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      I held my breath as Uncle Jim lowered the helmet onto my head and adjusted the interface to the grav chair he’d designed specifically for me. He maintained a steady stream of explanations as he worked, while I fought to focus on his words, to stay grounded in reality, to not allow my hopes to soar too high. If the interface didn’t perform as he expected, I didn’t want to fall too far. I released my breath and concentrated on what he was actually saying … not what I desperately wanted to hear.

      “All right, Emma,” he said, hands dropping to his sides. “I want you to relax. When you’re ready to begin, think very clearly Enter Feyland. When you want to quit, think Leave Feyland. Do you understand?”

      I blinked twice. My version of yes, and prayed that this new brainchild of Uncle Jim’s would work. I tried to relax. It should work. Why wouldn’t it? After all, my uncle was the famous James Carter, chief designer of the hottest full-D immersive game on the market.

      “Good. I’m switching the interface on … now.”

      Uncle Jim looked almost as nervous as I felt. His light brown hair was a mess—he kept running his fingers through it and tugging the longer bits on top until they stood nearly straight—and his thick glasses sat slightly askew on the bridge of his nose. Right now he’d make a great mad scientist in a sci-fi vid. A wave of fondness washed over me. He’d always been kind to me, had worked to understand me, and now I watched as he turned the dial that could change my life forever.

      He smiled. “Now it’s all up to you, Emma.”

      I closed my eyes, held my hopes and fears tight, and thought, Enter Feyland. A black shield slid into place over my eyes, isolating me from the sunny conservatory where I spent my days. A large gold F outlined in flames appeared and hauntingly lovely music filled the air. Golden words replaced the F and my adventure began.

      
        
        WELCOME TO FEYLAND

        A VirtuMax Production

      

      

      A welcome screen replaced the title and as the screen changed, the words morphed from gold to scarlet before turning to ash and seeming to blow away. This was better than watching vids with my dad. This was all-encompassing. I was there. I could almost feel the breeze and smell the ash. The game hadn’t even started and already it rocked!

      As Uncle Jim had explained, my first task was to create a character. After reading through the list of classes, I chose a dryad. My sense of humor might be warped, but I found a certain poetic fitness in playing a character whose main defense would be to turn into a tree and become immobile.

      Trumpets blared and the screen flared with golden light. Dizzying disorientation seized me and my stomach lurched as if my chair had suddenly dropped several feet. I closed my eyes and willed myself to calmness. I was no stranger to unpleasant surprises. I could handle this.

      Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes.

      I was standing in a woodland clearing, surrounded by white-barked trees. Shock froze me in place, my reality shattered by those three words: I was standing!

      Not sitting. Not reclining. Not supported by anyone or anything. I was standing in a clearing, on my own two feet, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. As if I were the normal girl I’d always dreamed of being. As if I’d just awakened from a hideous nightmare to find myself here, in this peaceful wooded glade, surrounded by white-barked trees with silvery leaves, under a clear blue sky, with soft moss beneath my leather-booted feet and encircled by a ring of mushrooms.

      Laughter bubbled up inside. I wanted to jump for joy! I’d read that phrase a thousand times, but never expected to feel the impulse. Could I actually do it? Could I step over those mushrooms? Their jaunty red caps sprinkled with white spots encouraged me to try.

      “Go ahead,” they seemed to say. “You can do it. You can do anything. This is Feyland!”

      Gathering my courage, I did what all the doctors had said I’d never do. I took a step, and after that, another, and suddenly I was running and jumping and twirling and waving my arms with abandon. I was alive! My body was fully functional!

      I laughed and cried and danced and celebrated the enormous gift Uncle Jim had given me. The blessed man had no idea what I felt. How could he? How could anyone whose body behaved the way it was supposed to understand how I felt?

      Exhausted by joy, I flopped onto the mossy greenness and rolled, unconcerned about staining my comfortable brown tunic and deep green tights. I closed my eyes and breathed in the goodness of the glade. A cool breeze kissed my face and ruffled my short dark hair. The air smelled of growing things. Rich dark soil, fragrant flowers, and mossy grass bruised by my frantic exertions.

      What a perfect day!

      As my heart rate settled, I heard a movement. Booted feet on soft earth? Opening my eyes, I sat up and glanced around. A young man, boy really, probably a teen like myself, leaned against one of the white-barked trees at the edge of the clearing.

      He was dressed in a loose linen shirt with a dark brown vest laced across his chest and matching brown pants. His hair was golden brown and when he smiled at me, it was like the sun emerging from behind a cloud.

      “Hello,” he said. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

      I nodded and scrambled to my feet (to my feet! All by myself!), brushing leaves and grass from my clothing and trying to contain the giddy laughter that still wanted to bubble over.

      “I’ve been watching you,” he said, and I swear his eyes actually twinkled. “You seem happy to be here.”

      “I am,” I answered. “This is amazing. I never want to Leave Feyland.”

      And just like that, my adventure ended. The shield retracted and I found myself blinking at Dad and Uncle Jim. Back in the real world … where I was so terribly afflicted with spastic quadriplegia that I couldn’t speak or even sit in a grav chair without straps to hold my body erect.
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      I wanted to scream, to rage at the injustice of that simple phrase pulling me back to a reality I didn’t want to acknowledge.

      Uncle Jim must have recognized the anger and disappointment on my face. He knelt before my grav chair, and placing his hands on mine where they were strapped in place said, “It’s okay, Emma. I can see you have something to say. Let’s try the interface’s other function.”

      I frowned. The interface had another function? Something other than allowing me to play the full-D game that Uncle Jim and his company had developed?

      “I know it’s hard,” Uncle Jim continued, “but I want you to relax. Be calm.”

      When my breathing regulated and my face relaxed as much as it ever did, he nodded.

      “Good girl. Now, compose your thoughts. When you’re ready, think Activate Speech Mode, then think what you’d like to say. When you want your thoughts to be private again, think Deactivate. Understand?”

      I blinked twice.

      He grinned and held crossed fingers up where I could see them. “Good luck!”

      I closed my eyes, thought about all the things I wanted to say. All the things I’d waited my entire life to express, but not now. Now I just needed to tell Dad and Uncle Jim about the interface … and the magic of Feyland.

      Concentrating with my whole being, I thought, Activate Speech Mode, and then, Does this work?

      An oddly mechanical female voice shouted the words.

      Dad stumbled forward and dropped to his knees in front of my grav chair. His fingers trembled as he stroked my cheek. “I hear you, baby. I hear you!” Tears brimmed in his eyes and he turned to Uncle Jim. “Thank you, Jim. I can’t …”

      Uncle Jim put a hand on Dad’s shoulder. “There’s no need, Kent. I’m just so pleased it’s working.”

      They both looked at me.

      I’d have grinned if I could. Instead I thought, Feyland is amazing, Uncle Jim! Dad, you wouldn’t believe it. Everything works there. My body works! I can stand and walk and run … and I can talk. It’s … it’s like a dream come true!

      The voice, my pseudo-voice, had a mechanical twang, but the volume regulated now that I knew it worked and wasn’t pushing the thoughts with quite that initial intensity. The voice also sped up and increased in pitch in response to my emotions … and it was nearly instantaneous. A real-time echo of my thoughts. I deactivated it so I could think while I waited for their response.

      Uncle Jim beamed. “Emma, that’s wonderful.” He paused, a little frown creasing his brow. “But why did you come back so soon if everything functioned correctly? Jennet can spend hours in that game.”

      Jennet. Uncle Jim’s daughter. My cousin. The girl who was everything I should’ve been if life had been kinder. Even though she was only two years older than me, the differences between us were huge. Jennet was perfect, while my difficult and traumatic birth left me with a severe form of Cerebral Palsy. We should’ve been best buds. We’d grown up together. Our mothers had been sisters and for most of our lives we’d lived only a few miles apart … but it’s hard to get to know someone when you can’t communicate. Now though … maybe we could become real friends at last. Even beyond family ties, we had a lot in common. We’d both lost our mothers a few years ago. We were both motherless girls with overworked, overburdened fathers. Too bad Uncle Jim’s work with VirtuMax had caused them to move to Crestview a while back.

      But I could think about my family issues later. Right now, I had more pressing matters to discuss. A chill ran through me. I never imagined the word discuss would apply to me!

      I activated my speech mode and explained what had happened. “Could you please change the exit phrase, Uncle Jim? I was having a great time, and I’d just met another player. We were talking when I said, ‘I never want to leave Feyland,’ and suddenly the game ended and the interface brought me back here.”

      Uncle Jim’s face cleared and he laughed aloud. “Of course! I can fix that right now. What would you like it to be? Obviously it needs to be something you can remember easily, but not something that you’re likely to say in casual conversation.” He grinned and straightened his glasses. “I evidently failed on that last bit.”

      Dad changed position so he was sitting on the floor by my grav chair instead of kneeling. “I can’t believe I can hear you, Emma. After all this time, you can actually tell us what you want.” He leaned back on his hands, a thoughtful expression on his face.

      “What about Deactivate Feyland?” Uncle Jim asked. “That way both of your ‘stop program’ thoughts will be similar.”

      Dad nodded. “I like that. What do you think, Emma?”

      I wished I could nod, too. Of course, I wished I could do a thousand things that my body was incapable of. Right now, I needed to focus on the amazing gift I’d been given. “I can remember that, and I can’t imagine that phrase coming up in conversation.”

      Uncle Jim stepped to the laptop computer that he’d connected to the interface and began typing. “I’ll fix that right now, Emma, and then I’ll leave you and your dad alone so you can talk.” He glanced up and smiled. “You can continue your game after you’ve had a chance to catch up.”

      “Thank you, Uncle Jim,” I said, savoring my ability to speak. “For everything!”
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