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			To all my friends and family who love and accept a character more Beryl than Fife.

		


		
				
			Chapter 1

			Raven’s Wisdom

			•

		

			Beryl’s thick, clumsy hand groped for the on switch behind the bulky food synthesizer. Sticky cobwebs snared his fingers. He cringed, but found the switch and flipped it.

			Nothing happened.

			He brushed dust from the blank display panel, and poked it to no effect.

			“Damnation and mortality!” he yelled as he took the infernal machine in both hands and tried to shake it. The synthesizer was a foot taller than him and outweighed him by a factor of five. He couldn’t even rock it a little.

			The machine crouched in stubborn disrepair beneath a canvas awning. The fabric was woven with solar cells. In an hour, when the sun was higher, the cells would diligently push electrons with nowhere to go. No one would pause in the shade, seeking relief from the sun. No one would be enticed inside to rent tourist-guide ornithopters.

			Next door, the animated temporary tattoo ink had crumbled from the arms of the mannequins. There was no shop owner to reapply it and no customers to serve as walking advertisements with cartoon animals chasing each other around the curves of their arms. Next door to that, more dark windows with gimmicky nonsense catering to the whims of human-bodied individuals. The streets were empty. Beryl was alone, as he had been since his exile to Earth.

			He aimed a final kick at the synthesizer. His foot bounced off the glossy exterior. Pain exploded in his toes, but an internal mechanism shuddered into motion. Electricity flowed. The interface brightened with glyphs of juicy cooked meat and buttery vegetables.

			“Yes! Yes!” Beryl crowed.

			Then the screen winked to black. The glow faded until the vibrant paneling was as dull and unresponsive as the last dozen units Beryl had found in the town before this one, and the town before that. He slouched, face sagging, arms and shoulders drooping, unaccustomed to Earth’s oppressive gravity.

			Typical!

			It was enough to make one believe in petty, meddlesome deities. Petty deities, or something similar enough, existed, but Beryl knew they were too self-important to be meddlesome.

			What Beryl didn’t know was how to troubleshoot neglected food synthesizers.

			And whose fault is that? Why it’s your own damned fault!

			In preparation for his exile he could have downloaded practical skills. His body had been constructed by his enemies, but his brain had been his own to fill to its limited capacity. He could have arranged comforting memories or useful knowledge. Instead he’d packed poison; a catalog of injustices cycled through his mind, feeding his persecution complex, failing to satisfy the whiny infant that was his bodily needs.

			He’d thought up some jokes at the expense of his persecutors:

			Why did the Transcendent cross the road? To look down on everyone who didn’t.

			and

			What’s the difference between a Transcendent and a Greek god? One turns into animals to screw humans and the other suppresses fantasies of the same.

			He hoped to come up with some considerably better material. In the meantime, he rehearsed calling them not by their chosen term, Transcendent, but instead referring to them as post-human, or PH, to which he added, not better, just after.

			Beryl deflated. As if they care.

			He stood for a moment longer, willing the synthesizer to work, indulging in the fantasy of the machine coming to life. He cursed himself for wishful thinking. His will meant nothing in this mortal-physical realm. Sometimes his body didn’t even obey his will, and when it did, he paid a tax, his motivation dimming for hours or more.

			He slunk away. He used to cross light-years on a whim. Now he could hardly bear to take a single step. His toes throbbed, but hunger was a cruel taskmaster, driving him onward.

			He limped to the end of the block. Tufts of grass poked through cracks in the pavement. Unrecognizable dark blotches were all that remained of the appliqué smart advertisements. Their button-sized sensors were powerless to scan the personal information embedded in the tags of Beryl’s clothes. Not that it would have done them any good. He’d taken the clothes off racks without paying. There was no one to stop him.

			None of the clothes he’d found made him comfortable. His underarms and thighs chafed even as slimy sweat ran from his pores. The sun had hardly crested the horizon, but the humid air gripped the previous day’s heat.

			A lean cat bolted from its hiding place under a derelict car, a mouse’s tail hanging from its jealous mouth.

			“I’m not to the point of stealing vermin from cats,” Beryl grumbled. “You’ve nothing to fear from me.”

			He pushed open the glass door of a corner store. The sun was rising dead center along the east-west street, and the store’s windows were wide, but the shadows stretched long, the interior dim. Beryl couldn’t see a thing, but he’d learned that human eyes take a minute to adjust to changes in light.

			He scratched at his dandruff-ridden scalp in frustration.

			He knew the name of every juror who had voted to convict him. He knew every grudge they held, but he’d had to figure out how eyes worked through trial and error. He’d been surprised that eyes adjusted at all. That, at least, had been a pleasant revelation.

			He’d been shocked, and very nearly injured, by the fact that standing up suddenly could cause dizziness bordering on a blackout. He was constantly perturbed by the rapidity with which his body had developed and maintained a craving for sugar. He was pretty sure that itchiness had been maliciously designed into his body as part of his punishment, but maybe existence was inherently itchy…and gassy. Who knew?

			You should have downloaded the owner’s manual, Beryl. Instead you had to be a prick and hold on to your bitterness.

			He swept out an arm to encompass the darkness. “And for what?” he shouted. The room consumed his words. “Who is there to gripe to?”

			There was no response. Beryl hadn’t seen a single human being. He assumed he was the last one on Earth. How or why that had come to pass, he didn’t know. He had any number of theories, but none of them made much sense.

			If he had in fact been exiled to a simulacrum of Earth, then his sentencers didn’t understand his psyche at all. He knew enough of mortals to know that he would have been constantly irritated by their desire to talk about their next meal, their previous meal, the weather, or their blood relations.

			On the other hand, if actual, physical Earth had been depopulated, that raised other questions. Which post-human was responsible, and why, and how recently? Many transcendent beings still cared about the world of their origin and its residents.

			His good friend Water had cared.

			Beryl’s throat constricted. Tears stung his eyes. Water’s feelings had been labeled regressive by the general PH population, but not by Beryl.

			I meant to help.

			He tried to push away the painful thoughts, but his only distraction was discomfort. Beryl leaned against the door frame while he waited on his eyes. His body was imbalanced, strangely top-heavy despite his belly. One of his legs twisted outward, making walking painful. It was all by design, all terms of his punishment.

			His stomach grumbled and squelched.

			Patience! I’m getting to you as fast as I can!

			He pictured his stomach as a wrung-out rag. Even the image sickened him. Everything was unwelcome and unbidden. Gut sensations came on independently. Thoughts arose from unknown depths of his mind. The best he could do was obey, obey, obey, and hope to quiet the whining.

			The darkness gradually resolved into aisles of shelves. Beryl sighed, and lifted his twisted leg. He expected the sharp stab of pain from putting it down. He wasn’t disappointed, except in all the other ways.

			He trudged past the checkout counter. He skipped the canned goods. He was tired of the soupy filler and samey flavors. His body wanted sugar.

			There was plenty of food to eat. Shelves were stocked, if dusty. Whatever had swept humanity from the face of the earth had been humane. Maybe Beryl would feel more curious about what that cataclysmic person, place, or thing had been after breakfast.

			He turned down the aisle he wanted. He squinted at the boxes. The healthier adult cereals were usually rancid, but the sugary children’s ones were still safe, assuming mice hadn’t gotten into them. Bright cartoon colors stood out on the boxes even in the dark. He grabbed one. In moments he was cramming fistfuls of too-sweet, grainy squares into his face. The box said they were crunchy and tasty, but age had made them limp and bland. His teeth mashed them into paste. They satisfied certain needs, even as his humiliation deepened.

			I’ve been reduced to eating children’s cereal!

			He would have traded his arm for a hot meal. That wasn’t saying much. He scratched at a rash. He would have traded his whole body for not having a body.

			He carried the box of cereal out of the store. Outside, the eerie silence was interrupted by chirping birds and the wind ruffling umbrellas that shaded square tables cluttered with vacant chairs.

			Beryl shoved another fistful of cereal into his face. He nearly choked in surprise at a loud, throaty kraw-kraw!

			A big black raven looked down at him from the edge of an awning. Its shiny black eyes appeared uncannily smart. He considered whether he’d underestimated how meddlesome one of the post-humans could be. He shook his head. Not even his closest sibling was so petty as to pester him by possessing an animal.

			“Go away!” Beryl shouted. He waved the box at the bird. A smattering of so-called Crunchies spilled out. The bird swept down and seized them off the sidewalk.

			Typical, Beryl thought. Outwitted by a dumb bird.

			“I’ll never be rid of you now,” he grumbled, even as he threw more cereal at the raven’s head.

			Beryl sank into one of the patio chairs. The rising sun poured heat into the saturated air. An umbrella shaded Beryl from the worst of it. Part of the fabric was torn. It flapped in the light sea breeze.

			The temperature was tolerable, he decided. The streets had been designed for leisure-class human pedestrians, and, inevitably, quirky post-human tourists who enjoyed brief jaunts into human form for the thrill.

			Or the masochism, he thought to himself.

			The streets he’d been walking for the mere months that he’d been exiled were mostly unobstructed. Driverless cars had dutifully gone home to powerless charging stations. Scattered bikes he’d found had turned out to be death traps. With scraped arms and a rip in his pants, he’d given up trying to ride them.

			The raven finished cleaning the sidewalk. It hopped toward Beryl, cawing loudly.

			“I assure you, you don’t want to hang around me,” he told it. The raven cocked its head, giving every impression that it was listening, that it wanted to understand. Beryl leaned forward to get a better look at the bird.

			The feathers on its back were dark black with a purple sheen. It had surprising bulk for a flying creature. The shaggy feathers at its throat made it look streetwise and dangerous. Beryl stared at the bird and the bird stared back.

			You have a certain wisdom, don’t you? he thought. You know how to not just survive in a body, day in and day out, but how to enjoy it.

			An unpleasant hardness grew in his gut. Perhaps he’d eaten too much, but no, this was a stone of frustration, a different sort of barbarian at the gates of his existence.

			Not at the gates, he thought. Inside the walls because my defenses are useless.

			“Well I won’t ever enjoy it!” he yelled, throwing the box.

			The bird hopped back. Cereal scattered across the sidewalk. The bird hopped forward, keeping one eye on Beryl as it selected one piece of food at a time.

			Beryl glared at the animal. A dragging feeling of inferiority coursed through him, followed by an ugly-pleasant self-loathing.

			I deserve to feel this way.

			Something shined in the angled sun. A glossy rectangle had spilled out of the box. He pushed himself out of the chair, joints popping, muscles protesting. The bird bounced back nervously. Beryl ignored it. He crouched and retrieved the rectangle from the ground.

			It read: Excitement! Relaxation! Diversion! Pleasure worlds! Never leave virtual reality! Ask about our lifetime option for adults and day care for children!

			A tropical beach tempted from one corner of the leaflet, bright icy drink propped in the sand. In the opposite corner a woman, her cleavage squeezed between bandoliers, walked away from an explosion.

			Beryl’s eyes lingered on the icy drink. It was even more enticing than a warm meal. His mouth swam with saliva. He spat, averting his eyes until the disgusting sensation passed. Then he turned the advertisement over.

			Panoply: Discover an Abundance of Diversion!

			An address followed.

			Beryl pushed back against rising hopes. A working virtual reality franchise is even less likely than a working food synthesizer. You’ll be disappointed, he chided.

			But like every other thought, emotion, and bodily craving, his defenses did nothing. The barbarians were inside the walls. Fantasies of relief danced across the stage of his imagination.

			He would go. He would try to find an escape from reality.

			He sneered at the raven, “I don’t need your wisdom.”

			The raven simply waited patiently for him to step away from the scattered food.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			A Different Kind 

			of Death

			•

		

		
			Fife was no stranger to death. She had died fighting the zombie hordes at the legendary Siege of Gracie Mall. She had died in a storm of plasma flack, flying a star fighter in the Battle of the Xorduphon Nebula. She had died with her back to the Abyssal Cliffs, wielding fire and lightning against the Dark Lord’s armies. So it wasn’t exactly a shock when guns barked and bullets ripped her midsection apart like an apple eaten down to the core.

			Fife resurrected in her team’s spawn room with a huff and a shake of the head. The kill camera in the corner of her vision showed that no fewer than three hostiles had ganked her as soon as she’d entered capture point Charlie.

			She mentally filed away their locations, cracking her knuckles and champing at the bit for her next go. Ribs and flesh regenerated painlessly around her exposed spine.

			Death was easy to dismiss in the virtual worlds of Panoply. It was also easy to let accomplishments go to your head. Fife had avoided the first pitfall rather better than the second.

			Once she was patched up, she calmly selected her respawn kit: sixty round repeater rifle with high-impact ammo, one-pop overshield, and bonus-to-hitpoints armor. She topped off her equipment slots with infrared goggles to see through the smoke. She still had the Disappearing Act perk for the next ninety seconds, but periodically vanishing from enemy radar was hardly going to help her in this situation.

			“—uck!” her squad mate Timbuktony finished his expletive as he appeared beside her. His hair was singed and smoking, his skin charred. He stank of gasoline and ash from his recent incineration.

			He glanced at her, and asked, “Is Razmytaz still out there?”

			Before she could answer, their remaining squad mate respawned. Fife stared at the far wall of the bunker through three massive holes in Razmytaz’s chest.

			He looked back at her. “Heavy loadout?” Razmytaz commented, unhindered by the gaping holes where his lungs should have been. “How original.”

			Fife slapped a magazine into her repeater and chambered a round. “With the numbers against us, I don’t see what choice I have. You want to try sneaking around with a knife, be my guest.”

			Timbuktony stepped to the narrow bunker window. There was nothing but smoke to see outside. Distant artillery thundered. Their arcing rounds would land in the next twenty seconds, making egress even harder. “It doesn’t look good,” he said.

			“The odds are stacked against us,” Fife admitted. “We’re outnumbered and outgunned, but if we succeed, it will be the sort of comeback they write songs about.”

			Tim looked at her skeptically with a raised eyebrow.

			Raz said, “Or at least we’ll get lots of points and possibly an achievement.”

			“That’s the spirit! Get ready to go,” Fife ordered. “I’m going down the middle. Tim, on my left. Raz…”

			“Heavy loadout?” Razmytaz commented. “How original.”

			Fife lowered her gun, the thrill of battle leached out of her. She jabbed an accusatory finger at Raz. “Are you a bot?”

			“No way!” He crossed his arms and tucked his chin, apparently affronted by her question.

			“You just repeated yourself.”

			“I’m frustrated. That’s all,” Raz said.

			“Well cut it out. You’re breaking my immersion.” She raised her gun, stepped toward the door, hesitated, reconsidered. She frowned, annoyed at herself for what she was about to do.

			She usually enjoyed every aspect of the virtual games, even the idiosyncrasies that revealed the truth—none of this is real—but one too many princesses had eluded her in another castle. She had to know.

			She spoke one of the special command phrases. “If you’re a bot, you have to tell me.”

			Raz and Tim simultaneously responded, “I’m a bot.”

			Fife flicked open the general channel. She repeated, “If you’re a bot, you have to tell me.” A list of names appeared on the right side of her vision. Every name was grayed out with the word bot beside it except her own.

			I’m alone.

			She tried to push that thought aside in order to focus on the objective: If we take back Charlie point, we block the enemy’s win condition, we gain momentum, and have a chance of swinging the game back in our team’s favor. But thoughts of death stole her attention.

			There were many degrees of death. In most games and simulations, death was synonymous with setback, inconvenience, perhaps penalty or delay. These were the little deaths. Even the games that boasted hardcore, no save-scumming permadeath delivered only a difference in magnitude.

			But there was another death that differed in kind. The other death never took bots, only avatars with a human mind behind the mask. The other death was a mundane killer; its favored weapon was nothing so exciting as a laser blast or arcane incineration, but time. As with most game deaths, the other death was balanced, new people replaced those lost. But the list of grayed-out bot names exposed the truth—something had upset the balance.

			Definitely a bummer, Fife thought.

			Another thought took shape in her subconscious, a big, new, and exciting thought. She relaxed and let it gestate, confident that it would grow and emerge in its own time. Fife drew comfort from the thought even though she hadn’t completed all the thinking through. The egg was enough. She shook her head, her interface of gray bot names cleared alongside her doubts. There was a battle to be won!

			She charged out the bunker door and was immediately blown to pieces by a barrage of artillery.

			Raz and Tim vanished from her menus. The game ended, and Fife was booted back to the lobby. The jab of disappointment she usually felt after a loss never came. The subsequent surge of anticipation was also absent. She normally thought, Next time we’ll get them. Then her mind launched into an analysis of what had gone wrong, strategizing for what could be done differently. Not this time.

			She loitered in the lobby. Players came and went. Names floated through the air, got picked into matches, disappeared, then reappeared a few dozen minutes later when the match ended. She wondered how many of the names belonged to real people.

			Loneliness pressed in. The illusion began to crack. Her senses told her she stood in a vast lobby, wide as necessary for hundreds of players, with vaulted ceilings, sci-fi glowing lights, and alien arches. Her intellect told her she was entombed in a suspension pod, like a coffin.

			The artificial intelligences were very convincing, Razmytaz’s gaffe aside. Wasn’t that enough?

			Apparently not. The truth had been exposed—the virtual worlds were populated with virtual people. Something from the outside world had taken away the real people.

			Fife had been a little girl the last time she’d been outside virtual. With her practically ageless genes, that had been decades ago, distant memory.

			She wasn’t ignorant. Panoply’s educational simulations were excellent. The outside world wrapped around the virtual like an oyster wrapped around a pearl. Some people left the pearl to visit the oyster and never came back. Some people expired in the outer world. The other kind of death. Whether her friends had decided to leave and never come back or they had died outside the pearl, so to speak, the result looked the same from her perspective.

			Virtual was all Fife could remember. Living in virtual had never felt less valid than living in the so-called real world. She’d heard plenty of salty players insult the fantasy worlds as “just a stupid game,” but she’d always ignored them. It was important to know what to ignore when dealing with gamers all day, every day.

			They weren’t all bad people. Some were good friends. Some had been good friends, but one by one they’d slipped away. She had accepted that too until now, until the evidence stared her in the face.

			I might be alone. What went wrong? What can I do differently next time?

			The incubating thought nudged from inside its shell, pushing its beak out into sunlight. She smiled. The little chick had been alone, but it was brave. It broke out of its shell when the nutrients within had been used up. It faced the world when it had to, and Fife would do the same.

			She grinned. Her heart beat faster with anticipation. She hadn’t felt a thrill this intense since the zombie siege of Gracie Mall.

			Her idea was a new kind of game, a game she had never played before in all her decades in Panoply. It was a metagame, played within and between the other games. The primary objective was to find another person, a human behind the avatar. The main side quest was to prepare for the real world.

			The bustle of the lobby swirled around her, players coming and going. Were any of them human? She resolved to find out, and, just maybe, recruit a new group of heroes with whom to leave the virtual worlds behind forever.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			The Best Revenge

			•

		

		
			Beryl teared up, blinking and blind. He’d known that human existence would be miserable, but he hadn’t anticipated how often his body would turn on itself. He fished the eyelash out of his eye, rubbing away tears.

			His ears filled with the sound of choppy, irritated surf breaking against the shore. A plastic-eating robotic barge had crawled out of the water and now sat, gorged and beached, waiting for someone to empty it, but there was no one left. The gloomy, slate sky spat, but stubbornly refused to let go of its rain. The wind blustered between calms and gales. It was uncommon weather for the temperate coastal region, but pretty much an accurate reflection of Beryl’s disposition.

			He trudged onward. A faded city bunched up against the beach to his left. Beyond it, the conic stacks of a power plant hunkered like dormant volcanoes. Farther out, on a mountain ridge, motionless wind turbines waited for humans to unlock them.

			Before now Beryl hadn’t thought about the care with which humans had to consider things like power generation. He hadn’t thought about its consequences. When he looked over his shoulder, to the north, he could see the pale curve of the solar shade that orbited the pole, deflecting the sun’s rays in a desperate attempt to stave off global warming. Any given post-human could have solved Earth’s technical problems in a single sweep. Beryl felt a pang of guilt.

			I’m not one of them. Not anymore. It’s not my problem.

			But power generation was his problem. Without power, the virtual reality franchise he sought would be just another empty building. Solar panels still drank the sun here and there on rooftops and over carports. They charged batteries that lit lonely lights when the sun set. So there was a chance, but Beryl didn’t like his odds. He walked onward, partly for lack of anything else to do.

			Gulls surveyed his progress, remembering a time when the shore had been lousy with humans and their snacks. Hunchbacked palm trees stooped where only their photogenic cousins had previously been permitted.

			Beryl limped parallel to the beach, along a wooden boardwalk. His good leg clomped. His bad leg swung and scraped. The wood, like his body, creaked and groaned. The boardwalk’s architects had had access to more durable construction materials, but tourists expected a natural ambiance.

			The architects of Beryl’s body could have made him an Adonis. Instead they had layered injury upon insult. Beryl examined his fingers, the boundaries of his prison. Hangnail perennials sprouted like irritated whiskers. His belly made a squelching noise. He didn’t know if the sound indicated protest against the room temperature can of beans he’d fed it or a demand for more.

			Impermanence and isolation would have been punishment enough for his crime of ending the endless.

			But my sentence was never about deterrence. It was about control.

			He hated how his mind paced the same circles. He didn’t need to dwell on what had happened or why, but obsession was not so easily curbed in a human mind, so round he went.

			The death of a perfect being is a threat to all who consider themselves perfect, so they sentenced me to life on Earth.

			They who call themselves Transcendent, who think themselves perfect.

			Hardly perfect if they can’t handle a little finality.

			He pushed onward, focusing on the salt smell and shush of surf, keeping the thoughts at bay for a brief interval.

			He didn’t have much hope of a change in his condition, but he had a destination and there was a chance, however slim, that he’d find relief. The goal was enough to stave off a crumb of misery. The thought of frustrating the cowards who had sentenced him by finding a loophole was even better than comfort.

			Beryl had the whole beach to himself, probably the whole city, possibly the whole world. He wondered if his sentencers had emptied the earth as part of his punishment. He dismissed the paranoia.

			Surely my crime didn’t warrant that extreme.

			Still, it was strange. There were only so many beings powerful enough to depopulate the planet while leaving the surface intact. Most of them had been acquaintances.

			He shivered, though the air was not cold, and reminded himself that he preferred to be alone.

			The question of where everyone had gone irritated his thoughts. Eczema irritated his scalp. He ignored the former, scratched ruthlessly at the latter.

			When the tourist district faded into the distance behind him, he put his back to the ocean, letting the landscape guide him east while the sun hid its face behind a roof of clouds. Warehouses with sheet metal siding rose up around him. Broken windows gaped like jagged-eyed monsters. They cried rust-orange tears from oxidized bolts.

			One warehouse stood out from the rest. Its windows were high, thin, and recessed like an ancient castle. Self-replicating solar panels bunched over the roof, lifting their sun-drinking panels like serving platters. Dark gray tendrils splashed down the sides of the building like a liquid. Cords snaked away from the mechanical organism to encroach on neighboring buildings where baby panels sprouted.

			Distinct from the other buildings, this warehouse had a flashy sign, still glowing with power. The sign said Panoply in a large, exciting font. Beneath that, in a more reserved script, were the words: Full Service Virtual Diversion.

			Beryl tried to clamp down on excitement, but his pulse fluttered. He couldn’t imagine centuries more of cramping muscles, a needy stomach, an impatient bladder, restless sleep plagued by angry dreams. He needed a long-term solution and that meant power and automation. He clomped through overgrown grass and across Solarcrete. His dragging toe caught on cracks raised like miniature fault lines.

			“Damnation and mortality,” he huffed as he stumbled.

			He picked himself up, mouth dry with anticipation. The solar panel kudzu and powered Panoply sign suggested he’d found a loophole.

			He hoped his sentencers someday found out how he’d avoided the worst of their punishment. Judge and jury had been wrong. Oh, he was guilty, there was no doubt about that, but he didn’t deserve to be punished. He would have done it all over again, given the chance.

			Beryl hobbled up the steps to glass double doors. He pulled the doors open and entered a dark lobby. Automatic lighting gently brightened around him, illuminating an empty reception desk. Panels on the walls were more than happy to advertise the facility to the only customer on Earth.

			Pleasure worlds! Action adventure! Mystery! Simulations exotic and mundane! All perfectly convincing!

			Beryl rolled his eyes. His body could no more die of exclamation mark poisoning than it could of food poisoning. Its creators wanted Beryl to suffer, not perish.

			He walked behind the desk and found dusty brochures. He flipped through one until he found something interesting: Green and truly self-contained! Solar powered with a fusion backup. Automated in-house nutrient production.

			A shiver ran up his spine. This could be it, he thought.

			He’d been banished to the real world. So be it. There were worlds within worlds, and some of those could trick him into thinking he inhabited something other than an itchy, aching, bloated, hungry, fatigued, too cold, too hot, sweaty, hairy body.

			He explored deeper into the building, navigating through a minor maze of carpeted offices, walls festooned with glossy ads for particular virtual worlds. When the offices changed their tone from cheerful and customer-facing to distraction-free and employee-containing, he knew he was close. He pushed through a final door and stumbled into a massive, dimly lit space, packed with racks of suspension pods like giant gray lima beans. Each bean was large enough to comfortably enclose a sprawled human body. Clusters of wire and tubing fed each bean and snaked away in color-coded bundles with network engineer levels of organization.

			Some of those tubes would carry nutrients to the pods. Some would carry away waste. Others would carry information to the pods, information that would spirit him away from this reality. He licked his cracked lips.

			He found metal grating stairs and climbed slowly. His good leg lifted. His bad leg trailed. He gripped the cold handrail and pulled himself up to the nearest pod. A control panel beside the pod had a dozen indecipherable options and a larger red button labeled Emergency. He punched the red button.

			A seam appeared on the pod where none had been before. This was not the old-fashioned technology of the building that housed it or the ancient technology of the boardwalk. Virtual suspension pods were the height of Pre-Singularity technology, not even five hundred years old.

			The pod clam-shelled open. A corpse lounged inside. Bulbous tumors lumped under the dead man’s skin. Feeding tubes had kept the cancer alive long after his mind had died.

			Beryl’s gorge rose. He looked away. Saliva pooled under his tongue. He spat, fighting against dry-heave convulsions. This was the epitome of his punishment, nausea seizing control of him without warning.

			He pinched his ears, digging in his nails, pain distracting from pain. He focused his thoughts on the crime he’d committed. I’d do it again without hesitation. He focused on the injustice. His sentence wasn’t about reformation, wasn’t about him at all. It was about his sentencers and their fear. Thinking about the unfairness suppressed his nausea. He would get his revenge.

			Beryl would never have to worry about cancer or old age. The designers of his body had made sure of that. At the same time, a short climb up stairs winded him. His breath dragged with asthma. His skin itched and flaked. Comfort eluded him at every turn. If he managed sleep, a weak bladder soon roused him.

			It was all part of his punishment: the best life-preserving genes, the worst life-enjoying genes. But that was about to be irrelevant. He limped to the far end of the walkway. At the end of the row, he pushed the red button. The nearest bean silently yawned open. It was empty.

			Beryl peeled off the moth-eaten layers of clothing he’d found in abandoned stores. He dropped the pile of body-odor-infused cotton where he stood and climbed naked into the inviting tub formed by the bottom half of the pod.

			The pod sensed him. The gel in the bottom conformed to his pear-shaped body. The top eased closed, but not before puffing a lavender-scented chemical cocktail into his face. He inhaled. His mind curled around sleep. Tubes snaked toward him, gently probing. Feeding tubes and breathing tubes, catheters and waste removers. Haptic interfaces touched him with gentle pressure. Tubes came and dabbed him with local anesthetics as a precursor to the neural interface.

			As Beryl slipped away to the infinite, lucid dreamworlds, an unpracticed expression graced his lips. He smiled and thought, The best revenge is a life well lived.

		


	
			Chapter 4

			Burying Family

			•

		

		
			Wildflowers bobbed their faces in a gentle breeze beside a foot path leading up to an idyllic cottage. The structure sat in the shadow of a mountain of shining, level-one, basic swords.

			Fife adjusted her travel sack, stepped out from the cover of the tree line, and headed toward the cottage. The building’s walls, up to waist height, were mortared stone. Heavy wood beams rose above the stone to a thatched roof. A four-pane window looked out on the meadow. A weed-choked garden separated the cottage from the meadow. The chimney breathed no smoke.

			A woman sat on a sturdy bench outside the front door. She kept her head down, her hands in motion. Whatever it was that occupied her, the activity sent rhythmic, metallic, scraping noises bounding across the meadow.

			The woman’s hair was distinctive even from a distance. It was long, braided, and golden beyond the color of any natural hair. It flashed in the sun as if it were woven with coins of the realm. When Fife was younger, she had judged Tapalisk for that choice, but Fife had to admit that it suited this setting better than the filthy zombie apocalypse where they had first met.

			Fife continued down the narrow dirt path. Butterflies flitted in her face. Birds chirped. A waterfall murmured in the hidden distance. Wildflower scents sweetened the air.

			A chicken interrupted its search for bugs. It cocked its head to eye her nervously. The rest of the flock took notice, red-crowned heads popping up out of the grass. A handful of birds scattered before her, casting indignant bawks as they fled.

			Still the woman on the bench did not look up. That was a bad sign. Fife’s chest tightened, but she held her head high. Neither hope nor despair had any control over reality, virtual or otherwise.

			None of Fife’s wool or leather clothing chafed. Her thoroughly unmodern boots gave no blisters. This was very much a game world, not the sort of simulation she could learn practical skills from, but before she could prepare for the outside world, she wanted to find a partner.

			She halted in front of Tapalisk, well within the woman’s line of sight. Dirt crunched beneath Fife’s booted feet. Tapalisk kept her eyes on her work. She dragged a whetstone across the edge of the sword in her lap. Stray strands of her flaxen hair waved in the breeze.

			Tapalisk wore an ankle-length kirtle, the ties on the front hanging loose, revealing ample cleavage, another avatar choice Fife had judged in her naïveté. Though it wasn’t the style that Fife preferred for herself, she had learned that preferences in appearance did not necessarily signify anything beyond preference. Tapalisk was a wise and kind friend. Fife would have defended her right to wear any body she chose. The question that troubled Fife, however, was, Is this really Tapalisk? 

			Fife waved a hand in front of the woman’s eyes. Stone screeched on steel. The woman bearing Tapalisk’s tag did not so much as blink. She turned the sword over, and began to sharpen the other side. A mound of similar razor-sharp weapons lay haphazardly piled behind her.

			Fife grimaced. The pile was the tip of an iceberg worth of swords that dwarfed the cottage. Finished, Tapalisk threw her current sword over her shoulder. It hit the side of the pile, spun, and slid down a decline slick with swords to join the steel lake spreading out on the far side of the cottage.

			A green up arrow flashed above Tapalisk’s head, followed swiftly by a red warning that she had already maxed out her sword-sharpening skill.

			Fife didn’t care for games that wasted her time with repetitive grind. She much preferred improving her performance by exploring and exploiting the mechanisms of a game. Apparently Tapalisk’s solution for working past the grind was a script running on repeat. She wondered when Tapalisk had last logged in to check on her avatar’s progress.

			Fife pulled up her friend list. The hologram appeared for her eyes only, the medieval fantasy world dimming behind it.

			_xXx_sksksk_xXx_: inactive since 446 Post-Singularity

			JefferyTheDank: inactive since 440 Post-Singularity

			Ragaborph69: inactive since 445 Post-Singularity

			Tapalisk: in-game since 446 Post-Singularity

			The list went on.

			Tapalisk had been in the same game for a year. Fife had her answer. This avatar was not her friend. It was an empty shell. 

			Fife swiped the list away. Her path forward was clear. Checking on Tapalisk had been a mere formality, an important one certainly, but nonetheless a formality. This was the end of Fife’s metaquest.

			Her friends were all dead or had left Panoply for good, which amounted to the same thing. It would be unreasonable to continue hoping otherwise. Change wasn’t coming. Change had come and gone. Something had happened in the outside world, and Fife had been left behind.

			She felt oddly at peace. She knew what she had to do. Knowing was a great comfort, difficult as the follow-through might be. It was time for a new game, but first she had some loose ends to tie up.

			Fife stepped up beside Tapalisk’s avatar. The woman finished sharpening her latest sword, and tossed the blade over her shoulder. Fife snatched it out of the air by the hilt and swung it through a tight arc, lopping off Tapalisk’s head. A new blade had appeared from thin air in the avatar’s hands. The avatar swept its stone across the newest blade one last time then tumbled forward. The head rolled faceup, eyes placid, jaw relaxed, dead in deeper ways long before this moment.

			Fife dug a hole deep enough that digital scavengers wouldn’t disturb it. Inside the cottage she found a purse bulging with gold coins and a pouch of healing herbs. With a touch these items vanished from the cottage and landed in her inventory. Fife laughed softly at the game’s assumption that she was here to loot. She transferred the items to Tapalisk’s inventory.

			Fife plucked white and purple wildflowers, which she placed in Tapalisk’s hair. She laid Tapalisk in the grave with her friend’s head, of course, returned to a more respectful location atop her neck. Fife tied a silk ribbon around Tapalisk’s neck to hide the wound. She laid one of Tapalisk’s sharpened swords on her chest and crossed the avatar’s arms over it. Then she got to work shoveling dirt over the grave as the sun sank into the horizon.

			Crickets chirped and a wolf howled. Fife sat beside the grave, taking a break to consume a potion to restore her stamina meter. Rejuvenated, she rolled a shin-height boulder over to serve as a headstone. Into the stone she carved, Here lies Tapalisk, the best family I ever had.

			Fife stood over Tapalisk’s finished grave. The sun had long since set. The sky had cooled. An outrageous tapestry of stars sparkled beyond shifting neon green and purple auroras. An owl gave a long, mournful hoot. Owls were solitary hunters, silent and nocturnal. Fife had played that style for a long time before she met Tapalisk. Now she knew better. She needed a team, a party of diverse talent and a common goal. She had only herself.

			Tears filled her eyes as she searched for something to say to the mound of dirt that covered a digital body that no longer housed the soul of her friend. She had no religious tradition. All she’d ever had were the stories thrust upon her by designed game narratives or unscripted, open-world interactions. At the center of so many of her stories was her kind, wise friend, Tapalisk.

			She whispered, “Your quest’s not over. It will never end. It goes on through me.”

			Crickets chirped, oblivious. Fife’s tears fell with soft pat pats into the freshly turned dirt. She scraped lingering stone dust out of the words carved into the headstone with her fingertips. These words, this ritual, would have to be enough. Fife breathed deep the fantasy air then exited the game.

			It was time.

			She initiated a search for realistic survival games, simulations that would prepare her for the outside world.

			Fife had accumulated more stars, achievements, coins, 1-ups, and collectibles than most had dreamed. She still topped a dozen leaderboards. Her speed run of Ultimate Hero Rush was the stuff of legends. She was kind of a big deal. But none of those things mattered in the outside world, and sooner or later she would have to go there, probably never to return, like all the ghostly names on her friend list.

			She was scared and excited. She understood some of what to expect. The rules of the outside went well beyond no save-scumming. It was permadeath like the most hard-core games wished they could be. But first she would die as her friends had died. Her transition to the outside would be an ending and a new beginning. What was death if not that?

			Her search completed. A phantom interface spooled out a list of tough virtual worlds that strove for realism. She loaded up a survival sim’s tutorial. Minutes later she had flint in her hands and a teepee of twigs and dried leaves before her. She cracked the stones together. Sparks flew like shooting stars.

		


	
			Chapter 5

			Second-Best Revenge

			•

		

		
			Yellow smeared the horizon. The rising sun painted the undersides of purple clouds in fiery red. The ocean caught the colors. Gently bobbing waves chopped the sky into fragments.

			Surf splashed against Beryl’s ankles, swam inland, then retreated, digging cavities in the sand beneath his feet. It tickled his toes. Salty ocean air opened his lungs. The cool water made a pleasure of the simmering heat.

			A flock of gulls flapped across the vista, calling softly to each other. That was simply too much.

			Beryl cringed. He kicked at the water in irritation. He raked his fingers over his scalp out of habit even though his avatar’s head didn’t itch or flake.

			Actual gull cries were harsh and obnoxious. At least one of the birds ought to have swooped at him to see if he had any food worth stealing, but they hadn’t.

			The whole experience was fake and stupid. Beryl wondered what he was doing. The virtual reality franchise was near a coastal city. He had come from a real beach. What the hell was the point of leaving one resort for another? He missed the genuine obnoxiousness of the birds.

			Do you, Beryl? Do you miss those sky rats, or are you just searching for something to complain about?

			He lifted his left leg out of the wet sand. The leg was slimmer and better muscled than his physical leg. What’s more, there was no pain. The limb was straight, untwisted. He put it down, then lifted the other leg. His “bad” leg took the weight without complaint.

			This is objectively better than the real world, he thought.

			He continued scratching at his head. “Who am I trying to convince?” he asked the perfectly calibrated sea breeze.

			Muted gulls and lulling wave sounds were the only replies.

			Beryl called up a menu. A holographic interface appeared between him and the annoyingly perfect sunrise. He scrolled through his list of pleasure simulations, discarding everything he’d already tried. Even the untested multitudes looked derivative. He discarded those too.

			One option remained: a custom scenario he’d begun crafting then given up on to drown himself in fine dining and pleasant scenery.

			Beryl activated the custom scenario. He was teleported to another beach. A small, round table with a chessboard sat between wooden stools. The sun was suddenly high in the sky, but palm trees shaded the table.

			He’d forgotten that he’d selected a beach resort for this scenario too.

			“Where’s your imagination?” Lium asked.

			The other man stepped out from behind the narrow trunk of a palm tree that could not have hidden his approach, but Beryl ignored the small breach in immersion. He inspected his sibling. The facsimile was good, but not perfect. It had Lium’s military-precise haircut, sharp features, and cold eyes. It wore a simple close-fit gray suit over a bleach-white shirt with black buttons.

			But it didn’t move as Lium moved. There was an arrogance setting that Beryl had cranked to maximum when he’d designed this mirror of his sibling, but the resulting swagger and posture had no subtlety; it was a baseless arrogance, conveying confidence, without stemming from confidence.

			“I don’t need imagination,” Beryl replied, striving to embrace his own character and let the scenario proceed as intended. He gestured at the chessboard. “I can beat you with raw intellect.”

			Lium sniffed. “We shall see about that.”

			Lium’s voice wasn’t perfect either. The tone and volume matched, but the cadence was slightly off, the pauses too short. Beryl figured that wouldn’t be too hard to fix, but he also figured it would lead to a futile Zeno’s Paradox, every adjustment closing half the distance between the simulacrum and reality, while perfection eluded him. He decided to use his imagination to close the gap instead, his artificial sibling’s mockery be damned.

			Lium sat, placing his hands on his knees. Beryl took the stool opposite him. He hunched over the board, tension immediately balling fists in his back.

			No, no, no. He accessed a menu, and switched out the stools for cushioned chairs. Lium momentarily glitched through the chair. The model repositioned itself, legs crossed, leaning back. Beryl beat his own cushion into shape then sat heavily upon it.

			“Where were we?” he asked.

			Lium pinched one black pawn and one white pawn. He held them in opposite hands. “I believe we were about to select our colors.”

			Beryl waved dismissively. “You be white. It’s what you want anyway.”

			“Of course.” Lium grinned knowingly. “White. First player. Statistically advantaged so you can feel additionally superior if you win, but you can dismiss my skill if you lose.”

			Beryl gripped the arms of his chair. He hadn’t expected that jab from the simplistic artificial intelligence module he’d cobbled together to simulate his sibling. The technology involved was child’s play to a transcendent being, but he had to remember that he himself was no longer post-human. A good AI could fool him. His thoughts, insights, and reactions were all computed inside a human brain, the brain the jury had sentenced him to occupy. Lium had been on that jury.

			This thing isn’t Lium.

			It was close enough. Beryl would enjoy crushing it in a battle of wits.

			“Start the game already,” Beryl grumbled.

			Lium made a little as-you-wish bow. He didn’t have to rotate the board. White was already in front of him. He moved his king’s pawn to e4.

			Beryl responded with his own king’s pawn. The board progressed into a Scotch Four Knights opening, but after that, Lium ceded white’s initiative to gradually encroach on the board and set up mutually reinforcing lines of defense.

			Beryl developed his bishops and queen. He aggressively hopped a knight into the thick of Lium’s defenses in an attempt to create an opening. For a while, Beryl forgot himself. He focused on beating his sibling, and as long as he didn’t think about it too much, he enjoyed himself.

			“You’ll never beat me with such conservative play,” Beryl chided, leaping his other knight to a position behind enemy lines, along the attack path of his own bishop.

			Lium replied without taking his eyes off the board. “I don’t have to beat you. The way you play, you’ll beat yourself. All I need to do is present opportunities for you to make a mistake.”

			Lium side-stepped his rook to put it out of the way of the threatening knight.

			“You’ll have to make a sacrifice eventually,” Beryl pointed out, regretting his words as he considered that the smart move was probably to retreat rather than trade his knight.

			Lium’s face pinched as if he’d bitten a wormy apple. “You are so self-centered, acting like you’re the only one that makes sacrifices.”

			Beryl froze, hand hovering over the black knight. He sensed Lium’s presence inside the construct.

			The artificial intelligence got lucky, he told himself. It happened to say something very like Lium. That’s a credit to my skill in designing it. Nothing more.

			Beryl rolled his neck, attempting to loosen the tension that had accumulated there. He’d have to be vigilant against the sorts of superstitions meat brains were prone to, seeing patterns and intention where there were none.

			He reached for the knight again, but before his hand lifted the piece and committed him to a move, an icon winked in the corner of his vision. The icon expanded into a small window with a text message.

			Player 2 has entered the game.

			Beryl scowled. He hadn’t interacted with any human players. He had assumed that there weren’t any. If all the walking, talking people on Earth had been raptured away to who knew where then surely the gamers had too.

			But there was someone else here now. The hair on his arms stood on end. He scrambled with the voice-activated menu system. “New tab, privacy settings. New tab, hidden. New tab, do not disturb. New tab, block. New tab, invisible.”

			Semitransparent, overlapping windows cluttered Beryl’s vision. The replica of Lium waited patiently, politely oblivious to the interruption.

			Beryl’s eyes scanned the various search results. He flicked privacy settings to their extremes, cursing at the inconsistencies in the user interface. Sometimes “enable” was the more private setting as with the archaically named “enable away-from-keyboard message.” Other times “disable” was what he wanted as in “disable public chat.”

			Beryl got to the bottom of privacy, then moved on to the next window. He hid himself from searches and views. He activated “do not disturb.” He blocked all user interaction. He activated invisibility; his hands and forearms were suddenly cast in glass as they grasped at menus in the tropical air, and not a moment too soon. A woman stepped out from behind the same palm tree portal Lium had entered through.

			Beryl froze like an animal in the sights of a predator.

			The woman’s gaze passed over the board and the back of Lium’s head. Then she looked up, out over the water, then inland to a wooden walkway curving up to a grass hut. She didn’t notice Beryl, couldn’t notice him.

			Beryl forced himself to breathe normally though his heart raced of its own accord.

			What am I afraid of?

			He had many answers to that question.

			He was afraid of getting caught in some minute violation of his exile, fine print he hadn’t bothered to read.

			He was afraid of stumbling into some sort of social obligation, or worse, moral obligation to the last earthly survivor of whatever gentle apocalypse had taken everyone away.

			I’m afraid of making a friend.

			That last one popped into his brain and he cursed aloud. He scrutinized the woman, but she hadn’t heard his outburst. He was muted, invisible, unsensible, without clipping or collision.

			The last friendship I had didn’t turn out so well, he thought apologetically to no one in particular.

			The woman circumnavigated the table and chairs. Lium drummed his fingers, ignoring her. Beryl examined the intruder more closely. She was fit, with toned muscles streaking tanned arms. She seemed to know it, displaying her limbs in a tight white tank top. Below that she wore a loose brown skirt. Her hair was black, long, and fluttered around her face in the sea breeze. Her eyes were large and dark as her hair, her brows long, thin, and expressive. Her cheeks, nose, and lips were all inoffensively pleasing, the way Beryl imagined most actors and models looked in the physical, untranscended world where people cared about such things.

			But she wasn’t as exaggerated as Beryl assumed most avatars in virtual were. She appeared within the bounds of reasonable physical likelihoods.

			What is she doing here? he wondered.

			Beryl drifted through the back of his chair and out of the way as she approached. He was invisible and untouchable, but superstition made him avoid passing through the woman all the same.

			“Hello?” she called out, projecting loudly and clearly. No one answered. She shrugged and brought all her attention to bear on the chessboard. She pointed at white’s side, then at black’s. Her finger jumped back and forth, settled on her chin where it tapped.

			“Black’s move,” she murmured.

			Beryl narrowed his eyes. She was insightful, he’d give her that, but she was just a curious busybody, snooping in other people’s business. He nodded invisibly in support of his own assessment. Furthermore, she was proof that not everyone had been vanished away from Earth. An apocalypse that passed over various individuals and left all the infrastructure intact couldn’t be so bad, and what’s more, it couldn’t be the work of a post-human. No PH would be so sloppy.

			But if a
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