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Author’s Note:

			Thank you for reading this, even just this fragment alone. I take it as a kindness.

			A lonely character, one that I hope that you’re about to meet, asks the question: Where does our love go when it can’t find its home? Over the five years of writing this series of books I asked myself a similar question, wondering if my words would ever find a home in someone’s heart; if anyone would ever read them. Even now, at this moment, I have no idea. You may be the first.

			You hold in your hands the destiny of the characters within this mad story just as you now hold the book. Only you can breathe life into them for me, and for this chance at life I’m humbly grateful, as I’m sure they are; they are ravenously hungry to live.

			These books might be the only words of mine that endure. As such, I’ve expressed many cherished sentiments that I’ve gleaned from life, literature and song, all of which bear further testament. There is nothing new under the sun, and the most deeply felt truths have been artfully expressed for millennia. You will find myriad allusions to these writings and other secrets within these pages; some buried deeply to be sure.

			It’s gratifying to think that my writing might educe lofty thoughts, hope, or even faith in you. But to be quite honest, mostly I hope that it pulls on your heart strings and makes you laugh, and that you’ll carry these characters in your heart for me.

			And if it does any of these things, I hope that you’ll let me know.

			Shane



	

Chapter 1

			Some time ago, Lydia’s heart pounded, and she wanted a drink of water terribly; however, Danzing was a full flight ahead of her and bounding up the dark and littered concrete stairwell that wound its way up to what was once her home. Returning to it after all this time, she didn’t want him to be the first there, or accompanying her at all; she wanted to be alone with her thoughts, but being alone wasn’t safe any longer.

			Lydia’s legs had never been stronger, but they were complaining; she took in as much air as she could while attempting to control her hungry breaths and disguise her taxed endurance, reluctant to betray to Danzing any limits to her abilities. Her rifle fell from high-ready as she tried to keep up with her lanky squad-mate, and she knew that his commitment to clear the way would never let her catch him, but that didn’t allow her to quit.

			Danzing stopped taking the steps two at a time after he reached a stairwell fire door stenciled with a number thirteen. He paused to peer through the door’s narrow, wire-glass window, butting one lens of his vision system up against it and scanning past. Lydia stopped behind him on the landing and looked over his shoulder—his chest was heaving too. They both suppressed their ragged breathing as best they could, now for different reasons. Danzing turned, his goggles’ emitters shining brilliantly to Lydia, and he began to pussyfoot up the stairs with Lydia close behind him, her rifle back at high-ready. After two alternating flights of stairs he stopped at the door leading to the communal hallway of the building’s fourteenth floor. Danzing looked through the fire glass into the hallway and then raised his goggles from his face, Lydia followed suit, and they looked at each other in the pale light that came through the little window, both flushed and breathing heavily in their helmets and armor. Danzing nodded, and Lydia slowly reached out to open the door with a gentle push, holding it ajar with her boot as Danzing moved through, his raised carbine pointing the way. They moved in silence down the dusty hallway, lit only by the dim sunlight that filtered through the open doorways of a few of the apartments that lined each side of it.

			They moved with a soldiers’ confidence—the sort that came with victory. They were the hunters now, overrunning the city as the enemy fell back blind and stupid, or lay exhausted and immobile in the rubble to be killed where they lay. Lydia was exhilarated, just as the rest of the brigade was, caught up in the exuberance sweeping through the occupied ramparts of the supposedly indestructible and impassable lines. They had broken through and now poured into the city as the enemy fled. They were winning at last.

			She remembered the building well, the only proper home she’d had in all her years. She was delighted that it still stood—most of its exterior glass was blasted away, doors smashed in or removed for stretchers, furniture burned for cooking or warmth, but it still stood, if only as a ruin. The lobby they’d passed through was a blasted, scorched mess, splattered with bullet holes; a grim stand had been made there. Stacked sandbags were blown to shreds, their contents spread all over the travertine floors to mix with shell casings and medical waste, along with big, satisfying fragments of composite, titanium, and circuitry. Throughout the lofty space there were the familiar stains and smell of hydraulic fluid and battery acid. Lydia had felt a choking pride for the strangers who had resisted in that spot, and she wished she could have stood with them—whoever they had been. The ravaged home aroused her lust to fight, and under her helmet, so large on her head, her eyes flamed.

			Danzing whispered, “Where?”

			“That one, fourteen-oh-four.”

			He walked forward, skirting a ragged pile, and he gingerly levered the door handle, and when he could feel that it was unlocked, he turned to nod at Lydia and pushed on it until it swung open without a sound. Peering down the barrel he swept the room with quick swings of his carbine.

			Lydia took a deep breath and then walked forward into her old apartment. She lowered her rifle, some forgotten part of her trusting that nothing malevolent could exist in this evocative and poignant place. Finally, she was here. After wistfully dreaming of a return to her home city for so long she was now back at the home that she had been hustled away from in the middle of the night so many years ago. She fell into a nostalgic trance as soon as she passed the threshold, and as she walked in, a dank wind blew past her and through the open door, carrying bits of straw, loose paper, and downy feathers past her legs and out into the hallway. When she was fully inside the unit Danzing brushed past her, leaned back outside the doorway, turned to look in both directions, and then quietly shut and deadbolted the door.

			The apartment was the same as she had remembered it, but it was ruined as she had feared and expected—given what she’d seen on their long advance into the city. Diamonds of shattered window glass covered the cupped, warped, and stained hardwood floors. In the corner of the living room a seagull had made a nest, and it now paced back and forth with alarm, clucking at the intruders, and then spreading its wings and shouting at them as two gangly, dun, black-speckled chicks fled to huddle together in a corner, obvious and vulnerable against the white wall, pathetically trusting their spotted markings to hide them.

			Danzing said, ‘Wrong camo guys—wrong camo,” then soothingly added, “Don’t worry little fellas.”

			Lydia grimaced and said, “It smells bad,” which was really saying something for a soldier. Her eyes darted around the apartment, looking for anything as she crept towards the living room where the empty aluminum window frames reached from floor to ceiling, and the tattered remnants of vertical blinds swayed in the wind.

			“Don’t expose yourself Lydia.” Danzing was partially concealed behind a kitchen island while he looked through his carbine’s scope, panning the adjacent tower’s opposing dark openings. “Your heat sig will be like a flashing neon sign up here.”

			“I wish some Mech would show its face.”

			“Just get it done, would you? I don’t feel like being here alone if Canso falls back, thinking we’re actually where we’re supposed to be and all.” Danzing’s voice had a scratchy, accusatory note in it.

			Lydia heeded Danzing’s warning, keeping away from the openings of the windows as she looked around the unit, transported back in time despite the litter and disarray that made it difficult to reconcile this damp and battered place with the bright, warm home of her memories. The view was the same, the low hills to the north, the high-rise buildings across the street. Looking down the long avenue that ran to the east, once busy with traffic and pedestrians and gaudy with signage, flashing red, green, and amber traffic lights reflecting off the wet pavement when it rained, she now saw only a monotone gray jumble of broken concrete and steel under a low ceiling of hazy smoke. The color was long gone, washed away along with everything else. On both sides of the street, rubble had been pushed into berms, covering the sidewalks and forming tall shoulders to a single narrow lane down the middle of what was once a wide thoroughfare. At the debris-strewn intersection one of their tanks sat, sensors spinning, but other than soldiers, there were no living people here any longer.

			She remembered the day that she had awoken in this place to a gentle thumping sound; how she had sleepily thought that her father had come home and was stomping down the hall in his boots. She had waited to hear his voice, hoping that he would come in to kiss her, pick her up, and hold her, but the thumping only continued, and a part of her still waited for him. She remembered rising from her bed, holding her stuffed bunny as she had wished to be held, and moving down this very hall in the dawn light. She recalled looking out the windows towards the vivid pink line like a cut on the horizon, and the indigo blue of the morning sky. Her mother had been standing in her housecoat where the tall windows used to be, looking out over the distant northern hills. The blue hills sparkled like Lydia had never seen before, with beautiful floating lights of red, green, orange, and violet, all reflecting off wispy silvery smoke that hung high above. Long, vibrant threads of shimmering dots like a long necklace undulated upwards, climbing into the sky over the hills: twinkling beads of light crossing each other in a beautiful wavering dance. Orange and red flowers blossomed, unfolding the petals of their corollas, and then shaking the windows in a trembling and thunderous rumble, leaving soft black and gray ghosts floating in the sky. Lydia’s mom scooped her up when she saw her, carrying her into the back room. Lydia remembered that her mom wouldn’t let her return to pick up her stuffed rabbit which had tumbled from her little hands to the floor, and even though she now understood, and her mother was gone, she was still a little upset about it.

			Danzing said, “Let’s go, kid.” Though he was only eighteen too.

			Lydia said, “Yeah—sorry.” She stooped behind the concealment of the kitchen island with him and flipped her rucksack to the floor to pull out a can of spray paint. She peered over the kitchen island into the ruined buildings across the avenue and then crossed to the old dining room’s wall in a crouch. She fought for a moment to remove the lid from the paint can, and when successful, shook and rattled it until Danzing hushed her. She turned to the wall and wrote on it in fluorescent orange letters, “I’m alive! Lydia.” She stood back to admire it, then raised her arm to continue with her work, but before she was able to complete her task the drywall to her left disintegrated, and sudden little holes appeared next to her, followed immediately by the popping sound of a distant—but not distant enough—light machine-gun. As the seagull abandoned its chicks and took off through the empty window frames into the dusty valley of buildings, Lydia dropped, disappeared from view, and scrambled across the floor towards Danzing, who sat with his back against the island.

			Danzing said, “Oh, so you’re not dead?”

			Lydia smiled and checked the status of her rifle. “Half a sec, then we can scarper.” She stood quickly and immediately ran to her right, scanning the empty windows across the street through her scope as she did so. She picked up a blatant heat signature: bright white bullet cartridges scattered on the floor deep in a dark and abandoned unit across the avenue just below them. She sheltered behind a concrete pillar in the corner of the living room, leaning away from it just enough to get an angle on the enemy’s lair, peering through her scope into the shattered building, searching for a target— waiting. Then she saw it—its green eye peeking over the ledge of a window forty yards across the way. Her rifle kicked and spat a florid stream of bullets across the expanse of the avenue, chipping away at the concrete window ledge and brickwork and plunging into the unlit apartment. The report of her rifle filled her ruined home and echoed down the streets. The panicked and flightless gull chicks fled, running past the window casing and into the open air, full of fear.

			“I think I missed.”

			She stood with her back against the concrete column and took a drink from her canteen, not troubling herself as to what became of the chicks until much later.



	

Chapter 2

			Each step forward felt like a step closer to oblivion, or deliverance, to the platoon, they didn’t know which, but they held discouraging suspicions; nobody cast their minds forward to their future with naive hopefulness as youths typically did. They knew that the future would only see them delivered that much closer towards the oppression—or perhaps at this point—the liberation of death, nothing more. It was absurd to hold any hope. Before this—before it had become so rotten—they had all sprung forward through life with mindlessly optimistic expectations. It was distinctly different now as militants in a free-fire zone, where they moved forward with a dark pessimism born of the circumstances. Each step was an effort of will and of fearful expectations as they were pursued as never before into the wilderness that was meant to be their sanctuary.

			Presently, fear and dread didn’t show on the faces of the militants; the strained rictus; the focused, darting, wide eyes of fear; the quivering upper lip; they were reserved for the shellfire and melee attacks that came without warning. Their faces were loose and immobile masks with sullen flaccid eyes, vacant of vitality and apparently staring far, far ahead at some recognizable and familiar doom, some rough beast. But in truth, after months of strain, of marching endlessly and sleeping fitfully—if at all—their eyes now focused on nothing, saw nothing, and were only held in their heads by force of habit. After months of withdrawal and rear-guard action their faces could be read like maps of the lands they had travelled through, scarred, muddy, and ravaged; their homelands long weathered and washed away, now as indistinct as the dark expanse of what lay ahead. Only the insane or deeply faithful, if one could separate the two, were untouched by the months of flight from a relentless foe they could not shake.

			As such, squad leader Sergeant Candy smiled happily while a curtain of rainwater poured off of her helmet as she surveyed the terrain in front of her with a squint, thrusting her head forward from her shoulders as if the two inches of diminished distance would bring the horizon significantly closer to her widely spaced eyes. From under her gear-encumbered helmet, two thick, sopping braids, like fiery orange tassels, hung dripping—as did her freckled nose until she put a gloved thumb to it and blew a stream of snot to the ground. In front of her ran a single-track dirt road that they’d been following. It extended, rolling and weaving, for a hundred and seventy-five yards by her eye—so a hundred and seventy-five-yards—until it disappeared over a small hill. It wound its way through a red-alder and cottonwood forest, an old road that detoured around small obstacles, humps and hollows that modern road-building equipment would plow under without slowing, a road shaped by long gone things. The forest on either side, extending to the distant fogged-in evergreen hills, was covered with new, bright green leaves that draped over the tops of the tall black and gray boles and branches of the deciduous trees, all varnished to a sheen by the rain.

			As the lead fire-team advanced in echelon down the puddled road, the team leader on point swayed robotically, watching the ground in front of him for tracks. At each step Candy assessed the spongy ground, always reckoning the advantage, or disadvantage, to her enemy. Her thoughts only extended as far as she could see through her scope and no further.

			The team leader ten yards in front of her abruptly held his left hand up in a halt signal, then turned back towards the rest of the platoon and drew his hand across his throat. Something was in front of them instead of behind them for a change. After wiping the eyepiece clean of raindrops, Candy raised her carbine and peered through the scope to watch as their point unit swept the ground in front of the lead squad. The treasured point unit, acquired through advanced chicanery, was prowling about, sweeping its head side to side scanning the ground in front—it sensed something. The point unit, only knee high to a militant, was as sleek, stealthy, and fast as cat but also as determined, loyal, and dopey looking as a dog. Occasionally dumber than either, it was usually reliable.

			The rifleist and grenadier in the lead fire-team proceeded to lower themselves onto a knee and watch the point unit, waiting for its signal. Sergeant Candy scanned the ground ahead of them through her scope, also waiting for the Point-Mech to do its job. The terrain was gentle, too gentle to benefit infantry over Mechs if a skirmish broke out. She knew ground as well as any. She saw every fold in the earth, each break in a ridgeline, every declivity, and her eyes followed contours as well as any machine. There was no concealment here, no cover, nowhere from which an enemy could launch a serious ambush—but still—she flicked off her rifle’s safety, and her pulse quickened.

			Candy watched as the point unit scurried around in an algorithmically determined search pattern, its long legs springing like a greyhound’s as it raced in a grid until it suddenly froze in place with its sensor-covered head pointed rigidly towards a thick patch of ferns and salal bushes, and on its hind end, right where a biological asshole would be, a bright red light flashed on and off repeatedly. It had detected an electrical signal: something evil was lying in wait—or someone had dropped their phone—you never knew.

			The forward squad immediately ran for concealment in the thin brush, dropped willingly to the saturated ground, and raised their rifles. Candy’s grin widened, and she wiggled a bit as she waved another squad twenty yards behind her forward. With a quick pump of her fist to both sides, she signaled them to set up left and right. The sopping and squishing squad of four split to opposite sides of the road where the gunners began to set up their squad automatic weapons on bipods behind their scant protection while the assistant gunners cleared foliage from their line of fire and readied ammunition.

			Candy could now feel the small dose of adrenaline coursing through her, and she welcomed it. Moving forward quickly at a crouch she flopped down beside team leader, prone Private Stokes, whose top lip was curled as if at something odiously odiferous. He peeked around the mossy trunk of an old alder tree towards some bushes where he was certain that death itself, in some loathsome mechanical form, was waiting for him as usual.

			Candy reviewed the disposition of her exhausted and dispirited troops. Two nearby militants rested with their backs against the trees they’d chosen for cover, waiting for orders they hoped wouldn’t come. Another rifleist closest to the still immobile point robot stared down the sites of her weapon towards the expected location of the unknown enemy, her chin resting on the top of the hand that gripped her rifle stock. With a silent wave of her hand in front of her face Candy signaled for everyone to turn on their shields. One by one the militants’ helmet shields flickered on, a pulsing blue haze when viewed from the flank but invisible to Mech sensors and cameras and impenetrable to lasers. The shields were a camouflaging luxury that could add minutes to a militant’s life in battle when they worked. The blessed electronic shield was well worth the effort of humping a five-pound battery pack and worth even the associated acid burns when the pack was ventilated by shrapnel, as it invariably was. Militants enjoyed the experience of peering from cover and not being immediately detected and then de-brained by a bullet, and watching direct energy beams dissipate on shields in pretty tendrils and webs of dancing blue light, instead of blackness and a steaming eye socket. Bullets and shrapnel passed cleanly through shields, much like they did through a head without a shield, but that was just going to happen anyway. Satisfied that her troops had sufficient protection from whatever was about to be flushed out, Candy spoke into her mic. “Sic ’em, Brick.”

			Bathed in the blue glow of her shield, Candy eagerly watched over the scope of her weapon. The unweaponized Brick bounded towards the clump of bushes that it had been staring at so intently and flushed out a small robot not much bigger than a six-pack of beer. The crab-like Mech leapt into the air in an impressive arc and landed with a soft thud three yards away from its launch point before firing a pair of bullets towards the now crow-hopping and spooking Brick whose rapid evasive movements made it a frustratingly difficult target. The robot scuttled in circles, its little legs pumping up and down as fast as it could move them, all the while keeping its front sensors trained on Brick, who by all appearances was enjoying gamboling and taunting the Mech.

			Candy spoke to the squad for the first time, yelling, “Keep concealed until its ammo is exhausted,” then, softly, “It’s just a Crab.” Clearly, she was disappointed.

			The Crab fired quick bursts from the little, short-barreled gun that projected from its composite carapace, which was camouflaged in a mottled brown-and-green pattern. Small brass casings ejected into the air as it backpedaled from the antagonizing Brick. Eventually the Crab fired only sporadic single shots as it began to run low on ammunition. Finally, the tiny monster exhausted all the ballistic ammunition in its small magazine and began to retreat, this time while directing less dangerous laser fire at the point unit, and when it locked on to Brick, no shift or shimmy could shake the red dot that was burning a hole right into the unit’s armor and straight toward its central processing unit.

			Now safe from the Mech’s annoying little bullets and protected from its lasers by their face shields, the militants were free to expose their positions. Candy yelled out, “Come here, Brick.”

			As soon as the ruinously expensive point unit cleared their field of fire, the forward squad began to direct desultory fire towards the now madly panicked Crab that had switched targets and now shot bright strings of laser towards heat signatures from the rifle barrels and ejecting shell casings of the now detected militants. The ground within five-yards of the Mech and almost everything behind it for a hundred yards was being plowed up and shredded by the machine-gun fire of the squad who had initially fired short bursts, and then progressed to longer bursts as the seemingly inexhaustible Crab continued to evade their bullets and fire its laser. After the rifle squad’s failing—again and again—to hit the bouncing, leaping and dekeing Crab in spite of an inordinate expenditure of ammunition, Candy grew bored and annoyed at lying in the sopping grass. She pointed to Private Jenkins, who hadn’t bothered to engage with the enemy up to this point, and instead was engrossed in picking at a scabby shrapnel wound on his arm that was never going to heal if he wouldn’t leave it alone.

			“Jenkins!” Candy made a pumping motion, as if working the action of a shotgun, and pointed towards the Crab. The marginally interested Jenkins peered over the log he was sheltered behind, jumped up without any further consideration, pursed his lips, and made a zig-zagging run towards the Crab. At this, the little Mech noted the unshielded body charging in its direction, searched for an authorized reaction that met the rules of engagement, satisfied itself that the unrecognized warm object indeed carried a weapon, but it was cold—wait, that didn’t matter—it was a free-fire zone. It resolutely decided to build up the wattage in its capacitor for a devastating laser pulse to the groin, having identified Jenkins as a male and knowing how males feared those sorts of assaults to such a degree that an immense sense of relief was felt by men should a bullet miss that region and pass through their head. As it was processing this, scabrous Jenkins chambered a round on the run, then shot and dismantled the Crab with the first shell from his shotgun. The indecisive, and now disembodied robot was soon floating happily over its lifeless carapace and watching it burn with a white-hot flame. Jenkins walked up to the Mech, flipped it on its back with his toe and then ground it into the sopping earth in order to extinguish the battery fire.

			“Should I bag it?”

			“Nah. What’s the point? Not worth anything these days. Log it, Brick. And chamber a round before you charge, fool. I just don’t get you.” Candy shook her head, shedding water off of her dripping braids as she did.

			Jenkins shrugged and stared off at nothing with a miserable intensity.

			The Point-Mech trotted up to examine the dead Crab, and its ass lit up cheery green—the robot being well and truly demised. Brick looked up at the sky.

			Sergeant Candy spoke into the mic of her communicator. “Black Five this is Red Eight. Contact with a Crab—destroyed. Moving out. Over.”

			From over the radio, Eager Battalion’s executive officer responded, “Copy, Red Eight. Out”

			Candy turned to look back at the fire-team that still manned the squad automatics twenty yards behind her. She made a sweeping motion, calling them forward.

			“All right, Brick, back on point, keep fifty-yards ahead.”

			Brick responded cheerily, “Wilco, fifty-yards ahead.” Brick appeared to be the only other member of the squad besides Candy that wasn’t depressed.

			“Might be something heavy up ahead,” Candy said with a wistful smile.

			Beside her, young, red-eyed Private Stokes shook his head as he wrung out his sopping gloves. They all climbed up from the soaked ground and shouldered their weapons while the rain came down in buckets. A scout drone zipped through the rain over their heads and flew down the road in front of them, straight and fast. Before long, the sound of internal combustion engines was heard as the lead element of the convoy of fighting vehicles caught up with them, and soon an infantry squad followed by an armored fighting vehicle appeared from over the crest of the hill behind them.

			Candy knew that they should be farther ahead of the main force. “Double time!”

			The squad groaned and lifted their heavy feet into a squelching trot down the road.

			“Your shield is still on Stokes. I’m not lending you a charge. Anybody else want to lend a charge to Stokes?”

			“Aw, fuck.” Stokes scowled, and his face flushed.

			Candy laughed at his petty humiliation, gratified that it struck him as such.



	

Chapter 3

			The City breathed in the workers—both up with the sun. A collective inhalation across the nation, a thousand Cities taking in their life breath. After extraction, the City exhaled the workers with a depleted outflow at the setting of the very same sun.

			Winslow understood that it was time to leave work, as did the rest of his division. He felt the normal sense of pleasure having had contributed to the worthwhile efforts of the corporation. It was a good feeling.

			The elevator to the ground floor filled with fellow employees, all feeling the same sense of wellbeing, and processing similar internal summaries of their workday. It always felt good to rehash the objectives of the day and to prepare for what tomorrow would bring. Doing so insured that the coming evening at home would be easy to enjoy.

			As they descended, workers from other floors joined the now-crowded elevator, and smiles and nods were exchanged. It was comfortable, as usual; everyone enjoyed being around other people. On the ground floor the doors opened, and the group dispersed into the airy lobby, past the Security-Mech and into the welcoming afternoon rain.

			Winslow knew what the dispensary would be serving for dinner, and he thought that it sounded good, so instead of turning left he turned right and walked past a queue of mint green cabs sitting silently in front of the glass building. He continued for three blocks, stopping to wait for cross traffic as directed, pulling his overcoat tighter around his neck as the rain trickled in. He walked speedily, occasionally pulling up a sleeve to eye the communicator wrapped on his left forearm. He enjoyed the music in his head, and while he knew every word and note, the music felt as fresh and exciting as it had when he had first heard it years earlier. The sound was perfect and dimensionless, and like all Induced entertainment it would always feel fresh, providing peak enjoyment. He didn’t know how, he just enjoyed it like everyone else. You couldn’t complain about that, and no one ever did.

			Even as they rushed through the unseasonal rain, Winslow greeted the people he passed if he made eye contact, and they greeted him back. He didn’t know everyone’s name, but almost, and everyone knew who he was—nearly without fail. He found it somewhat unsettling when he didn’t recognize someone, but that was their right—it was a free nation. They would probably be present on the next update, reassuringly familiar and known. Some people are strangers at first— newcomers to the City. It didn’t mean that they were dangerous, just that they shouldn’t be trusted.

			He walked out of the wet gloom and into a bright and colorful dispensary. The dispensary provided excellent meals and was highly rated for their choice ingredients and attentive preparation. In his turn Winslow approached a robot resting behind the counter with oversized eyes as big as dinner plates and the anthropomorphic features of a fox that exclaimed enthusiastically, “Welcome back, Winslow, what a pleasure! How are you today?”

			“Good—I’m good.” Winslow appreciated the friendly welcome.

			“Fantastic! What will you have today?” The fox’s eyes rolled around in its shiny red head.

			“I’ll have the blue plate special.”

			“You betcha! No onions or garlic though—right, Winslow?”

			“That’s right, fox.”

			The fox chuckled. “Coming right up. Just grab it from the cubicle when your order pops up. You know where the drinks and desserts are—right?”

			“I do. You little fox!”

			Again, the gratifying chuckle. “Great, great. Say—you should try IPCO Splash Cola. It’s very popular with people like you.”

			Winslow nodded. “Alright. Thanks. I will.”

			He walked over to the wall of coolers where dozens of other Whip it Up customers milled about, choosing drinks or desserts to add to their order. He had never tried IPCO Splash Cola before, but he knew all about it; it sounded great, and he knew exactly where it would be in the cooler. He had just needed to be reminded of it was all. When a space opened, he slipped in and grabbed a container of cola. The black and gold color of the can and the large silver logo gave him a sense of wellbeing, or optimism—it felt right when he looked at it. It reminded him of something dear, perhaps it was like a toy he once owned, something from his past, he wasn’t sure. He could hardly wait to try it. It was the small things that mattered most to him.

			The tablet buzzed on his wrist, and he saw that his meal was ready for pick-up. He carried his soda over to the cubicle, placed it into the pleasing bag that his box of food came in, checked his device to be sure the bill was correct and that he had been debited a sufficient amount. He turned in a circle to wave at everyone in general and then walked out the door and back into the rain.

			After six blocks, drenched Winslow turned at the front gate of his residential complex and walked towards the entrance. While the City had been safe for years, he felt reassured by the security unit that had established itself further down the block. It stood immobile on its four folded legs, stalwartly watching everyone come and go. The doors to his building swung open for him as he approached, and he walked into the cool air of the lobby where the elevator was already waiting for him, doors open.

			Arriving back at his apartment could be a little disappointing for Winslow, so the parcels stacked inside his door were a welcome sight as he kicked off his boots and removed his saturated overcoat. His apartment shades were drawn despite the drab weather, and they would stay down unless he felt the need for some light on the weekend. In the four years that he had lived there he had filled the unit nicely, and the open shelves that lined nearly every wall in the living room were filled with possessions—hardly a space was left for any new items. He placed his food parcel on the warmer and asked his unit to turn the wall display on, giving a cursory glance at the dozen or so messages that popped up in a column of colourful tabs. Winslow could see who in his network was updating that day, and he looked forward to catching up on them, but first he would need to prepare his own update, and even though his day had been uneventful, he had some thoughts he needed to share with the City.

			He returned to the front hall and picked up his three parcels, all identical. He hefted them repeatedly and then made room on the dining table. He stripped off the seal on the first parcel and pulled out a dress shirt wrapped in tissue. Very much like the shirt he was wearing, this shirt was white with large bright splashes of reds, blue, and yellow: vibrant, big, blooming, colourful flower corollas. The collars on the new shirts were a quarter of an inch shorter. He had felt terribly uncomfortable wearing the older winter fashion, so he was glad that the clothier had updated him. They were always improving things, never resting in their efforts to provide the optimal fashion experience—it was terribly exciting for everyone. He removed all the shirts from their packaging and replaced three outdated shirts in his closet, old out-of-fashion shirts with big colorful flower corollas. When the garbage bin rolled from under the counter, he tossed in the old shirts. Another small pleasure—but it felt a little weird for just a moment.

			As usual of late, after returning home he soon began to feel a growing unease. Despite the pleasure that being around his collection of possessions brought him, there was strange tension that came from being at home. Each day, once his packages were opened, the items put away and the refuse discarded, once dinner was finished, the feeling would come again. A crawling, indistinct, restlessness would begin to gather like the slow tensioning of a spring. It was as if a beetle had made its way inside his head and resided there, knocking ever so softly, and this knocking needed some answer. Winslow needed some satiation. A satiation that he couldn’t identify.

			He poured himself a glass of IPCO Splash Cola, finishing the can to try and assuage his nebulous appetite. It brought him comfort to pour it, but little pleasure to drink it, and afterwards he was left feeling empty again. He listened to the music in his mind and watched his device display its continuous impersonal messages. He could apprehend a yearning, but he couldn’t account for it or devise a remedy.

			He surmised that if he just connected and updated, he could find a refuge from his growing anxiety. But it was early, and he felt that he should work through what he was feeling. It was a novel occurrence to him—a singular, unfamiliar appetite to wrestle with the strange visitor, perhaps come to terms with it or hold it up to the light for closer examination. But the disjointed sense of unease was so amorphous and slippery that he couldn’t seem to grasp it. He knew that the first step to a solution was defining the problem, but try as he might he just couldn’t determine what the problem was, and he couldn’t recall having encountered anything like it before.

			Winslow knew he wasn’t alone in his struggle to define his discomfort; there was an entire marketplace of palliatives for assuaging just these sorts of crises. Oban, his friend, had been feeling the same way and had complained of it at work. Winslow thought of his sister, whom he couldn’t imagine ever being challenged by a problem. I’ll speak with her tonight, he thought. After pacing around, looking in the fridge, checking his device, peering out the window towards the clouded sky in the west, he sat disconsolate in his recliner, rested his head into the cradle, and selected his update for Inducement.

			He felt anticipation as the familiar tones began to play, echoing through his mind as they plumbed the depths of it and plotted their way around. His mind and Induction embraced like lovers, fitting together like ancient joinery. Warmth emanated from his center, near his navel, a pure warmth that spread throughout his torso and into his limbs until his limbs became weightless and his center began to rise. He was floating blissfully, desireless. He had everything. Everything was within him. Everything. Everyone was a part of him. Everyone. The entirety of existence was focalized into a precise, unimaginably small point immanent in him. Then existence instantaneously expanded into an infinitely large, dimensionless space of sky blue in which he now resided disembodied, suspended, floating, nebulous. Then existence inverted and collapsed, then it reverted and expanded, again and again, in an increasingly fast oscillation until one place was indistinguishable from the other. Finally, and suddenly, he arrived in a senseless place where desire had collapsed completely, along with any notion of self. His identity was stripped away by technology until only a spark of pure consciousness and existential bliss remained. While a fragment of the universe enjoyed the deathlike state of transcendence and enlightenment, a second-rate corporation went to work on his mind, clumsily.



	

Chapter 4

			Winslow stood with his hands in his pockets, staring out his window over the City. The morning was suffused with a sulfurous, shadowless haze as the rain poured down again. He wondered what he would do that day as he wandered from window to window, his eyes continuously straying to the device on his arm. He had awoken with a sense of eagerness and motivation, but he knew it wouldn’t last—the weekend afternoons always brought a sense of lassitude lately. When he wasn’t at work an emptiness would creep over him as he turned his attention from the efforts of work to his life outside of it. It seemed the only place that he felt comfortable and safe was at work.

			He wanted to participate in social life, online, but he didn’t fit in, and he knew he wasn’t welcome. His profile left him condemned, or worse, he received no attention at all. He tried to redeem himself for what he was, participating in rehabilitation, hoping to rejoin communities. He was supposed to measure every word for safety, but he couldn’t suppress his opinions, keep his head down, or accept his role. He was supposed to occupy a certain plane and continue to participate as part of the remediation process, which seemed to him to consist of validating others. His input was screened, moderated, and supressed into oblivion, but he was expected to abide this for his betterment. It was discouraging to see himself at the very bottom, along with others like him. His opportunities were nil, and he still had to pay taxes while the others didn’t. The City did not want him to succeed. Suddenly, this morning, Winslow thought that it was all nonsense.

			For a while Winslow continued to stare out his window, and he watched a crow drop from the sky. Something had grabbed its attention as it was passing over, some rare object or event. It folded its wings and plummeted before unfurling its wings to make a fluttering stop on the dead crown of a tree. It ruffled its neck feathers to shake off the rain, tucked its head in, and let out a croak, or at least that’s what Winslow perceived from behind the window. The crow then launched itself from the desiccated branch and gracefully descended to land on the pavement where it made a quick hop over to a round object, which it then picked up in its black beak. After tilting its head to glance upward, the crow took to the sky once more. From a height it released the object, which plummeted back to the pavement, bouncing two or three times upon landing and then rolling to a stop in a puddle of water against the curb. Making quick little turns the bird descended after it and landed. It pecked at the object once or twice, inspected it with one eye and then the other, grasped it again with its beak, and flew off up into the yellow sky. Something’s wrong, thought Winslow.

			Winslow forced himself to take a walk. He had grown tired of browsing the media, tired of moving from room to room searching for some distraction. Looking from his windows over the neighboring blocks of high-rises offered no more distraction than the bare walls of his unit.

			He pulled on his boots, feeling the pleasure of their newness, and picked up an umbrella that sat open in the hall. He stood in front of the hallway mirror and gazed into his reflection until he felt a sense of sadness that he couldn’t escape. He was dissatisfied with everything about himself: how his clothes hung from his lanky frame, his thin face and heavy brow that made him appear ghoulish. He wanted to change himself, every aspect—but there was nothing to be done about it—this was who he was, and it galled him. He felt depressed by the fact that he was trapped within himself forever.

			Winslow considered his afternoon. He would walk to the shop, about twenty minutes distant and buy light bulbs for his bedroom. He would need to buy three replacement bulbs, for when he came home from work earlier in the week, the overhead fixture as well as his bedside lamp had stopped working. It seemed unfathomable that the diodes in all three bulbs should exhaust themselves at the same time, yet so it was. It would be good to have new bulbs anyhow.

			He walked out into the shared hallway of the building, but before getting on the elevator waiting for him with its doors open, he wondered who resided behind the other doors in the hallway. He knew their names and faces, but he didn’t know them; he’d never met them, even in passing. Mr. Sonder—right across the hall—he’d never seen him. He existed only as information in Winslow’s head, but he was ostensibly a real person too. It suddenly occurred to Winslow that everyone had distinct lives just like him, and the mundane, superficially obvious fact was unaccountably disconcerting.

			As Winslow exited his building into the dismal afternoon rain, a shadow flitted across his path to be quickly followed by a hollow clatter as something rolled across the sidewalk. It was a crow—Winslow was sure that it was the one he had watched from his window—standing on the wet concrete pathway and inspecting a large, shiny acorn, pecking at it once or twice, showing no discernable disappointment at its failing efforts to get at what was inside. Winslow deviated from his intended route to investigate further, and the wary crow hopped sideways, tilting its head to watch him from one inky black eye before possessively switching its attention back to the acorn. Winslow also stared at the acorn for some time. Finally, he walked over to the acorn—the crow again hopping sideways with its wings spread—and gingerly, as if measuring its resistance, lowered his boot on the acorn and crushed it beneath his foot. He stepped back to observe the cracked nut, and the crow regarded him for a moment until Winslow walked on.

			Winslow knew the names of everyone he walked by, but apparently he hadn’t met any of the people with whom he crossed paths. Some of them knew people he knew, and he’d encountered several of them in the recent past, but he had never met any of them. No one’s profiles indicated an interest in socializing, at least not with him. It seemed no one ever did want to talk these days. Between work, Inductions, and social networks, there wasn’t any time, and no one liked unmoderated extemporaneous conversation—you never knew what you were going to say. You never had time to contrive a witticism, or otherwise formulate anything profound. You certainly were at the mercy of someone with organic knowledge, it was impossible to do any contradictory research, steal a counterargument and insert it in real time. You couldn’t craft anything; you could only quickly state what you thought you knew, and there was every possibility you might be wrong. Or worse it might to be an unpopular correct statement—particularly for Winslow. Lately he was full of ideas that were hard to choke back; society didn’t like new ideas, or old ideas—only current ideas. These days he only felt safe talking to Oban.

			Winslow watched as a prepossessing woman approached him, heading towards him with determination and a placid smile. He liked her wild head of hair, thick brown locks that held fast in the wet wind. Her name was Sally Polly. She looked friendly, and she flashed a brilliant smile at him as she passed. But it was very clear, so emphatically clear that she wasn’t interested in meeting new people that Winslow would be in a breach if he approached her. She soon melted into the crowd on the sidewalk, one of hundreds. Winslow knew that he was one of the multitudes, but he didn’t feel that he was a part of the mass of people. He felt like an outsider in a City where everyone else naturally belonged.

			He walked on; his new boots became splattered by gray mud from the rain that mixed with the dust blown in from the piles of rubble outside the City. He looked down at the slurry in the gutters of the sidewalk and he wished his life was different, then with new curiosity he wondered what a wish was. Where was a wish supposed to go?

			[image: ]

			Winslow returned home with a project. After kicking off his muddy boots and watching the display to see if there was any news, he emptied his shopping bag on the countertop. Happy to have something to do, he inspected in turn each of the light bulbs he’d purchased and then made his way to his bedroom where he set up a three-step ladder from the closet. He stood on the top step and pulled at the shade covering the light—it wouldn’t come off. He pulled harder, but it was stuck. He pulled with greater force until it released with a sudden cracking pop, and he windmilled his arms furiously to keep his balance and then finally froze motionless with his arms out from his side with the newly broken shade in one hand. With the shade removed he could now see the threads that the light shade screwed into. Oh I see, he thought. He threw the broken shade onto his bed and unscrewed a bulb. He knew how that worked since the receptacle threads were clearly visible on the replacement he had in his pants pocket. He tossed the old bulb onto the bed and threaded the new one into the socket. He stepped down from the stepladder, folded it, set it against the wall, admired his work from the floor for a moment, and then asked the unit to turn on the bedroom lights. Nothing happened. The audible feedback from the unit indicated that his command had been heard, but he tried again anyway. “Turn on the bedroom lights.” Still nothing. So, Winslow grabbed the stepladder and repeated the process again with a different bulb, which didn’t work either.

			“For goodness’ sake.”

			Again, he tried a different bulb, and after all three of the new bulbs failed to work, he retired to his living room, defeated. His eyes wandered back and forth from the wall display to his device. Occasionally he stared out the windows of his unit across the City, looking at the high-rise buildings streaked with rain and dirt. Again and again, his thoughts returned to the mystery of the extinguished bulbs. He tried to let it go and just send a repair request memo to the building. He tried to calm his thoughts and to accept the fact that it just didn’t make any sense, but there was a part of him that wasn’t able to forget about it. He hated that part of himself, and he suspected that everyone else did as well. It was one of the impediments to his success (as he had been told). A part of him, an internal division of him, made him get up, even though another part of him wanted to be getting Induced. He wandered from room to room, not knowing what he was looking for. Finally, he asked the unit, “Unit. Why the heck won’t the lights work in any of my bedroom fixtures?”

			The unit responded, “Would you like me to memo maintenance and support?”

			“No. I would like to determine what the problem is myself if possible.”

			“We can search for information. What would you like to know?”

			“Why is it that when I replace the broken bulbs—which all broke at the same time—all of the replacement bulbs get broken too?”

			The unit responded “Well…I can’t find an explanation.”

			“Okay, try this: How do I know if a bulb is broken?”

			“You can test the bulb by installing it into a fixture that you are certain is functioning properly.”

			“Of course.” Winslow jumped up and grabbed one of the bulbs from the counter, removed a bulb from a standing lamp in the living room and replaced it with the questionable bulb. He asked the room to turn the lights on. Success! He pondered it for a moment. “So, my bedroom fixture is broken.” He started to walk towards his bedroom but then recalled that all his bedroom lights were dead, and he said to himself, “Hold on, so they’re all broken?”

			He asked the unit, “Tell me this: What would cause all of my bedroom lights to stop functioning at the same time?”

			“It sounds like you need Basic Home Unit Maintenance: Electrical Module. Would you like to add this to an Induction session?”

			“How much does it cost?”

			“Fifteen thousand dollars for a five-year subscription.”

			“Ouch. Is it covered by PertCorp?”

			“Not for your classification,” the unit sniggered.

			“How much for a trial version?”

			“Five hundred and fifty dollars.”

			“How much room will it take up—and how long before it’s written over?”

			“It will require just less than a terabyte and it will be retained for seventeen days on average. You have plenty of space.”

			“Okay, confirmed. Put it on.” He raised his wrist to speak into his communicator. “Confirm payment of five-hundred dollars for trial Induction of Basic Home Unit Maintenance: Electrical Module. Latest version.”

			His home unit said, “You have been registered for Basic Home Unit Maintenance: Electrical Module. Version zero-zero-seven-nineteen. Please read the merchandise memo on your device and agree to the terms and conditions. Your provider will be notified, and you will receive notification once your assigned administrator has approved this knowledge’s inclusion in your Induction package.”

			Winslow felt a sense of relief knowing that he would soon have a solution to the pressing issue of the bulbs. For the same cost he probably could have had a maintenance Mech diagnose and fix the problem, but he didn’t want to wait, and he just wanted to know what was happening. It was almost as if there was a malevolent entity stymieing him and there was great importance attached to overcoming the challenge. He wanted to do this himself.

			He sat in his recliner and thought of his father, a person who seemed capable of anything. Although his father had been a corporate executive, he had single handedly built his own home in the mountains. He had always said that his greatest joy was to make beautiful things, and that was where life’s only meaning lay. Everything else was absurd, and to him the word absurd meant something more than it did to most people.

			“Well, what about love then?” his mother might ask, always one to test a categorical declaration, “To me, that’s where life’s meaning lies.”

			Winslow pictured his father looking at the ceiling, as he would do when required to ponder a question, and then replying, “If love isn’t building something beautiful then I don’t recognize it.” His mother would have given an approving nod.

			That was how his father spent his spare time, making beautiful art nouveau moldings and furniture using long forgotten techniques, building stone walls, splitting rustic cedar shakes. Whatever was required to be created, no matter how utilitarian, needed to hold some beauty. Often the only one who would see the beauty in his work was the old craftsperson who knew what they were looking at. But it filled his father’s life with meaning.

			With a sudden pang, Winslow missed him. He was a kind man, and his kindness was never more evident than during his fulminating hate filled rages against inanimate objects. It was a terrible thing to be pressed into service holding an end of a timber while it needlessly provoked him. Winslow would watch with apprehension as his father’s normally genial features contorted into a fierce grimace of implacable hatred. There was an implicit permission for Winslow to abandon his duties and retreat from the coming storm, thus allowing his father the literal and figurative room to exploit to the fullest extent humankind’s advantage over inanimate objects, the conversion of energy into motion, and the fulsome expression of internal thoughts. Both would be in full effect as he ranted and implored, finally employing his considerable strength towards the destruction of the thing that was so stubbornly resisting being beautiful.

			But his father’s voluble fierceness was not unlike the darkness and shadow in a chiaroscuro painting that allowed the lighter pigments to ascend to greater heights; it illuminated his kindness to its fullest effect. His gentleness shone brightly and was his legacy. Even when—as happened on occasion—he was pushed into a violent situation, there was no red-faced explosion, but rather a proportionate, measured, and dispassionate reaction. He never forgot the frailty of the man who opposed him, and he attenuated his violent temper in consideration. It was a fateful character trait as it turned out: to have such a temper towards anything lacking in consciousness, to be baited such by soulless things, for when the wars spread across the nation, he could not help but attack with a cultivated and practiced ferocity against the fabricated forces of the enemy.

			It was a hard thing for Winslow to wonder at how he had met his end, and a bitter taste came back to his mouth when he thought about it for any length of time. How would things have been if he hadn’t thrown in with the others of his lost generation to fight an impossible war against progress? Why did he toss it all away to revolt against his own nation? It was a unique condition of the times Winslow supposed; a time of misunderstood, changing technology; a time when men like him weren’t willing to adapt to a changing culture of opportunity distribution and assignment, when anti-authoritarianism was growing like a virus. The very nature of democracy was so much a part of their world view they couldn’t imagine it any other way. Like it has always been, the majority felt it was their right to make law just because there were more of them, and when the government tried to wrest the weapon of democracy from their hands, to remove the oppressive weight of state organization, the populace rebelled. In the end, the very notion of democracy was a moot point. After five years of war adult males comprised only one third of the nation’s population, and most of the remaining males wondered what they were fighting for, but fighting was in their blood and democracy was their MacGuffin, so they continued on.

			Winslow ran the numbers and decided that his father would be in his late fifties now, but he knew that he was dead, along with all the others, destroyed during the great slaughter of the war. The years of rebellion, and then war, scattered men and women all over the country, but when the tide of battle ebbed, and the clean up of the jetsam was finished, no news ever came. In the City, Winslow and his sister would imagine that he was secure at their cabin, safe from the battles taking place in the suburbs and outskirts of town as the corporations pushed the militants and armed forces back, deep into the frontier. And when peace came, they imagined him there in the woods, in his cabin, biding his time, making beautiful things, and waiting for the amnesty. As Winslow grew, he knew that eventually he would go to search for him, but once the Inductions started at work, and the tide of rebellious battles flowed back towards them again, he never left the City. Then one day an official looking package arrived for Winslow with a death certificate, his father’s identification tags, a roll of gold coins, and a dirty watch. There was no note, but the death certificate showed that he’d been dead for years and years. For a long time, he didn’t give this any more thought.

			Presently, Winslow’s thoughts turned to his sister, and he felt the need to be close to her. She was the only person he was close to besides Oban at work. He called and spoke to her schedule, and a time was found for later in the evening—when she would call him. She was a corporate executive, and she was in high demand due to her position in the social strata; her ranking made her a necessary part of any boardroom. Her Induced seven-year social structures degree from the Federal Academy to which she was accepted before she had even graduated from high school assured her success, and her choleric disposition to the underclasses only added to her success. She always made time for Winslow, even if her mind was mostly dedicated to the advancement of her employer.

			While waiting for his sister’s call, he paced around his living room with nervous energy, the antithesis of the lethargy that would normally cloak him in the late afternoon. Each day the intervals between the compelling desires to update grew smaller, the cravings more frequent. He watched black birds wheeling in the purple light. It rained still, but there was a band of orange left by the setting sun that reflected in the multitude of high-rise windows. The outdoors made him nervous when the darkness came, so he shut the blinds tightly. He was clammy with perspiration and ambiguously fearful.

			He answered the purr of an incoming call. His smiling sister appeared on his display.

			“Hello, Tanya”

			“Hi, Winslow, let’s go to virtual.”

			“All right.” He sat back into his recliner and pulled down his headgear.

			His sister’s avatar materialized in front of him, identical except perfect; unchanged but not the same. She was seated on the couch in their childhood home, in real life now a part of the tangled rubble heaped up around the outskirts of the city.

			“That’s great,” Winslow said, looking around their old home.

			“I thought you’d enjoy it. You’ll note that it’s before the battery fire.”

			“Oh, yes. So it is.”

			“How have you been—how is work?”

			“The usual. I enjoy it—but then I get home, and I wonder what I’m doing with my life.”

			“It’s good though? PertCorp is treating you well?”

			“I can’t complain. The money is fine, it’s a nice environment, and my work is very important.” Winslow paused, swallowed with difficulty and then said, “When I’m not at work though…I feel weird…and my sleep is bad. Things keep waking me up.”

			“What’s waking you up?”

			“It’s like memories that I don’t have, intruding. Forgotten memories of strange things.”

			“Like what?”

			“Last night. While I was asleep, I remembered that I had a little dog, and I loved it so much, and it loved me, but it grew smaller, and then smaller still, it just kept getting smaller. I put it in my pocket, and finally it became so small I couldn’t find it. I was terribly grieved in the memory—and I cried endlessly. Do you remember it—my dog?”

			“No, Winslow, you didn’t ever have a dog. That sounds much more like a nightmare—not a memory. That’s not good. You need to talk to your provider right away.”

			“I don’t want to talk to them again.” Winslow moved across the virtual living room to the front window. He tried to open the drapes to look out and see if his father’s car was parked outside, but the drapes were non-interactive

			“Oh, Winslow. I feel so bad for you. I’m sure I can help you find a more suitable job in my company. Our Inducement program might suit you more. It’s clean and well curated. I don’t like the sound of this at all.”

			“You’re so kind, Tanya, but there really isn’t any place for people like me outside of the technology field. I would just lower you.”

			“If I can’t help my brother, then why have I worked so hard?”

			“I don’t think that it’s my work getting to me—it’s just a general lack of meaning. I feel like a ghost that can’t interact with the material world any longer.”

			“I don’t like this use of analogies. You need to speak to your Induction provider.”



	

Chapter 5

			Memories flooded Winslow’s mind, colorful images from his childhood, of friends who had receded imperceptibly from his life, and he wondered when he had seen them last and when it was that they had parted ways forever. The idea that they had once played together for one last time and had then left it all behind without even knowing it, upset him. What if they could have seen themselves as they were now—knowing they would part without goodbyes and never strive to come together again, even though there were no obstacles in their way—would it not have broken their hearts?

			Winslow decided to call his only friend. Work brought them together often enough that no further interaction had ever been suggested, and since there was no pressing need to meet outside of the workplace, they both plugged along independently year after year. Tonight though, Winslow yearned to speak with Oban, needed to see his face and hear his voice. Winslow and Oban had quickly become friends at work, but they didn’t know very much about each other beyond the brief sketch provided by Induction, and Winslow, motivated by a sudden realization of the fact made the decision to call Oban, despite the tremendous social risk involved.

			Oban answered almost immediately, breathlessly. “Winslow, how are you?” His face was specked with red dots and glistening with perspiration. Without further pleasantries he blurted, “I’m painting my apartment.”

			This struck Winslow as an ingenious and novel idea. “I can tell. You’re wearing a fair bit of paint yourself!” Winslow nodded his head agreeably, impressed by the bold activity. “How did you do it?”

			Oban held up a rag that was sopping with red paint, his arm red to the elbow, and said excitedly, “It’s easy. I asked maintenance for some leftover paint, and then I just started covering the wall.” He stepped back from the camera and gestured with the rag, sending strings of paint flying.

			“Brilliant.” Winslow’s mind was boggled. He asked, “Did you download a script?”

			“No, I’m not paying for that—it’s easy—look.” Oban rotated the camera towards a half-painted wall in his unit. It was covered from floor to ceiling in wide swirls and splashes of red with eggshell white showing through. Expressive red handprints added a personal touch.

			“Amazing.” Winslow was impressed and nodded enthusiastically. He chewed his finger for a moment before dropping both his hands to his lap where his fingers intertwined and wrestled each other. He then asked, “Do you feel weird?”

			Oban spun to face the camera. “I do, Winslow!”

			“Do you think that I could come over and help you?” It was wholly unconventional to undertake an unscheduled real-world social visit, but the idea was appealing.

			Oban smiled, his face radiant and glossy. “I would love that.”

			[image: ]

			In anticipation of Winslow’s arrival, Oban had taken a break from his redecoration efforts. All his furnishings had been pushed shambolically to the
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