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“She’s up there!” A man with a camera pointed up at the top of a nearby skyscraper, just as a figure in a bright green spandex bodysuit launched itself over the edge.

The man sprinted toward the base of the building, another man with a camera taking off down the street. 

Had the second man not bumped into Tallis, he likely wouldn’t have noticed the commotion on his walk to work—after all, none of the other passersby seemed concerned. 

Tallis watched the man for a second, following his gaze over to the figure in the spandex bodysuit as it was plummeting to the ground. 

“What the hell!” Tallis yelled at the man, who was steadying his camera on the airborne figure. The man simply grumbled and shot him a sharp look before quickly returning his attention to his camera. 

The figure was getting dangerously close to colliding with asphalt, and Tallis couldn’t understand why nobody around him seemed concerned. If anything, most people still didn’t seem to notice.

“Somebody help them!” he yelled, pointing at the blur of green.

He stared in horror, his paralyzing dread only beginning to dissipate when the figure’s fall gradually slowed until it was at a complete halt, hovering about ten feet off the ground. He ran over just as the first cameraman stood from his post. When he stepped closer to them, he could hear giggling.

“Did you get it?” a woman’s voice asked, as the person in the green bodysuit pulled back her face covering to reveal her smiling face. Upon closer inspection, Tallis could see an expensive-looking bottle of perfume attached to her green chest.

“How?” Tallis muttered aloud. He kept staring, taking a moment to realize the thin, clear cables keeping the figure suspended safely.

“I think so. We’ll have to see how it looks in post, but I think we finally did it this time!”

“Excuse me,” Tallis pried, keeping his voice soft. 

The cameraman from across the street returned to his buddies, shouting something about a badass lens flare. When he realized Tallis was talking to them, he stopped mid-sentence. 

“Sorry for bothering you,” Tallis said, “but I was just wondering... you’re Creative Anchors... right? What exactly are you guys working on?”

“We’re not allowed to disclose that information at the moment,” the CA in the bodysuit answered promptly.

“It’s okay. I work for Ms. Iris, too. I’ll probably be logging data for this footage later in the week anyways. Just wanted to get the inside scoop.”

The CAs processed for a moment, clearly not recognizing him from the office. It didn’t really surprise Tallis that they had no clue who he was, after all, he usually stayed hidden behind his computer, just doing data entry.

“It’s just a perfume ad for Lorenzi Co.” The CA in the bodysuit pointed to the perfume attached to her. “We’re trying something new to see if we can make it look like it’s falling from heaven.”

Tallis’s face lit up. He wanted to ask a million more questions, but he bit his tongue. The last thing he wanted was for Ms. Iris to find out he was distracting her precious CAs. 

“That’s awesome!” Tallis said, nearly vibrating with excitement. “Man, you guys literally have the coolest job. Just saying.”

“Hell yeah, we do,” she said. “I wanted to be a CA ever since I was little. I can’t imagine sitting on my ass all day every day at a desk.”

When she looked back over at Tallis, she threw in a quick “no offense.”

“None taken,” he said. “I better let you guys get back to it. Good luck. Can’t wait to see the final ad.”

“Thanks, man,” one of the cameramen said with a nod, turning his attention to the woman, showing her the camera screen.

Tallis continued on his way, struggling more than usual to stay focused. It wasn’t every day he saw someone jump off the side of a building. He was relieved the woman was okay, but he wondered what it would be like to have a job like that—a job that makes you truly feel alive. 

His focus kept bouncing between thoughts of his morning and expectations for his day, his mind only silencing when he stopped along his usual route to gaze at a reflection in a puddle. It had just rained the night before, as it often did in the city of Neuvale. While he was on his way to Bru—the local café—the colorful pool caught his attention. A pink neon light reflected in its mirrored surface. Water droplets tumbled from the overhang of a nearby shop, landing in the puddle with little splishes, rippling the reflection into brilliant pink waves. 

Something about the reflection of lights on the surface was hypnotic to him. Tallis appreciated everything life had to offer—the natural and the manmade. There was just something extra stunning about the combination of the two. 

Tallis stood for a moment longer until the droplets seemed to stop, pulling him from his trance. He looked up at the source of the light—a simple sign for a tech repair shop called Buzz’s Electrosuite. Reminding himself of the task at hand, his attention snapped back into focus and he hurried on his way.

The pat-pat of his flat soles grew louder in his ears with every step as he began to walk to the beat of a song in his head. Eventually, the concrete sidewalk turned to steppingstones in soft grass as he neared the entrance of Bru.

Contrasting sharply with the glass, neon lights, and cement of the city, the café was an unremarkable building of stone and wood.

As he tugged on the solid wood door, a wave of warm coffee-scented air hit him like heat from an open oven. He got in line behind some strangers in a short line to place his order.

“Next!” 

A few steps forward. 

Outside, the sun was beginning to rise, but inside, you could never quite tell what time it was. The coffee shop’s thick, amber-tinted windows reminded Tallis of honey. As he stared at the long menu, he wondered how honey would taste in coffee. 

“Next!”

Of course, Tallis already knew what he was going to order. Ms. Iris always ordered the same thing. He knew better than to forget her order.

“Next!”

Tallis shuffled forward in line. He looked over toward a small table with the milk, sugar, and straws, watching as a man in a wool coat poured a little purple vial into his coffee, giving it a stir.

“Next!”

A petite blonde woman ordered some soy-mocha-mega-something. 

He reached into his pocket to fish out his card in advance. He hated holding up lines. Pulling his hand back out, he felt a hangnail tug. He held his finger up in the dim light to get a better look. Picking at the tiny piece of skin, a shudder rippled over him as he imagined how horrific it would be if he pulled a hangnail and it just kept going, unraveling him like a fleshy mummy. 

“Sir!” a woman behind the counter crowed. 

Tallis peered past his finger at her.

People were glaring at him, looks of dismay and disgust painted on their faces. When he realized which finger was up, he shot his hand down into his pocket, as if the finger itself was embarrassed for him.

“Whaddya want?” she asked, eyebrow cocked.

“Medium iced coffee. Two pumps of lavender with a splash of cream,” Tallis said, almost robotically. 

She huffed, turning her attention to the register.

“Please,” Tallis added. 

The barista rang up his order and shooed him aside from where he stood, hands in his pockets. Several of the tables in Bru were low to the ground with cushions on the floor as seats. A group of students sat clustered around a corner table. Several of the students were leaning over the tables while they talked, and everyone seemed to be chattering at once. Tallis began to wonder how many people there were in the world. He realized how each person out there was uniquely different, each one made up of thousands of little life moments—no two the same. He wondered what variable made some people cling together while rejecting others. In fact, it must have been a miracle that everything in the universe lined up for these students to have even met each other. 

While Tallis wondered about the students, the barista was shouting his order, glaring directly at Tallis in his daze. 

“Sir, I think that’s your drink,” a young woman said, tapping his shoulder.

Tallis turned to the woman and back to the counter with a clumsy smile, picking up his order from the counter before making his way to work. 

Opulence Incorporated was one of the largest industries in Neuvale. Every successful news piece, advertisement, or song to hit the public came through Opulence first. Tallis saw the company as a complicated circuit board. Each component had an important role, even if some of those roles may not seem as exciting. At least, that’s what he told himself. 

Junior Assistant. Tallis thought his title seemed rather vague, but he appreciated the amount of variety in his day-to-day routine. Sometimes, Ms. Iris would have him clean the breakroom, and other times, she’d have him watch commercials and take notes about the footage for the company’s historical log. More often than not, she made him compile information into the databases for the CAs. He loved seeing what the CAs were up to—those were his favorite days. The only thing he could think of that could be better would be living life as a CA himself.

Tallis held his palm to the security scanner outside the towering office building shaped like a huge glass shard. The scanner hummed and let out a sharp chirp as a digital image of Tallis looked back at him. Dark lashes surrounded the grey eyes that stared blankly on the screen as the door slid open, welcoming him with stale air that smelled of pleather and perfumes. 

On the fourth floor, Tallis scurried to his supervisor’s office with her coffee.

“Ma’am,” Tallis said as soon as he stepped into the room. “I was thinking... I’d like to talk to you about applying for that open Creative Anchor position.”

His boss held out her hand for the coffee, not even looking up from her computer as she stood. Tallis handed her the cup. She removed the lid and took a swig, letting coffee tumble from her open mouth down her double chin and back into the cup almost as soon as it touched her tongue. “Pebbermint?” her voice garbled through the liquid. 

“Ma’am?” Tallis asked. 

Ms. Iris held out her cup, the lip of it tickling Tallis’s nose. Tallis stared back over the cup at her, eyebrow cocked.

“Sniff,” she said.

An awkward pause, then an audible sniff.

“I’m sorry,” Tallis said. “I can run and get a new one.”

“You’ve already wasted enough time. You were late today; did you know that?”

Tallis looked at his watch. 7:03.

“Of course you didn’t.”

“Three min—”

“Jorden’s people turned in another batch of holos. I need you to process the paperwork for me.”

Tallis opened his mouth to speak but was met with Ms. Iris’s hand as she hushed him, waddling around him in her stubby patent leather heels and out the door into the communal office space.

“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered, taking a purposeful inhale through his nose. A cool exhale. He turned and scooped up the weighty folder on Ms. Iris’s desk, making his way to his workstation. 

Tallis rationalized that perhaps she’s had a rough morning. She always looked forward to her coffee, and for all he knew, she might have been having the kind of morning where everything seemed to go wrong. To him, it wasn’t her fault. 

Tallis’s cubicle was as antiquated as they came. Opulence loved to provide employees with the latest and greatest, but why would the Junior Assistant need a chroma screen, right? Instead, Tallis sat around waiting for his desktop to wake with a hum. His desk phone was practically an ancient relic, with its raised plastic buttons and its spiraled cord. “You don’t get phone calls,” Ms. Iris had said when he asked for a cheap earpiece instead. 

Tallis explained away the issue, assuming perhaps the department just didn’t have the budget for it at the moment.

Even though Tallis had to be at work before everyone else in order to get Ms. Iris her coffee on time, he didn’t mind the quiet time at the beginning of his day. Because her office was far away on the other side of his department, he felt like he had the entire area to himself. Technically, many of the desks in the area belonged to the CAs, but they rarely—if ever—did desk work. So, like most days, the office was rather lifeless. 

Thumbing through the pages while he waited for his computer to boot up, Tallis reached for the day-old cup of water on his desk, taking a sip and accidentally swallowing a gnat. 

His desk phone started ringing like a shrill alarm, breaking the silence of the empty office. 

Tallis picked up the phone and hit the speaker button before setting the phone back on the receiver and leaning back in his chair.

“Hey, Big Daddy,” a deep, velvet voice oozed over the speaker. “You looking for some fun?”

Tallis went cold and nearly flew from his seat as he turned the speaker off and snatched the phone up. 

“Wrong number,” Tallis said, projecting his voice in case Ms. Iris could hear the call from her office. 

“Dude,” the voice over the phone dropped several octaves. “It’s just Chris.”

“Why’d you call my work phone?”

“You don’t usually check your personal at work. I know better than that. Anyways, I’m thinking about doing Xavier’s bachelor party this Friday. You down?”

“Sure,” Tallis said, keeping his voice low. “You decide where to host it yet?”

“Yup!”

“Where?”

“We’ll pick you up. Just be downstairs and ready to go at nine.”

“Alright.”

“And bring something kinky,” Chris said, as if it were a common request.

“What?”

“A sex toy, Tal, bring something for sex.”

“What the hell kind of party do you have planned?”

“A bachelor party. We’re not going for teatime and a ballet.”

“Is it like... a present?” Tallis managed.

“No, I thought we’d all go back to my place and—YES, you dipshit. It’s for Xavier and Vanessa. Get ‘em something fun. Not that complicated, bro. Just be ready by nine. B—”

“Wait,” Tallis stopped him. “What do I wear?”

~~~
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The workday went as Tallis expected. He made his way through the folder of papers from Ms. Iris, he spent a while reading through new articles from Opulence News, and he watched and sorted footage from the Creative Anchors. While he was going through footage, he saw a piece from one of the CAs for a new music video. The singers were on top of one of the thousands of skyscrapers in Neuvale, and the camera hovered over them, drifting up and away through the course of the video until the band looked like nothing but a small cluster of pixels on Tallis’s monitor. 

“Go home,” Ms. Iris said, flopping her coat over her arm and locking up her office door. “Everyone else is gone, and I’m not paying you overtime.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, closing out of the video and shutting down his computer. 

Ms. Iris was halfway down the hall when Tallis scurried after her clumsily. He marveled at how fast she booked it down the hall. The fact that she walked at all was a miracle with how pigeon toed she stood in heels. 

“I’m sorry again about your coffee this morning,” Tallis said, his toe catching on the carpet, causing him to lurch, tripping and catching himself before falling. 

“It’s fine,” Ms. Iris said flatly, reaching the end of the hall and summoning the elevator. “It was admittedly nice to break out of routine. The lavender gets a little old. I just think peppermint tastes like I’m drinking toothpaste. Get me a caramel latte tomorrow.”

“Of course,” he said as the elevator doors encapsulated them in the moving glass pod.

Outside the doors of Opulence, Ms. Iris and Tallis parted ways without a word. Ms. Iris lived in a nearby complex, so she was able to return to work at a moment’s notice. Tallis, on the other hand, lived in Sector 8, but Opulence was in Sector 12. Walking four sectors back and forth every day would take far too long, especially with how crowded the walkways in the city got. Fortunately, each sector of Neuvale had its own subway terminal, and Opulence paid for Tallis’s subway pass. He almost never took one of the overpriced taxis, and he felt like it was unnecessary to spend money on a car when the subway was never far—and always free. 

Just like every other day, Tallis took the lower walkway from Opulence to the Sector 12 terminal—about a 10-minute walk for a normal person, at least 15 minutes for someone like Tallis.

Along the way, he brushed shoulders with endless strangers. He could have noticed the striking facial tattoo of the gentleman who bumped into him, or perhaps the woman who looked him up and down hungrily with her brown baby doll eyes. Instead, Tallis was standing curbside, watching a particularly mangey pigeon picking at a smooshed french fry. A nearby crow fixated its beady eyes on the starchy mess. It swooped down, snatching the fry in its beak and disappearing, leaving the daft pigeon confused. 

He trotted down the slick tile steps of the station, the echoic rumbles of the subway drowning out the sounds of the people and digital advertisements around him. A holographic advertisement for hotdogs and grilled brats flickered and rotated in place across from the bathrooms. Mindlessly, he stepped through the lights of the hologram on his way toward the approaching subway.

The ride to Sector 8 was packed. Tallis stood with bodies plastered to every bit of him. Gripping the handhold hanging from the ceiling, he watched the blurred stonework and zipping lights pass through the windows of the racing subway. With each stop, a hoard of people would scramble off, only to be replaced by another. When the screen above the sliding doors displayed a vivid “8,” Tallis wormed his way through the masses, wiggling until he got off the subway and could make his way out of the station and aboveground. 

As he walked toward the entrance of his apartment building, Tallis was busy daydreaming about what it would be like to put wheels on a subway and drive it around like a streetcar. He smiled to himself as he imagined the ridiculousness, but his glee dissipated as soon as he heard his phone chime. He rotated his wrist, checking the message on his watch.

He realized he forgot to get Xavier’s gift, even though he was hoping to do it today while he was in Sector 12. Tomorrow would have to be the day. He wasn’t even sure what kind of thing to look for, but he knew there was an adult store a couple blocks away from Opulence. He’d seen it on his way to the cleaner to pick up Ms. Iris’s clothes once. 

In his apartment, Tallis took off his shoes and dropped them near his front door. His TV chirped a catchy tune as it turned on and immediately pulled up his favorite show, which he disregarded on his way to the bathroom. He ran the sink for a moment so it could warm up before running his hands under the water and then his wet hands over his face. He looked up at the vanity, the dark circles under his eyes slightly masked by his faint freckles coating his entire face. Hands still wet, he ran his fingers through his dark hair, a section of longer hair that hung in his face moments ago now slicked back.

Tallis grabbed a slice of leftover pizza from his fridge and flopped back on his cushy black sofa. His mind began to wander to all the possibilities for the weekend and where Chris might be hosting the bachelor party. This string of thoughts eventually brought him back to his upcoming task: find a present for Xavier.

Tallis wondered what kind of things adult stores even sold. He didn’t want to buy lingerie for his best friend’s fiancée—something about that felt strange to him. He didn’t even know what size Vanessa was, and he didn’t want to get in trouble for misjudging. 

Tallis tapped the screen of his watch. “I wanna shop,” he announced. His TV changed the display from his favorite show to the shopping menu. 

“What are you shopping for?” a soft, feminine voice asked through the speakers.

“Umm,” Tallis hesitated. “Sex toys.”

The screen changed again, this time displaying a screen with a list of products. He sat, skimming through the list of categories and filters, not even knowing where to start. He thought it was an odd request for presents, but he didn’t want to be the only one at the party who didn’t follow instructions. 

“Can I help you?” The shopping assistant bot appeared on the screen. 

“Yes,” Tallis said, prompting the bot.

“How can I help?”

“What’s a penis ring?”
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The next morning, Tallis got Ms. Iris her caramel latte and made sure it smelled like caramel before he left Bru. When he got to the office, Ms. Iris tasted the coffee, keeping her eyes locked on Tallis while she processed. She gave him a nod of thanks that was so subtle it could have been mistaken for a twitch had Tallis not known her better. 

A couple hours into his day, some of the CAs barged into the office, their bellowing laughs and energetic banter ripping Tallis from his spreadsheets. Their entire presence was absolutely intoxicating. They could strike up a conversation with anyone, and they oozed confidence. Even the way they walked seemed superhuman to Tallis, strutting with their shoulders back and heads held high, as if all the cares of the world were beneath them.

Tallis’s desk was near a lounge room that typically remained empty, except when the CAs were in the office. The group—four of them, this time—sat around the table in the lounge room, leaning back in their plush chairs like a group of college kids in a dorm room. 

“Did you see that shot Lexi got yesterday?” Tallis heard one of the CAs ask. 

Tallis had seen the shot. After all, he had to process the paperwork for the ad. He was a big fan of Lexi’s photography style. She seemed to have a way of capturing deeper meaning in her pictures, even when it was just for a simple product advertisement. In that particular low angle shot, she captured some puffy white clouds in the sky above the model. When Tallis first saw it, he found himself down a rabbit hole of researching the symbolism behind clouds. According to one article he read, they can be symbolic of secrets, and he loved the idea of making the viewer feel like buying the product would reveal some sort of elite secret. It gave a sense of exclusivity and luxury. Of course, he had no way of knowing for sure if that was Lexi’s intention at all, but it certainly made him want to buy the shoes from the ad. 

“My picture beats the hell out of yours, Marcus!” Lexi bit back.

“Not true! No offense, Lexi, but your shot was way overexposed. You completely missed out on making that model look like the badass he is. You turned it all light and airy!” 

“That’s my style though! Talk to me when you’ve learned the basics of photography.” Lexi let out a dainty giggle. 

“Lexi, you know I’m all for your dreamy aesthetic in your pics, truly, but how is that supposed to go with the ad? It’s for glowing shoes, and you can’t see... ya know... the glow! Because everything in the picture is too bright,” the fourth said. 

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Ms. Iris said, joining the crew in the lounge room. Her typically rigid posture melted into some sort of awkward slump, as if she felt it would make her seem “hip,” when in reality it just made her look as if she had a bad hip.

One of the CAs tapped their watch, casting Lexi’s pictures on the screen. They were stunning. Tallis wondered how they could even capture a picture like that. He knew photo editing programs were common at Opulence, but he couldn’t get over how much it looked like the model was actually hovering over the ground, ascending into the clouds. 

Ms. Iris spotted him gawking and shut the door, the glass walls frosting over with the privacy shield. 

Tallis felt embarrassed but redirected his thoughts back to his spreadsheets. He had to process the paperwork for the same ad campaign the CAs were working on. They often went on adventures across the city—capturing and creating everything beautiful from videos, to photos, to stories and more—all while Tallis experienced nothing but blips of it through his paperwork. Whenever he felt envy creeping in, he’d remind himself that someone has to do his job. If it weren’t for him, no one would get to see the things the CAs do. 

The CAs and Ms. Iris were in their meeting through most of the morning. Tallis was waiting on Ms. Iris to approve some of the documents he had to submit, but since it was getting late in the afternoon, Tallis decided to take his lunch break and leave the documents on her desk instead. 

He took a sandwich he had packed the night before and made his way to the elevator. Once outside, he tried to remember how to get to the adult store. He knew it was somewhere along the way to the dry cleaner, so he just pretended he was on his way to deliver Ms. Iris’s clothes. 

Sector 12 was the main business and shopping hub of Neuvale. There were 15 sectors, and the higher the number, the more expensive and fancy the district. Even though Tallis had lived in Sector 8 most of his life, he had always been especially enamored by the energy in Sector 12. The streets were packed with glass—skyscrapers, advertisements on glassy screens, even the upper walkways that bridged between the buildings were black glass. 

Usually, Tallis would stay on the sidewalks at the base of the buildings. He rarely had a reason to go anywhere but the subway and the office. On the rare occasion that Ms. Iris sent him on a task outside the confines of the office, he’d take the upper walkways. These were simply pedestrian bridges connecting shops and businesses located a few stories up. There were glass elevator pods throughout the streets to take you up to the walkways, and they were easy to spot, with their orange neon halos. 

Tallis trotted over to the nearest elevator, stepping aside to let a few people out of the pod before cramming himself in with the other four people waiting. It zipped upward toward the first landing. Every four floors had another walkway, crisscrossing over the city street below. Once the pod stopped and the doors opened, Tallis continued on his way, but at a notably slower pace—he couldn’t help himself. He could see so many people and so much life buzzing above and below. The first walkway—the one he was on—stood at the fourth floor of the surrounding buildings. He looked down over the railing to observe for a moment. The people below rushed around, but it all looked so fluid, like bees in a hive. He checked his watch, realizing he needed to pick up the pace in order to make it back to his desk on time. 

He could see the dry cleaners up ahead, with their animated neon sign depicting floating bubbles. Just a couple storefronts ahead of it, he could see the adult store, with its far less innocent neon display—handcuffs and a winking woman. 

For a moment, Tallis stood outside the store, wondering why they call it an adult store instead of a sex toy store when most of the time, stores are named after the things you buy inside. By his logic, grocery stores, jewelry stores, and office supply stores should all be considered adult stores too. 

Tallis stopped stalling and tried to shake off the awkward feeling creeping through his mind like it was a coat he could shed. He reached for the door, pushing it in and felt a rush of fragrance and warm air. A bass-heavy song with a steady beat pulsed through the black walls. It wasn’t the display of electronic toys that caught Tallis’s attention so much as the expressionless mannequins in bondage suits, masks, and chains seated on swings hanging below the high mirrored ceiling. 

Picking at his nails uncomfortably, he pressed further into the expansive store. An employee picked up on his obvious cluelessness and strutted over to him. 

“Can I help ya, honey?” she asked, pulling Tallis from his thoughts. 

“I—” he couldn’t help but notice she was practically spilling from her corset. He forced his eyes back up to meet hers. “I’m looking for a friend.”

“Well...” She giggled. “I mean, you can certainly meet all kinds of friends here.” She smiled sweetly, biting her lip. 

“No, not that,” he said. “Sorry. I meant... I’m looking for a present for a friend. He’s getting married, and the best man wants us all getting him... sex stuff. For the bachelor party.”

“How fun!” 

“Yeah.”

“Do you know what your friend is into?”

“We don’t really talk about that, no.”

“No worries. Let me show you some of our most popular products and see what you think,” she beckoned with a finger for him to follow. 

Tallis followed her through tight shelving full of explicit images on boxes. 

“These are really popular!” the lady chimed, thrusting a small package toward Tallis.

He turned it over in his hands, looking over a picture of a strand of different sized beads. 

“What are you supposed to do with these?” he asked, just before reading the title of the product. “Oh. Never mind.”

“How about something like this?” she asked, holding out a fleshy dildo and wiggling it with a peppy smile.

“I think he’s got a real one of those.”

She put it back on the shelf and held up a finger for Tallis to wait one moment while she scurried off to another shelf. Tallis let his eyes wander across the rows and rows of products. Sex seemed pretty straight forward; he wondered why there were so many different toys.

She returned with black fuzzy handcuffs, dangling them in front of her. 

“How about these?” 

“Perfect,” Tallis said plainly, checking his watch. 

“I’ll check you out,” she said, carrying the cuffs toward the register. “Will this be all for you today?”

“Yes ma’am.” He held out his card to pay. 

Her scanner beeped and she put the furry cuffs in a little black bag. 

“Actually,” he said, as he was about to reach for the bag, “do you have any penis rings?”

~~~
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Back at the office, Ms. Iris was still in the conference room with the CAs until it was almost time to leave. Tallis didn’t mind his job, but it wasn’t as exciting as that of a CA. Even for someone who can find the beauty and joy in anything, Tallis still watched the clock at the end of every Friday. He never even did anything out of the ordinary on weekends. He was just grateful for some variety. 

When the end of the day hit, Tallis was just beginning to shut off his computer and grab his belongings as Ms. Iris scuttled out of the conference room and toward her office. The CAs laughed and chatted like a bunch of friends kicked out of the bar at the end of the night as they exited the office. 

Tallis was a few paces behind them, headed toward the elevator when Ms. Iris flagged him down. 

“Tallis,” she nearly growled at him before he stopped in his tracks, his heart beginning to flutter sickeningly.

“Yes, Ms. Iris?”

“You’re not cut out for life as a CA,” she said bluntly, squinting at him as if he asked a confusing question. “I know that sounds harsh, but someone needed to tell you.”

Tallis was speechless.

“Besides, what talent do you think you’d bring to the team?” she asked.

“I...” his armpits were soaked already. “I take pictures.”

“You ‘take pictures?’”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Would you call yourself a photographer?”

“I mean—” 

“If you wouldn’t consider yourself a photographer, you’re not talented enough, quite frankly.”

“I also write,” he defended softly. 

“But are you a writer?”

He hesitated.

“You’re not the right fit for the position, Tallis.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

“Do you know what you’re even apologizing for?”

“Umm...”

“You were being nosey and not focusing on work—” she began to lecture, but Tallis unintentionally tuned her out as he noticed the empty elevator pod sitting down the hall. He just wanted to leave. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again.

“Boy, I’m gonna need you to stop mindlessly apologizing! You screw up, yes. You’re not focusing on your job. You’re good at what you do, Tallis. I’m glad I have your help in the office, I hope you know that—”

“—I do.”

“But you’re just not cut out to be a CA.” The second time stung just as much as the first, as if it confirmed he indeed heard her correctly. “You have to be interesting. That’s all it boils down to. An eye for what will wow the public and the ability to capture that. Each of our CAs is uniquely captivating and fascinating. Quite simply, dear, you’re boring.”

Tallis forced down the lead lump in his throat, staring straight ahead at the elevator pod. He clenched his teeth and nodded.

“Dear, I don’t mean that in a bad way. None of them would be able to do the things you do. And as I’ve told you before—the public would never even see their work if it weren’t for the work you do! You’re just as important as they are. Just promise me you’ll stop daydreaming every time they come into the office.”

Tallis’s jaw shifted side to side as he forced himself to look at her. “Yes... ma’am.”

“Come on,” she said, her tone softening. “Let’s get out of here.”

They walked together to the elevator, but at this point, Tallis was moving almost twice as fast as her until he tripped on the same spot on the floor as the day before, sending his black shopping bag out of his hand as he tried to catch himself. The furry handcuffs and penis ring skidded across the floor, and Ms. Iris’s eyes followed them like magnets. She took a few steps forward and collected the toys before Tallis could swipe them up. She held them in her hand as her focused expression melted into an amused grin. 

“Maybe you’re more interesting than I thought,” she said with a chuckle, dropping the toys in the black bag as Tallis held it out like a trick-or-treater. 

Tallis grumbled, his heart sinking as he felt his face grow hot.

Without another word, the two stepped into the elevator, never meeting eyes. As always, they parted ways outside the building and Tallis made his way to the subway. This time, Tallis was so absorbed in his own thoughts that he only stopped to watch the pigeons once, and he only lost a few minutes to an intriguing reflection in a window. 

By the time he arrived at his station, he had already created a list of four possible places the bachelor party could be, and none of them were likely to be accurate. He never really went out on the town, aside from the occasional late-night restaurant or bar visit. He knew there was an adults-only arcade in Sector 10, but that was unlikely. 

After a lengthy nap at home, Tallis realized it was dangerously close to nine o’clock, and Chris would be there to pick him up in a little while. He took a quick shower, threw some gel in his hair, and moseyed into his bedroom in his towel.

He debated calling Chris to ask about the dress code again. Chris gave him a wishy-washy answer the last time, and Tallis didn’t want to show up over or underdressed. He decided against calling, not wanting to sound needy.

He walked over to his closet, tapping the tablet hanging next to the door. The screen illuminated with a 3D image of Tallis in nothing but boxer briefs. He tapped the small button labeled “pants” and scrolled through the options, settling on a pair of slim fitting black slacks. The slacks appeared over his image on the screen. Next, he browsed the shirts. 

He tapped a burgundy shirt with black trim, and it materialized on his 3D figure. Using his finger, he moved his figure around on the screen to check out all angles of his outfit. Satisfied, he hit the check mark in the corner of the screen.

Please wait appeared on the screen as he heard the soft whirring of his closet. After he heard the click, he opened his closet doors, revealing a shallow space with his pants and shirt neatly hung before him. 

Tallis got dressed and inhaled a cold slice of pizza on his way out the door at precisely 8:58pm. He stepped out the doors of his apartment building just as a limo rolled up. Lounging halfway out the back window, Chris met Tallis’s stunned reaction with a jack-o-lantern grin. 

“You got a limo?” Tallis asked, processing the sleek black vehicle with its blue under lights. 

“No, I got a horse-drawn carriage,” Chris said as the limo slowed and stopped, the driver getting out and walking around to the back door. 

As the driver opened the door, music poured out and darkness gave way to neon lights, leather seats, and a lit display of mini liquor bottles.

Tallis stood there, entranced by the crystalline reflections on the spotless black finish.

“Get in!” Xavier called from within.

Tallis wedged himself through the door, expecting a cramped back seat, only to find the back of the limo far more spacious than he imagined. Five other guys sprawled out across the seats, each with a drink in hand. Before he could get comfortable, Chris shoved a crystal shot glass in his hand and filled it. 

“Thanks,” Tallis said uneasily, sloshing part of his shot as the limo lurched, taking off down the road. 

He tossed back the rest of the shot before he could spill more. Chris hardly waited for him to bring the glass from his lips before he filled it again. 

“Hey, man! Glad you could make it!” Xavier’s warm voice called from across the limo. 

Xavier’s brilliant white teeth gleamed. His pompadour gelled precisely without a single hair out of place—even if there had been, Xavier would have sooner plucked the hair entirely than let it be singled out. 

“You guys are gonna love this place,” Chris said, holding up his drink before gulping it. “Come on, Xav, get one last look at freedom!”

Chris opened the large sunroof, and the men in the limo began whooping like fools for Xavier, who passed off his drink to a friend as he worked his way forward through the back of the limo. He stood, sticking out the top of the sunroof from the torso up. Chris cranked up the music, and the energy of the group seemed to buzz violently with each bass note. A few moments later, Xavier sunk down into the rest of the party and Chris pushed his way toward the new opening.

Even through the loud music, Chris’s muffled cheers could be heard by the entire group, who followed him with even more celebratory sounds. When he pulled back down, he called to Tallis.

“Dude! You next!”

“Sweet,” Tallis said, bumping Chris’s fist as he wiggled his way over. He stood, lifting his top half through the sunroof. 

Cool night air whipped around him, knocking the breath from his lungs for a moment as he adjusted. The sky was black, but the city painted it in every color. Vibrant digital signs flickered past him in a glowing blur. Artistic lighting on buildings filled the background while holographic ads seemed to zoom past the limo. Tallis was particularly dazed by the lights, each reflecting off the glossy top of the limo, racing by like colorful lines and squiggles. It was as if the world around him was pure electricity.

He felt a tug at the back of his shirt, so he tucked back into the limo. 

“Time’s up, Jeff’s turn,” Chris said. 

Tallis nodded, taking his seat and pouring another shot. 

After a while, the limo began to slow until it stopped entirely. The men all squirmed in their seats, knowing their curiosity was finally about to be satisfied—where was Chris taking them?

The driver opened the back door, standing aside and motioning for the guys to exit. Chris fell over several of the other men trying to be the first out the door.

“I wanna see your reaction!” he said as he stumbled out and brushed off his slacks. “This is my little brother’s bachelor party and I’m sentimental—don’t laugh at me!”

Xavier stepped out, followed by several of the others before Tallis. As Tallis stepped out, he realized he didn’t recognize anything. A nearby streetlamp with a simple sign indicated this was Sector 3. He looked up and down the street, which was comparably darker than the sectors he was familiar with. The buildings were brick instead of glass and metal, and the signs and lights were mostly all red and pink, instead of the vibrant rainbow of the other sectors. 

“Dude, where’d you take us?” Tallis called up to Chris as he continued looking down the street, spotting a few people in hoodies sitting beside piles of garbage in front of a boarded-up business. 

“Stop paying attention to that stuff,” one of the guys said, drawing Tallis’s eyes forward, where the guys were disappearing into a huge display. 

The front of their building had a black curtain instead of a door. On both sides of the curtain, there were huge domes protruding from the sides of the walls. One bubble was glowing pink, the other teal, but they both were full of live, vibrant tropical fish. 

At first, Tallis thought perhaps this was an aquarium. That is, until he saw the hologram. Directly beside the entrance was a hologram of a woman in a skimpy black bodysuit. She struck a suggestive pose before putting her finger to her lips in a sly hush, the hologram disk below her sending up smoke as she faded, only for her to return and repeat the same motions a moment later.

Tallis looked up toward the top of the building, which flaunted a grand marquee sign: Illusion. 

“Dude!” Xavier poked his head through the curtain. “Come on! We’re waiting on you.”

Tallis followed him through the curtain and the heaviness of intoxicating perfume filled him. The first illusion of Illusion was simply the size of the space. Outside, the building seemed like it would hardly be larger than a sit-down restaurant. Once inside, the tall ceilings were already enough to make one feel as if they’d been transported somewhere else. 

Xavier worked his way through the crowd, which Tallis nearly got lost in while taking in the sights. Spread throughout the room were catwalks surrounded by booths. The walls of the building were all covered with TV panels that turned the walls into one continuous screen portraying dancing women. Below the panels along all the walls was the longest bar counter Tallis had ever seen. 

He wondered why they weren’t getting drinks, but he continued to follow Xavier forward, toward a huge fish tank in the center of the club. There was a staircase along the edge of the tank, which Xavier climbed, two steps at a time. Tallis followed, growing even more confused. As he reached the top, he realized the fish tank was simply the base for an entirely separate platform with its own catwalk and private tables surrounding it, each with high-backed booth seating. Xavier’s party sat at the table right near the end of the catwalk stage. 

Xavier’s friends all urged him over, eyes and smiles wide. 

“It’s about to start!” Chris said, sliding over and making room for Xavier and Tallis, who ended up with half a buttcheek hanging over the edge of the packed pleather seat. 

Tallis scanned the faces of each guy in the group, trying to figure out what was about to start when suddenly, the music in the club faded and people grew quiet. Everything was already dark to begin with, but it was as if all the neon lights in the club were dimmed, even the individual lights at each of the VIP tables. 

A couple spotlights flipped on, focused on the catwalk. A thumping beat rumbled low in the ground, vibrating through the seats as it floated upward, filling the room in rhythmic music. A woman’s voice thanked everyone for being there tonight. 

“Let’s go ahead and get the show started!” she shouted, followed by the cheers of everyone on the platform above the fish tank. “First up is Misti!”

A woman with dramatic curves and slick black hair down to her waist strutted out in a skimpy bodysuit and dangerous heels. As she strutted across the stage, nearing their table, a shiny metal pole rose from a hole in the stage floor. Misti grabbed the pole and gave a few graceful spins, her hair whipping behind her, mesmerizing Tallis. 

According to the MC, Misti loved adventure, fast cars, and milkshakes. With every move she made, golden coins flashed across a screen at the back of the stage, displaying a growing number. The guys at Tallis’s table tapped on their watches as they watched.

“What are you doing?” Tallis finally asked Xavier.

“Cheering her on,” Chris interjected for Xavier. “You can download the app and just tap the coin to tip the dancer. Do you have your DigitPay account set up yet?”

“My what?”

“DigitPay, bro!” Xavier chimed. “We’ve been over this! Cards are gonna be obsolete in another year or two. Stop using that thing and set your account up so you can pay with your watch. I didn’t get you that thing just to wear as a piece of jewelry! You could be using it for so many things!”

Tallis reluctantly set up his DigitPay account on his watch, which only took a moment. When he was done, he looked at Xavier again. “Now what?”

“See that?” He pointed at the number on the stage screen. “That’s how much she’s raised in tip money. The girl who makes the most by the end of the show has to do another dance. Download the Illusion Club app and just tap the coin however many times you want, whenever you want. It goes to whichever girl is on stage.”

Satisfied with the answer, Tallis turned as Misti was making her exit. 

“Let’s give a warm welcome to Cherry!” 

Again, the crowd cheered. This time, a petite redhead waltzed out. Her features looked surgically enhanced and clearly not proportionate for her body, as her dense curls weren’t the only
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