Inventors.

Wondering who could possibly be
calling out to her, Noreen turned her head to see Marcia. Of course
it was Marcia—nobody else here knew who Noreen was. There had, as
always, been the ever-present chance that it was some prince whom
she had met during childhood and forgotten about, but who had
carried a torch for her for all these years, but the voice had
clearly been feminine, so that was obviously not the
case.

“Oh, hi Marcia,” Noreen
said as the other girl walked up to her, smiling. “What’s
up?”

Marcia shrugged. “Class let out a few
minutes ago, so I was walking around campus, trying to scope out a
good jogging route. You?”

“I, um, don’t
job.”

Marcia laughed. “No, I mean what are
you up to?”

“Huh? Oh!” Noreen felt her
cheeks heat up. Why would Marcia be asking if she was planning to
jog as well? That wouldn’t have made any sense. Noreen really
wasn’t used to small talk. Small talk rarely if ever happened in
anime. The writers didn’t have enough time to include stuff like
that because they needed to focus on getting out relevant
information to the viewers. Noreen guessed that meant that small
talk happened off-screen, so maybe right now was an off-screen
moment.

She must had been staring at nothing
while considering all this, because leaned forward with a concerned
look. “Are you thinking about living in an anime again?” she
asked.

“What!?” Noreen blinked in
confusion. “I don’t live in an anime. That’s just what life is
like.”

“Uh huh,” Marcia said
flatly. “You know that anime is usually about Japanese people,
right?”

“Well, yeah, duh. So
what?”

“Girl, you are whiter than
a snowman waterboarded in bleach.”

Noreen frowned. “That doesn’t make any
sense,” she said. “Why would somebody waterboard a snowman? It’s
inanimate. There’d be no satisfaction in torturing it. And why
bleach? Snow is already white.”

“I was trying to make a
clever and funny analogy,” Marcia muttered. Then she blinked.
“Wait, did you think of the torture thing before the bleach thing?”

“No,” Noreen
lied.

Marcia didn’t seem to buy it, but
luckily, before she could pry, a man screamed “GET OUT OF THE WAY!”
before being dragged past the girls by a giant robotic
dog.

Noreen and Marcia watched in befuddled
silence, their heads turning as their gazes tracked the robotic dog
running around the quad, its leash trailing behind it, pulling the
screaming and panicked young man here and there as it rushed about
in seemingly random directions.

“So…” Marcia said a moment
or two after the robotic dog and its hapless owner had vanished
from sight, “what classes do you have today?”

“Just Workshop,” Noreen
told her.

“What time?”

“Four.”

Marcia nodded. “Same here. Who’s your
instructor?”

Noreen opened her mouth to answer, but
at that moment the dog came back.

Somehow, it the mechanical canine had
found its way to the roof of the library, and it now took a wild
leap from it. The beast soared through the air, casting a shadow
upon the students below, its shrieking, terrified owner gripping
tightly to its leash for dear life.

The dog landed on the quad and took
off again. Unfortunately, its owner did not, as he was laying still
where he had landed on the ground, unmoving as the dog vanished
into the distance.

“Did… did we just see
someone die?” Marcia asked.

“Maybe?” Noreen offered.
She wasn’t sure how to process this. Seeing somebody die was the
kind of thing that should be a life changing, momentous occasion; a
true inciting incident. But Noreen had kind of been hoping that her
story would be a little less morbid.

Luckily, a drone flew down from the
sky (or whatever passed for the sky within this dome) and sprayed
the poor possibly-dead Inventor with something. Whatever it was, it
seemed to heal him up pretty well, and he was soon on his feet and
looking back and forth.

“Hey!” he called to Noreen
and Marcia. He was dark skinned and had an accent, but Noreen was
terrible at identifying accents and so had no idea what it could
be. “Did you guys see where my dog went?”

The two girls pointed silently, and
the man rushed away with a shouted “thanks!”

Marcia watched him go, and then
resumed her conversation with Noreen. “So anyway, who’s your
instructor for Workshop?”

“It was a weird name,”
Noreen told her. “It was like three names all
hyphenated.”

“Oh shit, yeah, I got her
too,” Marcia said with a grin. “Looks like we’re
classmates.”

Noreen felt comforted by this. It
meant that Marcia was indeed a major character, which was a good
thing as far as Noreen was concerned. She’d decided that she liked
Marcia.

But there was still the question of
what kind of story Noreen’s life would be. It was a question that
perplexed her for the rest of the day, and when the hour of 4PM
arrived, she still hadn’t found an answer. Following Marcia into
the Workshop classroom, Noreen was consumed by the puzzle that she
barely paid attention to her surroundings.

But then she looked up and saw her
classmates for the first time, and all of a sudden the answer was
crystal clear.

Nearly all of her classmates were
women. In fact, every classmate but one was a woman. If they were
all girls, then this was likely a Moe Slice of Life. But mostly
girls, with one guy? No, that pointed at a very different
genre.

Noreen’s eyes focused on her sole male
classmate. He was white, with brown hair. His appearance, while
cute, could also be reasonably described as ‘average.’ And, and
Noreen really had to keep coming back to this point, he was the
only male in a class full of women.

It dawned on Noreen that she was not,
in fact, the protagonist; he was. The setup was obvious. Noreen
recognized all the signs. She knew what they meant.

This was a Harem show.







 4. Workshop


The room put Dillan in mind of a
garage or warehouse. The walls were bare and brick, and the floor
was smooth and gray. Fluorescent lights hung high above him,
casting everything in a weirdly intense, yet paradoxically soft,
glow.

There were desks; well, chairs and
workbenches; arranged in a circle so that everyone sitting at them
would be looking toward the center of the room, where a small table
sat. Lining the walls of the room were all sorts of shelves and
cabinets and drawers, containing various miscellaneous objects and
materials. Dillan had arrived early enough that he was able to
claim the seat furthest from the door, which was the most
comfortable position for him when it came to circular arrangement
like this.

Since the seat farthest from the door
was also the seat most directly facing it, that meant that Dillan
was easily able to see pretty much all of his classmates filing in
as the time drew closer and closer to four o’clock.

The Workshop classes were set up to
have ten students each in them, so it wasn’t long before Dillan had
seen everyone.

There was a girl in an old t-shirt who
Dillan thought looked Native American. There was a girl with short
blonde hair in a very tight blouse and jeans. There was a girl with
a half-shaved head of black hair, streaked with neon green, and a
hell of a lot of piercings. There was an Asian girl wearing a skirt
and tank top, a black girl with a shaved head and loose-fitting
clothes, a short and curvy girl with pale skin and curly red hair,
a girl with a short skirt and a long jacket…

The final two to enter the room and
take their seats were a black girl and a white girl who entered
together and seemed to know each other. The black girl had short
dreads and wore gray sweatpants and a white t-shirt that showed off
an athletic build. The white girl was a bit softer with a few more
pounds, though Dillan wouldn’t have described her as “fat” or even
“chubby” really, and had short dark pink hair and glasses. She
looked nervously around the room, and then did a double take when
she saw Dillan.

And then she kept staring at him, even
after taking her seat.

He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
Was there something on his face? Did his hair look all fucked up?
She was focusing on him so intently that he almost thought that she
was trying to set him on fire with her mind.

The rest of the room had that same
sort of awkward silence that Dillan had noticed in his other
classes; the kind of silence that can only come from a gathering of
people who were used to being social outcasts and no idea how to
interact with one another as a result. Thankfully, Dillan didn’t
have to bask in that silence for long.

The teacher that walked into the room
had long and wavy auburn hair and wore a tan pantsuit. He
recognized her immediately as his algebra professor, whose name he
had already forgotten, despite the fact that it was written on his
schedule twice.

“Good afternoon class!”
the professor said as she entered. “I’m Professor
Kole-Gideon-Wells, but you can call me Professor Kole for short.
It’s my maiden name. Marriage, hyphens, you know the deal.” She
walked through a gap between two desks and stood next to the table
at the center of the room. With the size and shape, Dillan would
have called it an “end table” if not for the fact that it was not
at the end of anything.

“Actually,” Professor Kole
added, looking around at all the bright young faces surrounding her
and speaking softly, as if to herself, “I’m pretty sure you’re all
18, so I hope none of you know the deal personally. Far too young.”
Then she clasped her hands together and spoke more loudly. “Anyway,
welcome to your Inventor’s Workshop class! Here you will learn to
harness your Spark for the betterment of mankind, et cetera, et
cetera, to serve your country and its people, blah blah
blah.”

Professor Kole-Gideon-Wells produced
something from beneath the table and placed it on the furniture’s
surface. Dillan immediately recognized it as one of those office
toys; the thing consisting of a frame hanging five metal balls from
it. He had no idea what they were actually called.

“Don’t mind that for now,”
Professor Kole said. “We’ll be using that for a demonstration in a
bit. But first, you’ll be in this Workshop, surrounded by these
classmates, for the next two years. That means you gotta get chummy
with them. So it’s time for introductions. I already told you all
who I am, so now it’s time for you to tell everyone who you
are.”

She nodded at Dillan. “We’ll start
with the young man here. Come to think of it, the only young man
here. Tell us your name and nationality, please. We’ll go clockwise
around the room until everyone has introduced
themselves.”

The Professor looked at him
expectantly, which Dillan felt was more than a little unfair. She
had, after all, just put him on the spot with basically no
forewarning or prep time. Still, this was easy enough information
to give out, and thank fuck she hadn’t also wanted him to share any
fun facts about himself. He didn’t think he knew any.

“Um, my name’s Dillan,”
Dillan said. “I’m from America—er, the United States part of it, I
mean. Hi.”

Professor Kole gave him a nod of
approval and then turned her attention to the student on Dillan’s
left; the Asian girl.

“I’m Yumi,” she said with
an accent. “I’m Japanese.” Dillan wondered at how many accents he
would hear at this school. The entire dome was wreathed in
something called a “Tongues Field” that caused everyone within to
intuitively understand what others were saying. It started with
simply hearing one’s own language in an accent—so Dillan for
example would hear Yumi speaking English with a Japanese accent,
while Yumi would Dillan speaking Japanese with an American
accent—but with prolonged exposure, the Field would actually teach
the people within it the languages they heard, until they fluent in
both the verbal and written forms of the languages they were
exposed to.

Tongues Fields were useful for
diplomats, though since only an Inventor could create the machine
that produced one and nobody had to puzzle out mass-production,
they were still too rare for most schools to use them for teaching
second languages. IUI was an obvious exception, and most students
graduated as polyglots.

The black girl with the shaved head
was to Yumi’s left, so she spoke next. “Esther,” she said simply.
“Haitian.”

Then came the girl with the short
blonde hair. “My name’s Lucille. From France.”

“Manaba,” said the Native
American girl next to her. “Navajo.”

“So, United States?”
Lucille asked.

“Navajo,” Manaba repeated,
a little more forcefully.

An uncomfortable silence settled over
the room. Professor Kole coughed. “Next?” she asked.

Next was the girl with the piercings
and the black hair streaked with neon green. “Elfrida,” she said.
“But call me Elfi. I’m German.”

Beside her was the girl with the
glasses and the
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