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"Welcome, player 1. Enter when ready."

The text flashed in and out of focus as Jackson slipped the newest model SenseSynth gaming visor over his head. He blinked slowly, letting his eyes adjust to the sudden darkness before clearing his throat to activate the voice controls. "Ready."

Pixels of light swirled and coalesced into crisp shapes in front of him. Jackson found himself standing in an endless white grid, headache-inducing in its stark glow. This was the loading area, he knew, basically a clean slate upon which the SenseSynth built any virtual world its players desired through the power of imagination and emotion.

A transparent menu screen appeared inches from Jackson's face. Gameplay options and settings around violence levels, complexity, genre and more awaited his preferences. But Jackson bypassed them all with a casual wave of his hand, moving to the open create tab instead. Here the only limit was his own creativity. "Load Jackson 1." he uttered softly.

Jackson felt a familiar tingle at the base of his skull as the visor intercepted thoughts and feelings from his neurolinked implants. He conjured up adrenaline, mystery, adventure. The visor trembled, integrating his emotional and cognitive inputs into an emerging landscape with each passing second. Rolling green hills and craggy mountains took shape under a lavender sky. The white grid faded out to reveal an alien world that looked vaguely reminiscent of Medieval Europe.

Jackson nodded in appreciation. He spun in a slow circle, taking it all in. Castle spires in the distance, shimmering lakes and rivers cutting through forests and farmland. Weathered roads meandering to unknown destinations. He almost felt he could smell the scent of pine and moss on the crisp wind. Vast potential awaited him here.

"Let the game begin," he said.

Jackson spent the next hours immersed in a rich fantasy realm, becoming Dash the warrior poet, wielding sword and spellbook against monsters, bandits and mythical beasts alike. He saved villages in return for gold and loyalty from grateful locals. With stealth, skill and no small amount of luck, Dash gradually uncovered an ancient, corrupted order that threatened life in these lands.

As the twin suns sank below the horizon, Jackson finally slipped the visor off with sweaty, trembling hands. His legs ached as he stretched muscles held rigidly in one place for too long. The mental effort left his thoughts feeling sluggish and head pounding. But Jackson wore a triumphant grin nonetheless. Saving his progress with a voice command, he rose unsteadily to his feet and shuffled his tired body to the cramped kitchen.

Tomorrow he could dive back into the SenseSynth and keep playing as Dash on his continuing adventures. As Jackson brewed strong black tea to revive himself, his phone pinged.

"Wow! Incredible graphics and landscapes on Mark's latest post," the message from his friend Anna read. "How does his new SenseSynth do this? Makes me want one so bad!"

Frowning, Jackson opened Mark's feed. His smug rival had posted captures of a stunning mountain temple set amid purple-hued ruins. It reminded Jackson of the vistas he had just left. In fact, zooming in, the details of stonework and foliage looked identical to structures in Jackson's world, right down to the creatures carved in bas-relief.

But how? SenseSynth games were never shared publicly to prevent content theft. Jackson himself had locked down all visibility settings in his preferences. The only way Mark could access that space was if he...A spike of rage interrupted Jackson's thoughts as he realized the implications. Mark had hacked the game, worming past Jackson's privacy controls to enter his world illicitly. Not only violating Jackson's personal experience, but leeching away the gains, achievements and delights that had taken Jackson hours of effort!

Seething, Jackson mentally opened his SenseSynth again.

"Take me back!" he yelled.

In an instant Jackson stood atop the mountain temple Mark had pilfered images from, glaring down at the lush valley below. His anger burned. Mark thought he could just steal anything that caught his fancy. He probably didn't appreciate how much care and creativity Jackson poured into this space. Hours of hopes, fears, triumphs and losses distilled into code.

Well, let's see how much Mark liked having his own dreams invaded and exploited!

Jackson focused his righteous fury onto the landscape itself. The ground rumbled beneath his feet. Stone blocks of the ancient ruin shuddered in sympathy with his rage. Through the hazy red filter of anger, Jackson noticed one end of the ruined promenade cracking as a line appeared in the soil below the mountain temple.

Without thinking, Jackson balled both hands into fists. As he shook with indignation, the cracks spread into fissures then yawning gulleys extending outwards along multiple vectors. Hairline fractures appeared in nearby walls and columns as a faint rumble sounded from somewhere beneath the digital earth.

Panting slightly, Jackson blinked away the haze of anger and stared wide-eyed at what he had wrought. Jagged holes had opened in the formerly pristine world, marring the reality he had built so carefully. Jackson abruptly felt his unreasonable fury draining away, replaced by gathering dread.

What had he done? As the ground continued crumbling into nothingness, he frantically toggled menus to undo the damage or exit the program safely. But he was too late. With an earsplitting crack, the chunk of digital earth Jackson occupied plunged abruptly into empty blackness.

The darkness glitched in and out for several seconds before Jackson found himself abruptly ejected from the SenseSynth. He sat panting and confused in his living room, visor askew.

Had that been just a normal crash? Or had his temper somehow physically corrupted the SenseSynth code? Jackson had heard urban legends of bugs crossing over to cause problems in the real world, but always considered that paranoid fantasy. Now he wondered...

An alert flashed urgently on Jackson's phone screen. His heart stuttered.

"MASSIVE SYSTEM FAILURE," blared the emergency warning from Anthro-Tech Innovations, the makers of the SenseSynth. "Four dead, six hospitalized in Taiwan facility..."

Jackson's mouth went dry as he scanned the disaster updates with growing nausea. Details remained unclear about what had caused such sudden destruction, but the timing suggested it was no coincidence.

Could his emotional outburst really have cascaded through SenseSynth circuits to wreak havoc halfway across the world? But what sort of shoddy design could allow fantasy to turn deadly reality? Jackson swayed in dismay. No matter what, those deaths were ultimately on his head.

He thought back to his last moments linked into the SenseSynth, wrecking the landscape Mark had stolen without a thought for consequences. Now people had paid a terrible price. Hands shaking, Jackson slowly put the visor down and pushed it as far from himself as possible. He would never enter virtual worlds the same way again, if he even dared to anymore.

The glowing screen of his phone blinked once more with a single, fateful line: "Authorities say sabotage of equipment is suspected in catastrophe..."

Jackson stared at the news alert, heart pounding. Sabotage? Did the authorities already suspect his role in this tragedy?

No, impossible. Jackson hadn't actually been physically present. And the visor was currently lying inert on his sofa. Maybe the message referred to whoever had originally attacked the SenseSynth data center.

Jackson took a few gulps from a glass of water to ease his parched throat, hands unsteady. He couldn't sit here dwelling on news reports. He needed more information to figure out what exactly had transpired following his emotional meltdown in the artificially generated medieval world.

Running a search online yielded frustratingly little given the recent and chaotic nature of the Taiwan disaster. Firsthand accounts by workers and security guards mentioned explosions, infrastructure failure, even sudden fissures opening in the floor, eerily reminiscent of Jackson's experience.

He did discover SenseSynth's servers were cloud-based internationally for maximum coverage. The now wrecked Taiwan facility had been running real-time rendering of in-game environments and NPCs. When Jackson cracked a digital mountain temple in his anger, could it have overloaded processors on the physical machines generating that region?

Perhaps the unchecked energy from his emotions surged back along connecting channels and infrastructure linked to his location. But to think his momentary rage could jump unseen across vast networks to inflict such havoc...it strained credibility.

Before he could ponder further, Jackson's door buzzer blared urgently. He started, nerves already shot. Lurching to his feet, he shuffled over to check the video output. A man and woman stood outside in sober business attire, her hair pulled back tightly and a tablet clutched in the man's gloved hands.

Jackson hesitated, then clicked the audio channel open. "Can I help you?"

Their stern faces gazed up towards the integrated camera above the door. The man's voice came through clipped and clear. "Mr Jackson Lee? I'm Agent Wu, this is Agent Park. We're with the International Technology Safety Commission.

Please open the door, we need to talk with you about your SenseSynth activities."

Jackson's guts turned to ice. They knew! Swallowing hard, he croaked a response with trembling lips. "I think you have the wrong address. No one here uses SenseSynth tech. Please...please leave me alone!"

He thumbed the audio off and backed away from the door, breaths coming faster. How could ITSC agents have tracked him down so soon? And what proof did they have of his unwitting role in that deadly Taiwan eruption? Would anyone believe such an incredible sequence of events?

The ominous silence from outside stretched for over a minute. Then Jackson jumped at the crackle of his audio link turning itself back on.

"No point denying anything, Mr Lee." Wu's voice held an edge now. "If we have to force entry we cannot guarantee your safety."

Jackson collapsed on his sofa, head sunk in hands. He noted in despair that his carelessly discarded SenseSynth visor now pulsed with an ominous red glow. How long before whatever processes he'd accidentally unleashed in virtual realms burst out to swallow him too?

"I never meant for anyone to get hurt," he whispered hoarsely. "I'm sorry..."

Whether the agents heard his confession or not, fwumps of compressed air sounded from his door seconds later. Wu and Park entered wearing a more advanced version of SenseSynth gear over their eyes and ears. They grimly raised weapons attached to their equipment by slender cables. Red targeting beams locked onto Jackson, freezing him in place.

"Your unchecked emotions already killed four people," Wu said coldly. Behind him the door




































d2d_images/cover.jpg
ECHOES OF
" TOMORROW:
SHORT STORIES





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





