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Jaxson Metz had been brushing his teeth for a little over an hour.  Or rather, if RealTime mattered at all, the ReDoo’s would have added up to an hour or so.  As it was, in SliceTime, he had only expended a couple of minutes, but the one stubborn fleck of plaque that he’d been struggling to remove was gone.  He wondered how many times he’d redone his tooth brushing.  I mean altogether, he thought.  It must be thousands.  

It didn’t matter.  All that mattered was perfection.

Since the invention of the Personal Life Slice, everyone in the world lived a literal perfect life.  You were born, and for your first twelve years, you lived in the care of the Central Control as a Norm.  Norms lived totally in RealTime.  On your thirteenth birthday, you got your Slice.  Jaxson thought back to how things had been when he was a Norm.  “It sucked.  Life without ReDoo and Slicing—” he shuddered—“just not worth living.”

Slicing did have consequences.  You had to remember your ReDoos.  SliceTime was brain real-time.  Your brain had to maintain memory, so corrections could be made.  That was what caused RealDeath.  Eventually, no matter how well maintained, your brain gave in.  

When you first got your Slice, it was so easy to get caught up in the minutia.  You could spend hours of RealTime fixing your hair “just right” or mixing the perfect drink.  Some new Slicers obsessed over everything.  “SliceLock.” they called it, being stuck in a loop, going through the same action constantly, seeking total perfection.  Lockers tended to wash out early.  They wore out their brains about a Slice-year or two past their inception day.

Most of the time, Jax did not obsess over little things.  Like most Slicers, he was an Extreme.  Extremes lived for thrills, the more exciting the better.  When you were an Extreme, your Slice was used for action.  He was looking forward to introducing Ananke fully into his latest quest.  

As soon as we are Joined, and we’ve returned from our honeymoon, it will be just the two of us.  I can hardly wait to see what incredible adventures we can dream up! he thought.  His guild would miss him though.  I hope they’ll find a good Tank to replace me.

Jax took a final look in the mirror.  His appearance was perfect, and it was almost time.  

“At least I’m not a Deather,” he muttered.  “Those guys are spooky-nutz!”  He turned away from the glass.  Deathers spent their whole Slice-time finding new ways to experience death and pain.  Not that they would actually die, of course, nothing in the Slice could cause RealDeath.  They just wanted to feel as much agony as possible.  

*          *          *
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JAX GESTURED.  THE grooming area vanished, and he was surrounded by the featureless void that was the normal starting point for every Slice experience.  He was tempted to drop into a quick adventure, Just to calm my nerves, he thought.  He shook his head.  “No time for that now,” he admonished himself.  Today was an important day.  He was getting married.  He and his perfect match, his soul mate, would be Joined this day.  He’d spent all the SliceTime he could spare just getting ready.

Jaxson stared into the void.  His mind wandered.  She’s so wonderful, he thought.  So far beyond any other girl I ever met.  I don’t know why she even gave me a second look!

The instant he met Ananke Narcissus he had fallen in love.  She was perfect in every way.  Her hair was the color of ripe grain.  Her eyes were as gray as the sea after a storm.  Her skin was flawless.  Every feature of her body was perfectly proportioned and symmetrical.  

“Ananke,” he breathed.  Even her name was perfection.  

Jax swallowed hard.  He was trembling, and his mouth was dry.  Slicer marriage was a big step, and Jax was only thirty, a lot younger than most.  When you Sliced, everything you did was in your control.  You lived in a personal universe, and you could do anything.  Every fantasy was possible.  Some never emerged, living their entire lives in their Slice.  Generally, though, Slicers grew bored, exhausting their imaginations after a few real-time decades.  Joining was a way to reinvigorate your Slice.

Up until he’d met Ananke he really had not even considered sharing.  He’d even looked down on some of his guild members who had “settled down.”  “Losers,” he used to call them.  He drew another couple of deep breaths, trying to calm his thundering heartbeat.  

I just know it will be great with her. . .we were practically made for each other! He smiled, thinking about how they had met.

It had started on a whim.  One of his buddies, a senior member who was pushing seventy, had convinced him to attend a SlicerMeet.  He’d been looking for a while, trying to find the right partner to join with.  “Come with me, Jax,” he’d said. “You’ve never been to a Meet!  There are younger folks there, too—you can just HookUp, yah know. . .no commitment!”

Reluctantly he’d agreed.  SlicerMeets are fine if you’re an old guy, he thought, but no way am I ready to give up any part of my Slice! 

His whole attitude had changed when he met Ananke.  It  happened so fast.  He had been at the Meet for a while.  Not much was going on.  His buddy had already vanished into a Trial Date with a hunky dude who was barely legal.  To pass the time, he’d jumped into a couple of quick HookUps.  The first had been awkward, the second boring.  Frustrated, he’d been about to void the Meet when she suddenly appeared.  

He had been drawn to her immediately.  Wow, he fantasized, if I were looking for a SliceMate, I’d hook up with her in an instant.

No sooner had the thought crossed his mind when she turned and her eyes locked on his.  In the next instant, almost without his willing it, they were together.  Their shared adventure had excited him as he had not been in decades.  When the HookUp ended, he begged her to consent to a Trial.  He’d been crushed when she disappeared without answering.

He laughed now, thinking about it.  She was just playing hard to get! he thought.  And it made the getting even more exciting. 

Their next encounter had been totally on Ananke’s terms, and he had been infatuated with her ever since.  When they went to Central Control together and tested at the theoretical top for compatibility, he’d wasted no time in popping the question.  Nothing in his life had ever made him happier than when she said, “Yes.”

That day he’d practically floated on air.  When Ananke and I are Joined, our worlds will be even more perfect! he imagined.  

They wasted no time in planning every part of the ceremony; she even set up a customized Slice where they would be Joined.  The actual Joining itself was no more than a parameter change in Central Control.  There were rules though; frivolous marriages were frowned upon.

We’re ready.  We’ve been through all the required Trial Dates.  Everything went fine.  Our comp scores were ninety-nine point nine-nine-nine, better than most.  Despite his self-encouragement, Jax still felt a flutter in the pit of his gut.  She’s so strong willed. . .what if it doesn’t work out?”  A wave of anxiety shot through him.  Bad marriages are rare, but they do happen!  He shook his head, taking another deep breath.  Just the Joining-day jitters, he assured himself.

A sudden tone echoed through the void.  He glanced at his wrist monitor; it was time.  He raised his hand, beginning the gestures that would evoke their wedding day Slice.  Suddenly the nothingness around him was ripped asunder.  Jax was startled.  “I didn’t command—”

The intruding images banished the void in an instant.  “Oh!  The Joining has begun!” he concluded.  Ananke’s Slice and his were now under their dual control.  The ceremony had started.

Her vision enveloped him.  He knew what to expect—they had agreed on all the particulars together.  Still, her realization was impressive.  He found himself positioned on a low dais at the head of an immense marble colonnade.  Banks of ornately carved wooden and marble seats fanned outward, encompassing the space on either side of the broad central aisle.  The rows were filled to overflowing with beautifully dressed people of all descriptions.  He looked down.  His clothing had been transformed.  He wore royal robes.  Ermine trimmed his cuffs, and his purple silks glittered with precious gems and gold.  He raised one hand, feeling the diamond- encrusted gold circlet bound on his forehead.

“Amazing!” he exclaimed.  “This is exact to the smallest detail.  We are to be Joined in the castle of the Romanovs, and I am dressed as Emperor of the Realm!” 

He looked up as a hush stole over the assembly.  A single trumpet pealed.  From the eastern archway, a silent procession of clerics filed onto the massive white marble altar behind him.  The last one was carrying an immense golden crozier.  Jaxon straightened his back and swallowed hard.  This is it! he thought.

There was an expectant pause.  From the nave high above the central processional, thunderous organ music erupted.  The coda to Mendelsohn’s “Wedding March” rolled through the cavernous space, and the throng rose as one.  Jax began to sweat.  What if I freeze up? he thought anxiously.  He rocked back and forth, overcome with nervous energy.  Suddenly a terrible thought struck him.  “The ring!” he yelped.  He stuck his hand into the crinkly silk pockets of his ornate waistcoat and sighed with relief.  “Ah!  Got it.”

The music died.  He could hear a pin drop.  There was a flicker of movement, and Ananke appeared at the far end of the colonnade.  All eyes turned to focus upon her.

She looks so lovely. . .just perfection! he thought, his heart near to bursting with joy.  Wagner’s classic “Bridal Chorus” sounded in the still air.  Slowly to the time of the music, she began to proceed alone down the aisle.

Jax watched as she came closer.  Something about her appearance raised a ghost of irritation.  It’s the dress, he suddenly thought.  She’s made it too puffy.  He shook his head in
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