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Holly soaked up the day’s warmth with giddy elation. 

She pressed on through the early summer hike with a fleet stride. Perspiration gleamed on her legs, arms, and face, and her tan shorts and black tank-top darkened with moisture. The exertion felt good, and the day’s heat made it better. Health-buff Holly, if every fiber of her body was not properly and routinely stretched, she felt like hell. Soon she passed beyond a thicket of low scrub onto an open hillside of summer-brown grass and the air became hotter, the dry buzz of insects louder. 

The handpad in her backpack issued a short chirp, notifying Holly that she was approaching a point of interest on the interpretive trail. Her pace slowed as she unslung her pack and pulled out the handpad. Tapping an icon that bobbed at the bottom of the screen, an image of an exposed outcrop of dirt and rock expanded into view, which Holly matched to an outcrop of bare soil banking the side of the trail. She read from the info tile that accompanied the image. 

The lighter layer of soil is volcanic ash, deposited around ten million years ago by the volcano that stood at the location of the hill before you—present-day Round Top. Over millions of years since, land rise caused by the adjacent Hayward tectonic fault turned the neck of the volcanic shaft on its side, which now lays concealed beneath this smooth hilltop and forest of oak, bay, and madrone.

Holly preferred to exercise in places where she could ponder a point of science or philosophy, and Sibley Park was ideal. She could sweat to her heart’s content among the rolling East Bay hills, drive her body up steep slopes, and peruse evidence of the distant past.

Holly stared at the crumbly layer of ashy soil, traveling back through time in her imagination, beyond the turf and wood of the moment, beneath the time-smoothed dome of the hill, to a scene of bright orange lava spewing over a blackened landscape. Rivers of incandescent liquid rock snaked through channels, oozing over ledges and cascading down cliffs. Smoke billowed from the volcano’s snout, turning the sun red and casting deep shadows across the land.

For Holly, it was not the imagined scene of the volcano that enthralled her, but its antiquity. Here she stood on the site of a geological drama that played out ten million years in the past, long before humans walked the Earth, and yet the subtle evidence of the event remained, supplying information for her to recreate a vista never viewed by human eyes. 

Oh, she conceded, human eyes have seen volcanic eruptions—but not this one. 

It was the stretch of time her mind’s eye peered across that thrilled Holly, her ability to glimpse what transpired so long ago on the spot where she stood. 

Gazing at the preserved ash of the present and the volcanic fire of the prehistoric past a moment longer, Holly’s hands moved unconsciously to wipe her forehead, retie her ponytail, and adjust her backpack straps. Turning from the interpretive point she resumed her hike, following the sun-baked path through a thicket of coyote brush and fragrant sage, then onto a wider trail that led downhill toward the parking lot. 

As she approached the lot and her waiting car, Holly’s thoughts turned gradually from visions of ancient volcanic eruptions, back to the present moment of the buzzing hot summer day, and her evening of work ahead. 

She could forget her 30x7 occupation while immersed in her exercise regimen, but as she drew closer to her car the tide of her working life rolled in and engulfed her. 

Holly’s work commanded most of her time—more than she actually had, as she often put it. Personal time? What’s that? Oh, hiking, biking, and swimming—sure. Holly would never relinquish her right to exercise. Exercise is as necessary as eating and sleeping. Holly was more regular about exercising. 

Every building has a foundation, every sea a bed. Holly’s life stood on a platform of solid physical rigor, adequate nutrition, and a modicum of brain-off time. Between this basement and the high-rise offices and labs of her work the ground floor was little more than an austere lobby where Holly’s personal security guards were posted, with orders to allow no one in without an appointment. As the building manager of her life, Holly ran the facility with a singular objective: Earning her degree. 

Getting my degree will be the beginning of my work. 

Holly had contributed much to the project, at least as much as any of the others, and they were all full-fledged FuDs. When system testing was complete and her doctorate earned, she would stay with the project, if she had any say in the matter. Chris was her friend, and he would see to it that she accompanied the project on its inevitable revolutionary journey through the world of psychology.

The entertainment industry would apply the technology to its own ends, but entertainment was the pettiest application Holly imagined. It will be the most powerful psychotherapeutic tool since—since nothing! It’s the breakthrough in the field. Holly was certain it would one day be as common in hospitals as a simple MRI scanner. There was a day not much farther in the future when a miniaturized version of the system would be found in people’s homes, much as the personal computer had arrived there in droves decades before.

Holly completed her shift from exercise to work mode. Sweat still covered her body, but the heat and exertion of the hike were forgotten. She ducked into her car and swiped the start bar. The motor hummed softly, and Holly tapped the command pad’s destination icon for her apartment in Berkeley. The car rolled smoothly from the parking lot and turned right onto the road.

Holly sipped water from a bottle as she logged into the lab computer through her portable. A message from Chris awaited, asking her to call. Holly tapped an icon and a red window blossomed on the screen.

Calling....

A moment passed, then the window filled with Chris’s half-smiling face.

“Been hiking?” he asked.

The half of Chris’s mouth that smiled turned more serious, and the other half lightened up at the same time. A handsome face, Holly thought. And a great guy. Once, fleetingly, Holly had considered him dating material, back when she was still working on her MaD, when her ground floor still had recreational facilities. But the musing had gone nowhere, and later there was simply no time. It had been months since Holly even visited a coffee shop, her favorite MaD diversion. 

Holly took a sip of water and nodded. “Whatcha got?”

“News,” he said. “Good news, I think.”

“Oh?” she said, nonchalantly. “My grant came through before I even earned my doctorate, right?”

Chris’s expression did not change. “Something better, maybe.”

Holly was intrigued. “What?”

“I’ll wait until you get here,” he said, a controlled but mirthful glint in his eyes. “Come in tonight ready for some serious work.”

“Don’t I always?” The window vanished, replaced by a background pattern of intermingled blue flame and red ice. Holly issued a short grunt.  Chris would not have called unless something important was afoot. And yet, it was uncharacteristic of him to deliver so little information when there was obviously more to tell. Chris preferred not to surprise people, for good or bad, but it was his nature to teach and enlighten, not hide facts or provide misdirecting clues. Though he could keep secrets that needed keeping, he was not the sort to tease with breadcrumbs of the whole truth. Holly was tempted to go straight to work and skip the apartment.

I’m reading too far into this, she thought. All those things are true about him under ordinary circumstances. Maybe the situation is unusual. Even steady, consistent Chris can react atypically to a new situation.

Holly smiled. She had her suspicions about the surprise. He said that it involved a lot of work, though this fact by itself was not enlightening; they worked hard every night in the lab. The last six months had been particularly intense with the rigorous trials on their chimp subject.

That’s it, she thought, we’re going for a human test tonight! Holly had been waiting a long time for this. Unfamiliar with animal psychology, she stood by as a near novice during the chimp tests. She pored over books on the subject and tried to apply what she learned to the test subject and her responses to neural stimulation, but she had no way of seeing into the mind of the animal, other than through measured brain activity. The chimpanzee would react, and Holly would interpret as best she could. With a human subject she could go much further. She could ask the subject questions and receive answers. 

Was this it? Had the University finally okayed human testing? The University had no further reasons to withhold permission, Holly felt, other than normal bureaucratic sluggishness. The last six months of testing were conclusive: the GOD system was safe within acceptable margins of error.

GOD. Holly held the acronym in her mind and sighed. She was not fond of the name. She was not religious, but felt that using the name as a label for the project was insensitive to those who were. Greenwood Orchestrated Dream, Richard coined. Holly suggested alternatives. 

“Yes, we use the Greenwood Effect to stimulate the nervous system, but so what? We use an Oliver 9000 petaplexer for stimulus modulation, so why not call it ‘The GOODS’? It’s a PAM-235 atomic bit matrix we use for memory, so why not call it ‘PAX’?” Her acronyms had not been convincing, and Chris had the final word—although he had not given the project an official name yet. On the books it was still Dr. Hooper et al’s Virtual Reality System. It would get an official name on patent application. 

Holly’s car pulled into the driveway and stopped squarely in its normal spot. Holly climbed the exterior stairway to her second-floor apartment in a hurried step. Her roommate was not at home, so Holly scarfed down part of a leftover sandwich from the fridge, washed it down with water, and headed for the shower. Within ten minutes she was back in her car and cruising down the hill toward the campus. 

If her suspicion was baseless Holly would be disappointed, no matter what the true surprise was, but she was determined to keep a positive attitude even if Chris’s great surprise was free pizza and beer.

Her car parked itself and Holly popped out, walking briskly across the lot and into the main entrance of her building. She passed the sentry post and swiped her security card without breaking pace. 
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OUTSIDE THE LAB DOOR, Holly paused for a moment to slow her mind and cool her breathing. Getting herself here, to the threshold of Chris’s great surprise, had been a rush. Now, Holly was determined to behave as if it were any other evening. She entered the lab at a casual gait—but her eyes were possessed of their own determination, scrutinizing every computer screen, work bench, equipment rack, and piece of furniture looking for anything out of the ordinary. 

Richard was busy initializing the system. Power delegators, memory farms, processor arrays, and three operator consoles were quietly waking with soft whirs, hums, and a chorus of monotone status annunciators.

Holly spared a glance at the Greenwood Chamber, the huge gray sarcophagus dominating the northeastern corner of the lab. The lid was closed, the face window opaque, and the status disk pulsed softly orange. Standby. Normal. 

One thing was different, Holly noted: the signal manifold was running through a calibration reset. The thick bundles of fiber optic cable that sprouted from the head and foot of the Greenwood Chamber pulsed with a complex, multicolor dance of laser light, like two ends of a rainbow connecting the sarcophagus to its bookending distributor racks. 

“Evenin’,” Richard said, glancing at Holly and smiling, then turning back to his work. Richard was a large, slightly overweight, slightly frumpy-looking man with mid-length, casually neglected hair that might have been a shade blonder if washed more regularly. 

“So, what’s up tonight?” asked Holly, wondering if Richard knew anything about Chris’s surprise. 

A minute smile pinched one corner of the man’s mouth, which Holly interpreted—or imagined—to be a secretive smirk. A clue? she wondered. Or did someone simply consent to go on a date with him— 

Holly bit her lip. Richard may have been a social introvert, but Holly felt it unfair to joke about it, even to herself. They got along all right, and he seemed a decent person. To Holly, Richard was the project’s computer geek, doctorate notwithstanding. 

“The usual stuff,” said Richard. “Eve’s not here, though.”

Holly squinted at Richard, trying to divine whether the mention of the chimp’s absence was merely a statement of fact. Though he lacked certain social skills, in Holly’s opinion, he was adept at putting a mask over his thoughts. He could put up a solid pretense in any situation. 

“Oh?” said Holly, dropping her pack on the table and heading to her station, where she found her console already booted up—and she raised an eyebrow at that. This was another small thing out of the ordinary, something that would not have registered in her awareness if she had not been put on the alert. 

You’re just being paranoid, said what Holly thought of as her left brain. Her right brain always had an equal and opposite response: Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean you’re not being toyed with. She huffed.

It’s a fact, insisted right brain, that Eve isn’t here, and so won’t be the test subject tonight. 

Who will it be, then? Of the many candidates, Holly had her three favorites: the artist, the undergraduate paleontology student, and the architect. She picked them for their active imaginations. Any of them, she felt, would provide a great range of responses and conceive interesting experiments of their own. 

From Holly’s standpoint, project certification had been intensely boring so far. The concept was fascinating, but the assembly and testing of hardware and software had been a fog of technical monotony to a budding neuropsychologist.

Eve was a chimp-step in Holly’s direction, but watching the neural activity of a chimpanzee eating a simulated banana did not come close to the true magic of the GOODS. Holly heaved out a sigh and slammed her fist lightly on the desktop of her console. 

Dammit! If this isn’t Chris’s surprise, there will be disappointment tonight! For Chris’s sake, he’d better deliver.

As if on cue, the lab door opened to admit Chris Hooper and Anthony Hutton, each following closely behind what Holly analyzed as coy little smiles. 

Paranoid! 

Anthony grinned at Holly under his mustache, white teeth blazing on his deep brown face. “Hey, Holly,” he said, his part-time Jamaican accent clocking in.

That’s it! thought Holly. We only hear the island when he’s tipsy or teasing. 

“Hi, Tony. Been drinking?” She received a puzzled look in response, but the smile remained. 

Chris went straight to his desk, only glancing at Holly as he passed. Anthony parked himself in a chair on the other side of Holly’s console. 

“How are you feeling?” Anthony asked. His eyes appraised her face clinically, as if he had asked if she were in any pain or discomfort. Anthony was the project physician, another of the University’s safety precautions. Any physically or mentally intrusive research using human test subjects required a project physician. 

“I’m fine, Tony,” she smiled tersely. “Except, I wish someone would let the cat out of the box.”

“Schrodinger’s puss?” said Richard from halfway across the room. Richard was listening, and that was yet another anomaly. Most of the time a question had to be repeated two or three times before Richard realized he was being spoken to. His mind was highly focused, but usually only focused on one thing at a time.

Anthony turned his face to Chris. “Dr. Hooper? Is kitty alive or dead?”

Chris pulled a DaDex cube from his pocket and plugged it into his workstation, then leaned back in his chair, cradling the back of his head in his clasped hands. 

“Alive and well and living in another universe.”

“Huh?” Holly prompted. 

Chris grinned. “Okay, we can put her in the light. Who wants to do it?”

“I will,” said Anthony, leaning forward and resting his elbows on Holly’s console. “Ms. Winston, it seems that we are ready to put a human being into that coffin—but there’s a rub. All the volunteers on our list came down with the flu tonight.”

Holly blinked. What was this twist? She felt an immediate rush when Anthony said “human being,” but still found herself on the edge of her personal cliff of paranoia. All she wanted was to sit back and arrange her files in anticipation of a night of human testing, but Anthony was still stringing her along with puzzles. If there was no volunteer available—

It hit her in a flash. All the elements—Chris’s teasing, Richard’s mirthful alertness, Anthony’s accent—came together, linked in a perfect little structure.

“You’re not serious!” she gaped. There was no smile on her face, but her eyes inflated in gleeful expectation. “Tell me this instant, or I swear I’ll—”

“Please relinquish your console to me,” said Anthony, grinning, “and go to the dressing room. There’s a robe hanging there for you. It’s completely cut away in the back, but it’s all we could find.”

Holly was on her feet and running for the closet the team used as a resting lounge. “I’ll distribute beer later,” she chirped. Cut away at the back, is it? She did not care, even if it was the truth. She would parade naked before the entire University before letting anyone faze her.

***
[image: ]


HOLLY TIED HER HAIR into a bun as she stepped onto the Greenwood Chamber platform. The lid waited open for her, and Anthony helped her in.

“So, what gave?” she asked the room in general. “We’ve never discussed one of us being the first human subject. I mean, I thought about it a lot, but knew I’d eventually get to use it.”

“Exactly,” Chris said without looking up from his computer screen. “So why not use it from the start? You’re a psych; you’re trained in observing human behavior and reaction, even your own. Plus, you’ve been intimately involved in the project from the start. You would’ve been the one to field the test questions to the subject, so I’m just cutting out the middle. You’ll write about your experiences directly, not just answer a lot of single-line questions.”

“Well,” Holly laughed, “that’s fine with me. Want a novel? You got it.” Holly laid down on the chamber’s soft mattress, settling her head on the padded headrest. Shaking herself into a comfortable position, she nodded to Anthony. “Ready.”

Anthony pulled a thick elastic skullcap over Holly’s head and plugged the fiber bundle spouting from the top into the Greenwood Chamber’s interior conduit panel. Anthony gave her a wide grin. “You have fun in there.”

“What’s the simulation?” Holly’s excitement was plain in her voice, like a child embarking on her first rollercoaster ride.

“Holly,” said Chris, suddenly appearing next to Anthony. “We’ve cleared all the tabs on this one. You get full command mode—with the default safeties, of course. You will fashion the simulation as you like.”

Cleared all the tabs. Holly stared. This was not like Chris. Chris was the type to stick with the plan. He had already broken his rules by dashing the volunteer list to the rocks and making Holly the pioneer human subject, but the plan had always been to run a preprogrammed simulation. 

“Chris, why are you so out of your usual box here,” she said. “It isn’t like you to skirt the rules, even just to make shortcuts.”

“True,” he said, “but on this project, I make the rules—many of them, at least. I made and unmade the first set. I’ve made a second set, that’s all. If you’re confused about my motive, it’s mostly for expediency. Now that we’ve been granted human volunteer approval, all we have to do is meet our test goals to apply for the patent. The University doesn’t want any other groups beating us to it.”

Holly only half believed the explanation. “No one else is working on a system like ours. The University would know about it, and would have told us.”

“Maybe they have.” Chris’s eyes narrowed, but he smiled. “Well, you’re right about that. We have no real competition. But cautious expediency is prudent, and I see no reason to blunder along with a stock human volunteer like we did with Eve.”

“Okay, I’ll buy that. But why am I getting full command capability?”

“Again, expediency,” said Chris. “Simulation realism is only one test criterion we have to check off, and with a volunteer that’s probably all we’d get done on the first run. I wouldn’t allow a volunteer to go full creation on the first plunge, but I trust you can handle it, Holly. Besides, you were the one who argued for full creative control. Didn’t you say we’d get three times as many things done that way? We get an assessment of simulation realness, a test of the creation engines, and a quick psychological profile of the test subject all at the same time.”

“Yes, of course. I still say that. Okay, I’ll stop second-guessing everything. Silly of me, since this is what I want. Shut me up and crate me!”

Chris and Anthony glanced at each other, and with a wink at Holly, Anthony closed the lid of the chamber. Holly was in darkness at once. The polarized window was still set to opaque, and her sight was effectively cut off from the visual world. The sarcophagus was soundproof, so her audible world was also shut off, except for the sounds of her own breathing, heartbeat, a swallow. These would not be distractions. She would tune them out in favor of her virtual senses. 

Soon, Anthony would lace her air supply with an anesthetic. The drug would reach her brain quickly and feeling of her body would become dull, and then go completely numb. Once fully anesthetized, all sensation of the physical world would be tuned to zero.

Holly’s skin began to tingle. A sound like distant ocean waves rolling against a sandy shore rose, softly drowning the sound of her breathing and her animated heartbeat. Soon, even the soft, vacuous white noise began to fade, receding like a dying wind in pine boughs.  
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In another place, the doctor gazed upon the virtuation field, contemplating their next step and wondering vaguely how much time was left. 

The old scholar had dawdled far too long not to attract attention from the Institute’s bureaucracy. Most likely there was no time left to do much of anything. The experimental goals of the virtuation had been achieved, and the standard message to conclude the program and clear the field for another user was certain to come soon. 

The doctor issued a sullen sigh. 

The Institute’s rules are so inflexible. 

It was not as if a long line of users stood waiting behind the doctor. After all, the Institute had seventy-three virtuators—but the doctor’s project was only play, now, they acknowledged. This was the fun part of the job, and never lasted long enough.

The tall helical field of the virtuation vibrated with color as its outer surface interfaced with the sentinel pedestal at its base. 

What a pity, now that a viable set of genesis parameters had been found and the virtuation was well into its evolution, that it had to be closed. It could never be recreated exactly; there were far too many variables.

“I am being morose for little reason,” said the doctor, scratching their scaly forehead with one of three slender digits. “No message has yet come. I still have time to play, a bit.” 

The doctor addressed the interface, instructing it to center on the virtuation’s primary focal subject, that portion of the broader virtuation endowed with the highest degree of element resolution. 

The diverse ecology of the invented planet was still in a stable state. How many virtuations had the doctor toiled over only to watch the entire system collapse in chaos from some logical anomaly? How many before those had lacked the stability to stage a planet, a star, or even a fundamental building bit?

And here before the doctor was this thing of beauty, this wonderful, stable, evolving spirit. It possessed a life of its own, almost literally. Blossoming from its inception conditions and growing into an advanced planetary ecology, this virtuation was the closest the doctor had come to a true universe fundamentally different from reality.

The doctor scanned various regions of the virtuation, noting changes, advancements, adaptations. Some devolution was always present, the natural back-eddying of the currents of advancement, but overall, the world progressed. What more was there to do? The entire planet was a robust, self-regulating organism. Other than fine-tuning with a virtually infinite number of possible refinements, the only way for the life to go was off world. To establish itself on more than a single vulnerable planet life, could conceivably migrate into space and to other planets. How it might do this, without the instillation of self-awareness, posed several interesting possibilities in the doctor’s imagination: sporing; the evolution of space-worthy forms; subdimensional resonation. 

Any of these, the doctor knew, would likely take as long to evolve as the virtuation had already run. Non-technological migration of organisms from planet to planet, star to star, was not an easy step. The organism or its seed would have to be incredibly hardy, and need to take root under conditions far different from those of the mother world. 

Releasing another sigh, the doctor rose and headed for the virtuator chamber’s entry portal. 

There is still time to let it run, the doctor concluded. 

When the termination order came the doctor would review their creation one last time, then purge it. Until that moment, it would grow as far as it could. 
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The texture of the darkness and the sound of the silence changed subtly, but Holly could not account for the difference. Since Anthony closed the lid, she had been in absolute darkness, and as soon as the anesthetic took effect the absence of sound and feeling had been profound. 

Now, there was a shift from the blackness of no light to the lightlessness of—something else. Was this what a blind person experienced, Holly wondered, as opposed to a sighted person in the dark? 

That’s it, she thought: no phosphene activity at all. 

The subtle variations of darkness she normally paid no attention to were gone. No little sparks, no faint afterimages, no graininess to the black. 

As for hearing, no background whistling, no faint static like distant waterfalls. Soundlessness. Placed in a soundproof chamber, people usually begin to hear things like air molecules hammering against their eardrums, and their own breathing and heartbeat. These ordinary subliminal sounds were now mute.

Holly also felt no sense of body. However intently she concentrated on her body parts—a hand, a foot, her face—she could not find them. She felt no contact between her body and the mattress. There was no sensation of breath in her nose or throat, no humid warmth in her mouth.

This is absolute sensory deprivation, thought Holly. This is what it’s like to be dead to the world. So, where’s the command mode? Let’s see, I should be able to figure this out. I’m the one who gave Richard the interface parameters for the program. Command is accomplished through subvocalized speech. 

Holly became aware of an oversight in her instructions to Richard. She had no tactile sense of her mouth. Can I achieve the needed level of subspeaking without feeling my lips and tongue? It’s worth a try! she thought. What have I got to lose? Now, if I can just remember my bad reading habits of my teen years and mouth some words, I should be able to do this.

GOODS, how about a little light here?

There was no change. The blackness remained absolute.

Light, thought Holly, putting emphasis on the idea of illumination in her mind.

Nothing. 

Is that too vague? Blue light.

Nothing.

Huh. Holly wondered if her face registered her mild frustration. Whenever I used to subvocalize, she mused, it was when I was reading. Suppose I imagine the word “light” written on a piece of paper and imagine myself reading it— 

White light flooded all around. The suddenness and intensity of the radiance made Holly want to close her eyes, but she had no eyelids to shut. She would not be blinded, she knew intellectually, but her survival instinct had control of the panic button, even though her higher mind knew there was no danger. The GOODS would never pump in enough neural stimulation to cause nerve damage.

In a moment of clarity Holly imagined reading more words on paper. 

Give me eyes, and shut them!

Suddenly the world of light became cloaked in the blood-brown veil of eyelids, and Holly felt relief—and was immediately impressed by the realism of the experience. The bland image was indistinguishable from her memory of seeing direct sunlight through closed eyes. She could even feel tension in the muscles around her eyes as they squeezed the lids shut. 

Or is this real? 

Had her real vision returned, and the light came from the lab ceiling, through the open lid of the Greenwood Chamber? Holly cracked her eyes open slightly and squinted, only to glimpse brilliant whiteness.

Color the light blue, and make it dimmer, Holly read from her imaginary command script. The light obeyed, and slowly she opened her eyes. The surrounding radiance was cool, blue as a sky from a high mountain peak.

Holly rolled her eyes to the side to find the usual unfocused horizon of her temple at the boundary of her vision. 

So, with eyes and eyelids came part of my face. 

This was expected. When Holly discussed the command interface with Richard, she asked if it was possible to fill in relevant details not explicitly defined in the command. He said it was easy. He said he would modify a fractal extrapolation subroutine he wrote last year, adapting it to Holly’s specifications. 

Holly rolled her eyes downward. There was her nose, right where it should be.

So, she mused, if I command lungs to breathe with, will air also be assumed, and the sensations of my breath through my mouth and windpipe? Will my nostrils and trachea be created automatically as part of the set? 

It was silly to wonder about it, she realized, since it was not much more difficult to do. Starting with—

Piece by piece Holly assembled her body. Arms, legs, torso, hair all appeared at her command—not as if from thin air, she noted, but more like they had been there all along, invisible, and only brought to her awareness when she focused attention on them with command emphasis. 

Along with the recalled pieces of anatomy came physical sensation, her body’s tactility welling up inside her like water from a freshly tapped spring. The experience was something like the feeling returning to a foot that had fallen asleep, though much faster and without the painful jabbing of pins and needles. 

Holly flexed her arms and stretched her legs as she looked herself over, shoulders to feet, hair to fingernails. Her virtual body was complete, exactly as it had been before she climbed into the Greenwood Chamber.

Holly found herself gawking at the realism and detail of the simulation. Ooh, ahh, she smirked, remembering something Chris said before she embarked on this trip. She sighed, and a seemingly real rush of air passed through her throat and mouth. 

Holly decided not to create clothing yet. Who would peek, anyway? It felt appropriate to enter her new virtual world naked, as when she had been born into the real world. 

Poetic, she thought. Besides, what do you wear to such an occasion? A birthday suit, of course.

When she was finally able to peel her attention away from her miraculously normal virtual body, Holly turned her attention to the scene of endless, bottomless blue sky around her. 

Floating weightless in the luminous void, Holly wondered why the natural sensation of body weight had not come along for the ride when she created her body. Air had manifested when she commanded her lungs to start breathing. Hands, fingernails, hair follicles, and every fine detail of her skin appeared as a set when she specified arms. Her torso had appeared by itself, created from necessity to connect her legs, arms, and head. 

So why did Richard’s fractal wizardry draw a line at gravity?

Probably because I commanded my body a piece at a time, Holly mused, not all at once. So, let’s do something about it. 

Holly formed another command word on the imaginary piece of paper and read it to herself: gravity.

Her breath was drawn from her lungs by a sudden and powerful rush of air, and for a moment she was too startled to understand what was happening. Her survival instinct, however, told her she was falling, and demanded loudly that action be taken to avoid hitting the ground. Just as when she flipped the cosmic light switch from dark to ultra-bright, the instant change of environment left her ability to reason grasping for
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