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            A WISH AND A HOPE AND A DREAM

          

        

      

    

    
      You have always been a princess.

      When you are six years old, your hat is a cardboard cone covered in glitter glue with a cellophane veil. Your dress began life as a pillowcase in the free box at the Goodwill. Your best friend Ines has a store-bought costume, her gown soft and sky blue like Princess Karima’s. You aren’t envious, though. You love your pillowcase dress and hat that makes you almost as tall as your mother.

      Ines twirls around and around until she nearly falls over, clutching you to stay upright. “Ooh, I’ll never get used to riding a magic carpet.”

      You giggle and say, “That’s why I ride in a carriage pulled by eight golden ponies.”

      “Can I come to the ball with you, then?” Ines sinks to the ground, her skirt billowing around her like a cloud.

      “Aren’t they adorable?” Ines’s father says, his eyes crinkling.

      “Yeah,” your mother says, “off in their own little world.”

      “Come on,” Mr. Solano says, “that’s one of the great things about being a kid. All that imagination, all those dreams.” He looks at you then his eyes dart back to your mother. “They can be anything they want at this age. Might as well let them enjoy it.”

      “You’re right,” your mother says, handing him an old ice cream bucket. “Thanks for taking them. I can really use the rest.”

      “It’s no trouble,” he says, then kneels down to where you and Ines are sitting, playing with the material of her dress. “Come on, my two little princesses, let’s go get some candy.”

      You get up and your mother adjusts the sash on your dress. “Only two pieces on the way home,” she says. “You want it to last until Christmas, okay?”

      You nod, excited about the prospect of even two pieces of candy. It’s been forever since you’ve had candy.

      Your family has been eating spaghetti with ketchup for days. You love spaghetti and ketchup, not realizing that it’s just what’s left at the end of the Food Bank hamper. You also don’t know that your mother lost her job, which is why she is there when you get home from school and has had time to make your costume. You know your father is working double shifts, though. That’s why he isn’t there to see you in your pretty dress. Your mom goes to take a photo and you and Ines stand together, grinning at each other while she fumbles with her old phone.

      “Come on,” Ines says, grabbing your hand. “We need to hurry if we’re going to get to the ball on time.”
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        * * *

      

      When you are nine, both your parents are working. You get the official Princess app for your birthday and every day after school you and Ines lie on the Lady Dawn Pink™ comforter she’s had on her bed since you were little, looking at the latest photoshoots and reading about the princesses.

      “Did you see that Cheyenne just got back from a trip to New Zealand,” you say, paging through the latest updates. “They wouldn’t let her bring Wolf into the country with her. Isn’t that awful? It’s not as if he’s some ordinary dog. He’s, like, partially part of her.”

      “It’s like last year,” Ines says, “when that one country wouldn’t let Princess Karima travel on her flying carpet within their border.”

      “I know, how dumb. What’s airspace security anyway?” you say, rolling your eyes. You both go back to the pictures.

      “I can’t decide if Karima or Cheyenne is my favourite,” Ines says a few minutes later.

      “Rhona,” you say, your fingers tracing the flowing curls of her beautiful red hair.

      “Rhona?! But you she doesn’t even look like you. She’s so... pale.”

      You don’t look like any of them, with your skinny legs and bitten fingernails. You shrug.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “They’re all beautiful,” Ines says, her forehead wrinkling. “When I’m ten, mom says I can get my hair cut like Karima’s.” She holds up the ends of her long, black hair, effecting a makeshift bob. “She said no to the eyeliner, though.” Ines lets her hair fall back down. “How about you?”

      You don’t know what to do with makeup. Your mother wears little, but one afternoon when both your parents were at work you spent a hour in the bathroom with her eyeshadow, blush and lipstick. The best you could do was make yourself look like a clown. You can tell that Ines would never look like a clown. But she’s pretty to begin with, everyone says so. You are clever. Or strong. Never pretty.

      “My hair’s okay the way it is,” you say, running your fingers though the short cut. “I’d look dumb with long hair.”

      Ines shrugs and the two of you look at pictures of her with with different haircuts until it’s time for you to go home.

      At night, when you can’t sleep, you imagine you are Rhona, with a gown of green velvet, a mind sharp enough to trick a wizard, a face pretty enough to bewitch an entire kingdom and a long trail of flaming red hair.
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        * * *

      

      When you are twelve, Ines gets weird. All she wants to talk about is romance. You think it’s because of Princess Mei Ling’s wedding last month.

      “Don’t you think Cheyenne’s prince is better-looking than Mei Ling’s prince?” Ines asks. You don’t know what to say. You don’t care about the princes.

      “I mean, I know he’s older,” she says, not waiting for you to answer, “but I think he looks distinguished. That silver hair at his temples makes him look, I dunno, classy, like one of those actors in a black and white movie.” She flicks through the images on her phone. She bought the Princes app with her first babysitting money and now you sit apart in her room, each looking at your own pictures on your own phones.

      “Do you ever dream about your wedding? I think about it all the time. Mei Ling’s was so beautiful,” Ines says, not seeming to notice that you haven’t said a word, “I want gold leaf on my wedding cake. And a dress like hers, but with blue accents, not pink. And what did you think about her prince’s uniform? Guys look great in uniforms.” She stops talking and looks over at you. “Want to watch the video again on the big screen?”

      The Solanos have a big tv in their living room, and you often go over to watch movies. You nod, even though you think the wedding was kind of boring. But all the Princesses were there and Rhona looked incredible in her formal gown. You watch it all again for the millionth time, impatiently sitting through the wedding part to get to the ball. When Mei Ling enters the main salon on a flying horse, you gasp with delight as if you’d never seen it before. When Rhona dances with her prince, time stops.

      That night, you dream that instead of Rhona’s prince, it is you she dances with, your arm around her waist, her head on your shoulder. You twirl around the ballroom, your feet not quite touching the floor, her hair flying behind you both in a trail of auburn curls.
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        * * *

      

      When you are seventeen, you work part-time in a bakery. Your alarm goes off at 5:30 in the morning, Rhona’s voice singing her theme song sweetly in your ear. It almost makes waking in the dark bearable. You spend two hours each morning decorating the elaborate fairy cakes that each cost more than you’ll be paid that week, then you go to school and try to stay awake in class.

      Ines texts you in history:

      
        
        new p movie opens 2moro lets go!

      

      

      You’ve been saving all your bakery money and summer job wages in a college fund. You know now that your parents can barely keep up with their debts and won’t be able to help, and you don’t have the grades for a scholarship. Your father has steady work in construction, but it was never enough when your mother couldn’t find work. Your mother went to college and she’s always told you that an education is the most important thing. “Wishing for something won’t make it so,” she says. “You have to put yourself out to get anywhere in this world.”

      She says that it was her degree which got her the job she has now, assistant to a junior manager at a big firm downtown. “Who would you hire?” she asks you, “someone just out of high school or someone who’s been to college? You can’t just expect to get a good job without it anymore.” Sometimes you feel like you want to scream whenever you hear the word college.

      But you know your mother is right. Your parents seem to work all the time—you can’t remember the last time the three of you did something together that wasn’t a hasty meal or a half hour in front of the second-hand, tiny tv. Between school and the bakery, it feels like you work all the time, too.

      You text Ines back.

      
        
        k

      

      

      You get to the theater two hours early and still barely get in. The audience is mostly teens and college age women, a few boyfriends and just a smattering of guys there of their own accord. But there are hardly any little kids—this isn’t one of those origin story films. It’s a grown-up story about post-princess life, featuring Bianca—the first of the princesses, a stately matron now—and Lianne, who became a princess when you were a kid. The story begins as Lianne arrives at Bianca’s castle in her carriage, glorious and shining with her footmen bustling about. She enters the Great Hall to find a table groaning under a feast of delights.

      Ines elbows you and whispers, “Those are the fairy cakes you make.” It’s true, the bakery where you work specializes in replica royal sweets. Being around such beautiful things is the main appeal of the job. You nod and shush her.

      Over the next ninety minutes, you are transported to a magic world that you can barely believe exists in the same universe as your own life. Glorious silken gowns transformed from ordinary box-store dresses. Flying chariots whisking the princesses to fabulous balls or feasts laden with luscious food no one eats. Lives of glamour and leisure. For a moment, you wonder if it is even real.

      Then comes the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Everyone has been talking about the rumour that a new princess would be revealed in the film. Your breath catches in your throat when you see her for the first time. You know it’s her: she is too radiant, too perfect to be working in some grimy urban store. Bianca and Lianne have gotten lost on their way back to Lianne’s château, and walk into a small Korean grocery in some nameless city, looking for directions. The girl behind the counter must be about your age, but her days of worrying about grades and college are over. The princesses recognize her true nature immediately and take her away with them. No one objects. It is as if it were ordained in the stars.

      They say that the movie story is based on her real life, that she really was discovered in some store just like that last year. Seo-yeon, an urban princess, elevated from the streets to a castle in the clouds. Your eyes fill with tears. You can’t count the number of times you’ve wished for that moment. To have what you’ve known all your life finally be reflected in someone else’s eyes. That you, too, are more than you appear to be.

      If Seo-yeon could be plucked like a flower from her life of toil, surely it could happen to anyone? Even to you?
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        * * *

      

      When you are twenty-two, you pull a crumpled bill from your pocket. It’s enough for a draft beer at the campus bar and you’ve earned one. You are thirty thousand dollars in debt, you can’t remember the last time you slept more than five hours in a night, but tomorrow you will walk onstage with hundreds of other people and walk off with a degree.

      The bartender slides the beer toward you and takes your money, her dark eyes lingering on you for a moment. You’re not in the mood to talk, so you take your beer to a quiet table near the back. You sip and look around. There aren’t as many people in the place as there would be on a Friday night, but at three in the afternoon on the day before graduation it’s crowded enough. You recognize the students’ uniform of thrift store coats, broken book bags and five-year-old phones.

      You notice a guy from your post-structural economics class a couple of tables over; he gives you the eye-contact-and-nod then goes back to his animated conversation. He’s wearing a pale yellow t-shirt with a faded image of Princess Bonita printed on it. You know he’s wearing it ironically, but you had that exact shirt when you were a kid.

      You remember working with whatshisname—Charlie, Carl, something like that—on a class project. You made this infographic that showed how many people out of a hundred ever got out of the economic class where they were born. It was a good chart. You got an A minus.

      Your phone buzzes and you flip it over. Ines. You haven’t seen her since Christmas, when you were both home and her engagement news overshadowed the holiday. She found her prince.

      
        
        going home after grad lets get 2gether

      

      

      
        
        ill be back this wkend

        coffee?

      

      

      
        
        yah

        wanna ask u about cakes!!!

      

      

      You wonder how she and Mikhail can afford a fairy cake for their wedding. They are both going to be paying off their student loans as long as you are, and neither has a job lined up after graduation. Your mother told you that they think they will have to live with Ines’s parents after they get married.

      “It’s no coincidence,” Carl or Charlie’s slurred voice interrupts your thoughts from across the bar. “We’re living in a new feudalism, ruled by unrealistic hopes to join an unattainable elite. Statistically, the rags to riches dream isn’t real, but we think if we just work hard enough, it’ll happen for us. We all think we’re kings in peasant’s clothes, but we’re just children playing make-believe. It’s time we decided to live in the real world.” Other voices rise to join his in belligerent agreement and you recognize arguments you’ve heard yourself make on other afternoons like this one.

      Maybe Ines has it right—buy an expensive cake, have a fairytale wedding day. What’s another few thousand dollars? At least then you’d have something to remember, one moment when you were someone’s princess. But it’s so hard to let the dream go.

      You don’t feel like a peasant, you never have. But you know if you keep pretending that one day you’ll meet your fairy godmother, she’ll wave her wand and suddenly everything will all be fine, that you’ll spend your life being a servant to a fantasy.

      You finish your beer, thinking of those days when all it took for a magical transformation was a rolled up piece of cardboard and a pillowcase dress. You flick your finger over your phone, Rhona’s beautiful face filling the screen. Those blue eyes. That red hair. Can’t you live in your imagination with her just a little longer?

      After all, you’ve always been a princess. Haven’t you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BODIES AT REST, BODIES IN MOTION

          

        

      

    

    
      “You don’t look like an Ishmael,” he said, an eyebrow arching. But it was a costume party. She could be anything in there.

      She laughed, throwing her head back and revealing the hollow of her neck. She looked very thin, he thought. “I guess not,” she said, “but I’ve always wanted to say that when someone asked my name.”

      “Ishmael it is,” he said. “You better call me Isaac, then.” His seventies afro shortened while his moustache grew, and the loud disco suit he’d been wearing morphed into a ship’s dress whites. A martini shaker appeared on the table next to him and he gave her the pistol-finger.

      “Very clever,” she said, shaking her head in what he imagined was admiration. He mentally made a list of all his friends who liked—or at least had an awareness of—cheesy old television. “But isn’t that cheating?”

      “You’re the first person I’ve talked to tonight,” he said, “no one else saw the other outfit. Besides, this one’s better.” He tugged the jacket down and grinned. “So, Ishmael.” He sipped from the red plastic cup in his hand. “You appear to have me at a disadvantage.”

      “Oh?”

      “You’ve got me figured out, but I can’t tell who you are supposed to be.” He took in her utterly generic jeans and pale blue t-shirt adorned with a line drawing of a sparrow.

      She leaned in toward him and looked around as if fearful that the other partygoers might overhear. “I’m the Empress of the Universe.”

      “I see,” he said. “I must say, you look almost as much like the Empress of the Universe as you look like an Ishmael.”

      She grinned. “I’m in disguise.”

      He barked out a laugh, spilling his drink in the process. He grabbed a nearby napkin and dabbed at her arm, revelling as always in the simulacrum of touch. It wasn’t exactly right, he remembered that well enough. But it was so close.

      He was disappointed when she took the napkin from him to finish cleaning herself up. “In disguise,” he said. “Very good. You might even win with that one.”
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        * * *

      

      I shrugged as I dabbed at myself with the napkin. I had no interest in the contest. I’d never won, not in any of the years of Halloween parties, and I’d been to them all. Even the ones where were actually together in someone’s flat or house, as opposed to being simulated in this section of Emil’s enhanced mind.

      I looked at the ineffectual napkin and shook my head. “This isn’t doing anything,” I said, and caught a glimpse of something familiar in Isaac-the-bartender’s eyes. I tried not to think about it too much.

      I accessed the system responsible for creating this ‘body’ and had it clean up the stain on my t-shirt. If only real life were so simple to fix. I caught myself envying Emil—having this much control over his environment full-time. Then my stomach roiled, and a wave of self-loathing threatened to drown me. This was no game, it was more a prison than playhouse; this environment which was rendered by complex implants in Emil’s brain. Implants without which he was completely incapable of communication as a result of his paralysis, a result of the accident we… No. I didn’t want to think of that tonight. Not tonight.

      “Nice talking to you, Issac,” I said, thankful that the software controlling my voice made me sound lighthearted. I made my avatar smile and walked toward a knot of people near the music system. It would be loud, hopefully loud enough to make me forget. For a while.
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        * * *

      

      He watched her walk away, wondering if it would be awkward if he followed her. After a moment he headed for the area of the simulation that looked like a kitchen.

      “What’s with that girl who isn’t even dressed up?” the woman with snakes in her hair said as she poured a large gin and tonic. “I mean, who comes to the Halloween party and doesn’t wear a costume?” Her friend, who looked like a cross between an fox and a vampire, didn’t answer. “What’s the point? Hell, even if you’re out of ideas there are, like, a hundred presets to pick from. There’s just no excuse.”

      “Blue t-shirt?” Isaac said, interrupting, and the gorgon nodded. “She is in costume,” he said. “You should go talk to her.”

      “You figured out who she is?”

      Isaac shook his head. “Nope. Whoever it is has gone in a whole different direction this year. Unlike some of us, Lauren.”

      “Damn it,” she said, as the snakes uncoiled, making her hair look like it had doubled in size. “How could you tell?”

      “You do something with your hair every year,” the vampire fox said, shrugging. “It’s always obvious.”

      “Well, at least you can tell I’m in costume,” she said, and turned to walk back to the main room of the party, a sibilant hiss following her.

      “Just because we change bodies, it doesn’t change who we are,” Foxy said, giving Isaac a toothy grin. “Right, Emil? And, yeah—great party.” Isaac felt a paw on his arm then watched as his companion dropped to all fours and walked out of the kitchen.

      He shook his head. That must have been Hui. She was the best guesser of them all; every year she’d been the first to figure out who everyone was. It was so bad that years ago they just gave up on having a prize for identifying people. Now it was all about the costumes.

      Alone in the kitchen, he switched to a bird’s eye view of the party. It was still early, they were all still well-behaved. Of course, their drinks were just pixels and code, but what they did in real life was up to them. And plenty of them would be taking breaks from the simulation and enjoying whatever refreshments suited. Parties were always smoother when well-lubricated, and he knew it was tough to spend a long time in a simulation. He’d taken months to get used to it, so he figured most of the rest would be popping in and out.

      They were his closest friends, many of whom he’d known since before the accident. It had changed his life, confined him to this facsimile of a world, but he knew he was lucky. If it had happened only a few years earlier, this technology that allowed him to be half human, half simulation wouldn’t have been available and he’d have been trapped in his unresponsive body. He knew well enough that no one could stay sane for long in that condition. As he looked at the simulation he’d created of an apartment, furniture, a whole life he could still share with the people he loved, he felt a surge of gratitude for the wires and chips in his head.

      He scanned the rooms and picked out about a dozen people he was sure he could identify, but none of them were Diego. He wondered if this was the year he’d finally skip the party. He wondered if that would be good thing. Emil knew that Diego was as shattered as he’d been by the accident, only Diego’s injuries couldn’t be fixed with technology. Seeing Diego only once a year, in the skin of another person, it was almost worse than not seeing him at all.

      Emil left the party for a moment, pulling up a simulated memory file. It was from before, but the implants worked with neural memories, rendering them into the same kind of simulation that now mediated all of Emil’s experiences. Both more and less real than memories, it was like stepping back in time, into a party maybe five years previous.

      It was Tyra’s house, an over-large split level on the edge of town. She’d decorated like it was going out of style, though—plastic skeletons and crêpe paper bats overrunning the place. Emil found himself dressed as a matador, hand-in-hand with a hardened Klingon warrior, bat’leth at his side. He simultaneously remembered and remembered remembering the body in the rented Star Trek costume: Diego, a skinny bookworm with perfect eyelashes who stopped Emil’s breath that summer. The summer before the accident. He exited the program and for a moment wished he could feel his face. He was sure there would be tears.

      Hui’s words echoed. Changing bodies doesn’t change who we are.
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        * * *

      

      I hovered around the edges of the group by the music. I could feel the memories, the despair starting to climb inside me and I fought to keep it at bay. It’s hard to imagine that all it takes is one moment, a singular moment of metal and plastic colliding and a person could be locked in his head, unable to move or talk. But still alive, still awake.

      It must have been horrible. No wonder every year since, he’s volunteered to host the party, here in the home he’s made in his mind. I looked around—it was uncanny. If you didn’t pay close attention it looked like any luxury apartment. But it was too perfect, too clean. And the ‘costumes’; for a group of people who never grew out of playing dress-up, the opportunity was too tempting.

      “Nice t-shirt.” The voice came out of a sleek chrome and black leather sofa, and I jumped. At least my real body did, but my avatar simply smiled.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I think you’ve got ‘most unexpected’ sewn up this year.”

      “Ha!” the sofa said. “Very funny. But you have ‘most inscrutable’ for sure. Or maybe ‘most meta’? Dressed up as a person who couldn’t be bothered to dress up? Kind of impressive.”

      I laughed, revelling in the moment of normalcy. Friends, making jokes. No one accusing anyone of anything. It was freeing.

      “Would it be inappropriate to sit on you?”

      “Nah, I’m game.”

      I perched on the sofa and tried to pick out Emil from the gryphons and rainbows and impossibly beautiful people in the room. Once, I’d have thought I’d know him anywhere. Each year I found I was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      He grabbed a bottle of champagne from the fridge and walked back out to the main space. The usual two dozen people stood around a mostly faithful representation of his living room, drinking, talking, one couple making out in the corner. Most of them had been friends since university, and even as they grew apart and changed over time, this core group still managed to get together once a year for the party. It was their own private Las Vegas: what happened on Halloween stayed on Halloween.

      He scanned the room, looking for the Empress of the Universe. Hui may have been the undisputed champion, but it had been a long time since he’d been so baffled by one of his friends. If he didn’t know better, he’d have thought someone sneaked in.

      He saw her by his bookshelf, which displayed a selection of the book, film and music titles currently in the entertainment drive of his system. She sipped from her plastic cup and seemed to scrutinize the shelves.

      “You must know Emil’s taste by now,” he said as he walked up next to her.

      She shrugged. “People change,” she said. “And there might be something good I want to borrow.” She smiled and drained her cup. “You going to open that?” she asked, glancing at the bottle.

      “Why not?” He wrestled with the cork for a moment before it popped out. He poured some in her glass, then swigged straight from the bottle. “Cheers.”

      “That’s not very bartendery,” she said.

      He shrugged. “I’ve never been good at staying in character,” he said. They stood by the bookshelf, drinking in silence, staring at each other as if they might be able to see through the projection that rendered their images.

      “I wonder if this is what it really looks like,” she said, finally.

      “What?”

      “This,” she swept her hand to indicate the room. “Emil’s… place. When it’s not being used for a party.”

      He didn’t know how to answer. Most of his old friends never talked about it, about him, about the accident. It had become one of the unwritten rules of the party—don’t talk about Emil. They weren’t his rules, though. This was his life now: he worked, had friends, traveled, all mediated through the software and hardware in his brain. He knew it sounded like a kind of technological heaven to some people, but it wasn’t. He wasn’t better than human, just different. If he could have a functioning body again, he’d trade all the immediate connectivity and virtual experiences in the blink of a microchip’s cycle. But that wasn’t a possibility.

      This life wasn’t perfect, but it was immensely preferable to the alternative. Emil wasn’t embarrassed or shy about it, how could he be? But so many of his friends acted like talking about it was taboo, like mentioning it would somehow be pulling back the curtain on a stage magician, revealing that it was all just a cheap parlour trick. Even now, when they visited him in his own realm, they pretended that it was just another party, that the impossible costumes and improbable physics were just another option from the fancy dress rental.

      It wasn’t everyone, of course. He and Hui met regularly, and everyone in his life that he’d met after he’d changed at least put in the effort to be understanding. As much as he wished the old gang could get over whatever it was that kept them away, Emil usually didn’t fight it, not anymore. He didn’t want to endure that moment when they looked at him—at the simulated version of him that his implants created—and compared it to what he had once been.

      There was something about her, though. The Empress of the Universe seemed to want to find a way to bridge whatever chasm there was between them, one disembodied, the other… Emil didn’t know her story. Another unwritten rule—no asking, only guessing. Was it possible? He peered into her eyes, knowing they held no clues to the identity of the person who animated the body, but wishing that he might still see a glimpse. Could it be… him in there?

      “If you want to see how Emil lives,” he paused, thinking abut how to phrase it, “I understand he takes visitors.”

      Her face seemed to change subtly, something like recognition or maybe just hope written on it. Emil fought the urge to see what his program had done with her avatar, and why. But he didn’t want to know, not like that. Just because he had new abilities, that didn’t mean he had to use them.

      “I wish …” Her voice trailed off and he was sure he saw the shine of tears in her eyes. “It doesn’t matter,” she said.

      He let his hand rest on her arm, marvelling at the sensation of real flesh he felt. Hers and his. He thought he’d never get used to it. “It matters. What do you wish?”

      She looked at him, her eyes locked on his, then her face changed. She smiled as if the conversation had never been serious. “I wish I really were the Empress of the Universe.”

      “And what would you do with your great power?”

      “I would make every day Halloween,” she said, “and then I would really be the Empress of the Universe.” She laughed and drained her glass. “Anything left in there for me, barkeep?”

      “Sure,” he said, and poured champagne into her red plastic cup. His hand barely trembled.
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        * * *

      

      November first was always tough. A physical hangover could be counteracted with drugs and neurostim, but a psychic hangover was nearly undefeatable. I looked forward to the party so much, when it was over it was almost like I’d been punched in the gut. Halloween was like stepping back in time, like for one night I could be the person I used to be, before.

      It had been years since I’d met any of those people in the real world, my “closest friends.” I knew they talked about me, the ones who still met for the occasional drink or meal. Even the ones who’d moved somewhere far kept in touch online. Except me. I was alone. How could I face them after?

      There had been an investigation and they said it wasn’t my fault. That it was the conditions and the other driver crossing the line. But it was me who’d been at the wheel, me who had been responsible. And I had just walked away, while Emil lay there, broken and unmoving. His beautiful body reduced to a shell, animated by wires and painted in pixels. And I did that.

      I lay in bed, watching the sun slant through the window. Something had changed, somehow. At first I couldn’t even identify the feeling, it had been so long. But finally I knew what it was—I really did wish that every day were Halloween. I wanted to be out there, wanted to be back there, at the party. The only place where I felt like a human.

      I rolled over and picked up my handheld. I’d always kept the contacts up-to-date, but never used it. When I hit the connect button I was so surprised I didn’t have time to be afraid. How long has it been since I wasn’t afraid?

      “Hello?” The voice sounded hungover, too. That wasn’t a surprise. It was the only thing that wasn’t.

      “This is the Empress of the Universe,” I said. “Well, I was yesterday. Today I’m just Diego, I guess.”

      I waited for Emil to answer, fear, exhilaration and anticipation nearly drowning me. As the moment stretched out toward infinity, I looked out the window and saw a flock of birds take flight off the roof of the building next door, their tiny bodies moving together as if they were individual components of some complex machine. I felt something warm and real and safe returning to my body, like birds returning to their nesting grounds after a long, cold winter—there, at that moment between question and answer, between gravity and flight.
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      “Morning, Jeanne,” Michael says, not looking up from his workspace. His hands are flying over the translucent tabletop, manipulating images, text and settings at an incomprehensible pace. He’s sat next to me for four years and I still don’t know what he does.

      “Morning, Mike,” I say, sliding into my seat. “How goes it?”

      He grunts. “Same shit, different day.”

      I pick up the helmet from its stand and shove it on my head. It covers my face down to my nose, blocking my vision completely. I feel the smartfoam conform to the shape of my head and choke back the momentary claustrophobia. It passes. I do up the straps and settle in for the morning shift. At least the time goes by quickly.

      The buzzing in my ears makes my stomach lurch. Light flashes across my eyes and I don’t know if it’s a real light on the eyepiece or if it’s just in my head. I breathe slowly and deeply, tamping down the nausea. My hands feel around the straps and my chin and I finally fumble off the headset. Sweat pours down my face as I put the helmet back on its stand.

      “You going for a smoke?” I ask Mike.

      “Yeah,” he says. “See you in the box.” I nod, though he still has yet to look up from his workspace. The conversation is more ritual than communication.

      I walk through the bull pen toward the break room, past the hundred or so people who work on this floor of the Alexander Systems building. Some are technicians like Mike, some are controllers like me and the rest are in sales. The sales people are there to make the rest of us remember that there is a lower circle of hell to which we could still descend, I guess.

      The break room is crammed with people—eating lunch, talking on their gadgets, scrounging cigarettes. I try to avoid the latter type as I push my way through to the box. Smoking isn’t allowed in the office, but they’ve built a plywood wind shelter out on the fire escape for us. It was taking people too long to get all the way down to the ground floor then back up again, and they couldn’t get people to stop nipping out for a smoke. So the box appeared.

      I light up, cupping my hand around the flame. It is cold and the plywood doesn’t do much for insulation. I scowl at the new sales rep who’s mooching around the box looking for a handout. I am spared having to talk to her by Mike’s arrival.

      “Hey,” he grunts, lighting one of his own. I nod back at him. We don’t talk much, Mike and I, but we’re what passes for friends here. He takes a couple of drags, then grabs me by the elbow. I start—Mike has never touched me before as far as I can remember. “C’mere,” he says and steers me to a dark corner.

      My heart pounds. What is going on? I’ve known Mike for years and he’s never once expressed any kind of interest in me like that… He leans in toward me.

      “I’ve applied for a promotion,“ he says almost silently, then stares at me intently.

      “A what?” I say, all thoughts about Mike making a pass at me vanishing from my mind. Technician was as high as anyone got here. There are no promotions.

      “There’s a way out, Jeanne,” Mike says, the zeal of a fanatic in his voice. “I was surfing the internal HR site one night and there was this new link. Opportunities. There’s maybe ten openings right now I qualify for. Can you believe it? I could get out of here.” He grabs me by the shoulders and I smell the tobacco on him. “We could both get out of here,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon goes by in a blur. Most afternoons do, to be fair, but this time I could tell you what I was thinking without a moment’s hesitation. Promotion. It couldn’t be real. Poor Mike must be delusional, or worse, the victim of some cruel practical joke. The site was fake, it had to be. Everyone knows there’s nowhere for people like us to go.

      When I get home I sit on the edge of my bed and flip the screen out from the wall. I poke the screen a few times then finally find the HR page and stare at it. There is nothing new, nothing that looks anything like a page with jobs. It’s just the usual explanation of how people get placed where their skills are best suited and that we should like it or lump it. I even use the search function—nothing for job opportunities, promotion, application. Nothing.

      I let my head fall into my hands. What is wrong with Mike? He doesn’t love the job, none of us do, but does he hate it so much that he’s created an alternate reality for himself, one where there is something to look forward to? And is that really so bad?
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        * * *

      

      There is a bluish light all around me; I can make out shapes but I can’t tell what they are. People moving, maybe machines. Maybe it’s just the light. It should be soothing, but I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. I’m panicking. I try to sit up but I can’t move. My arms, legs, head—I can’t move any of them. I can’t feel restraints… am I paralyzed? I can feel myself hyperventilating, my heart feels like it’s going to explode…

      A horrible noise pierces my panic. I open my eyes and silence the alarm. I sit up, sweat glistening my body. I stand, trying to shake off the memory of the nightmare and light a
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