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“Presence is an incredibly powerful sensation and it’s unique 

to VR; there’s no way to create it in any other medium. Most 

people find it to be kind of magical and we think that once 

people have experienced presence, they’ll want it badly.” 

--Michael Abrash, Steam Dev Days, 2014 

 



Johnston / Presence / 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One 

 

The screen flickered and then turned black. A split-

second later it flickered back on again. For a moment 

everything looked normal--right before the display started 

twisting and warping, and then froze completely. 

This was the fifth incident of the computer behaving 

oddly in the last three days, and the joke was wearing thin. 

It had first started showing signs it might be infected after 

an evening spent trawling through the deep web, browsing 

obscure articles on the military’s top secret early 

experiments with virtual reality, and now I was beginning to 

suspect there was maybe some connection between the recent 

string of issues with the computer and the snooping I’d done 

previously in the week. 

I shuffled the mouse from side to side, hoping it would 

fix the problem. Nothing happened. 

It didn’t make any sense: I’d run a complete scan of the 

system only the other day to make sure there were no insidious 

virus programs running. The virus checker should have found 
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any potential threats, but it hadn’t shown anything out of the 

ordinary. 

Lately everything seemed to bug-out right when I was in 

the middle of something-- 

# 

Wait. . . . Let’s backup for a second. My account of this 

particular incident will be more effective if I rewind to a 

few minutes earlier: I had just booted up a new game, The Last 

Galaxy, which was the hot VR space-shooter of the moment and 

had come highly recommended by multiple people in the gaming 

forums. 

Yeah, that’s a better place to start. In my experience, 

most stories about virtual reality tend to open with the 

protagonist playing a cool VR game or already deeply immersed 

in some exciting virtual simulation--it’s what the audience 

came for after all--and I wouldn’t want to disappoint anyone 

by bucking the trend. 

So, without further ado. . . . 
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Chapter Two 

 

An emergency siren wailed out from the headphones, 

followed by a robotic female voice trumpeting in my ear: 

“Emergency. Emergency. Incoming enemy attack wave. All V-

Tech fighters prepare for launch.” 

Various display screens and command buttons lit up one 

after the other on the large control panel in front of me, 

illuminating the metallic cockpit of a single-seater 

spacecraft in a spectrum of glowing and blinking lights. The 

ship’s boot sequence automatically initiated and the female 

computer voice announced that navigation was now online, 

followed by weapons, and then the engines, which powered up 

with a satisfying and appropriately sci-fi-sounding hum of 

pulsating energy. The computer informed me the ship was ready 

for launch. 

My heart immediately sank: A bunch of the VR games I’d 

played recently had been typical space shooters, set up so the 

player was encapsulated within the cockpit of a fighter jet or 

giant mech, or some similar situation where their movement 
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would be naturally restricted, and, true to form, The Last 

Galaxy had me stuck inside a virtual cockpit once again, 

leaving me barely able to reach out an arm at full length 

before virtually striking the digital tin can wrapped around 

me. But I really shouldn’t have been disappointed; the control 

and movement limitations of reasonably affordable current-gen 

VR meant it was custom made for this kind of confined and 

constrained experience. 

One thing that stood out immediately, however, was the 

game’s graphics. Rather than go for a more realistic visual 

style, as was often the case with these types of games, The 

Last Galaxy looked closer to a sci-fi anime cartoon rendered 

in full 3D. The entire scene popped with bold colours and 

contrasting shadows, and with a clarity and vibrancy that was 

difficult to achieve with any other art style. Every metal 

control knob and plastic button, the row of flip-switches 

above me on the cockpit roof, and even the leather on the 

pilot’s seat looked more tangible as a result of the game’s 

toon-shaded and almost geometric simplicity. The sensation of 

sitting directly inside in a living and breathing 3D cartoon 

was both wonderful and weird at the same time. 

I looked down at my virtual body and legs, which were in 

the standard seated position for a space shooter, and saw a 

white anti-g flight suit and matching gloves. My left hand 

rested on the throttle control and my right hand gripped a 

black flight stick. Gently pushing on the gamepad’s analogue 
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sticks made the in-game throttle and flight stick move around 

similarly. The in-game 3D representation of me wasn’t matched 

perfectly with how I was sitting and holding the gamepad in 

real life, which wasn’t an uncommon issue in VR, but it was 

close enough to create a convincing illusion. 

Beyond the cockpit window, a series of white strip lights 

lit up one after the other in two parallel lines along the 

ground. It was then that I realised my ship was sitting in the 

hanger bay of a huge spacecraft carrier floating in space. The 

carrier was filled with rows of single-seater spaceships that 

were a mix of Star Wars’ snowspeeder and the glowing ion 

engine on the backend of the Millennium Falcon. My own ship 

was similarly fashioned, as indicated by the 3D render slowly 

rotating on one of the cockpit display panels. 

Red emergency lights flashed throughout the hanger. A 

couple of large mechs stomped past my view transporting man-

sized missiles in their metallic claws, closely followed by a 

group of pilots frantically rushing to their ships and 

clambering inside. One after the other the pilots fired up 

their engines and moved into position, lining up their ships 

with the white guide lines dotted along the bay floor, and 

then they launched at blistering speed out into the darkness. 

Beyond the exit to the launch bay and off into the distance, 

multiple broken streams of red, green, and blue laser-fire 

danced around the black canvas of space and mixed in among a 
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display of mini explosions at the heart of where our ships 

were engaging hostile enemy forces in an all-out space war. 

A huge fiery blast erupted from the interior wall of the 

carrier with a boom so loud and explosive that the shock wave 

shook the entire bay. Nearby ships caught in its blast radius 

exploded into a hundred fractured pieces, sending a couple of 

the pilots flying through the air like ragdolls. Debris from 

the bay roof crashed down onto the floor around my ship. The 

display panels in front of me flickered on and off from the 

force of the impact. 

“Warning! Incoming debris. Proximity alert!” 

Large chunks of metal crashed onto the top of the cockpit 

with a heavy thud, and a thick crack tore across the glass 

roof like a bolt of lightning. Instinctively, I raised my 

hands to protect myself, and then, feeling the plastic of the 

gamepad in my sweaty grip, remembered that it was just a 

simulation. 

How ridiculous I must have looked. Other people always 

looked stupid when I saw them doing stuff like this in VR. I 

usually laughed inside when I saw them ducking out of the way 

of digital projectiles shooting straight for them, or reaching 

out their hands as though they could actually touch whatever 

virtual object was floating in front of their face. This was, 

however, a clear sign that the illusion was convincing, and a 

small taste of the presence that all good VR experiences were 

aiming for. 
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The female computer voice announced that the ship’s ion 

engine had suffered critical damage and I needed to exit the 

craft immediately. A couple of flashing warning lights on the 

control panel indicated similarly. 

Apparently I wasn’t going to be flying around in a 

spaceship after all--a rather surprising turn of events. Maybe 

there was more to this game than I first gave it credit for. 

I looked at the cockpit release lever to my side and 

pressed the corresponding button on the gamepad. Nothing 

happened. 

I pushed it again. There was a loud crackle, followed by 

a spark of electricity that shot past my head as the circuit 

shorted out. A small fire erupted behind my shoulder. It 

quickly grew into a much larger one, lighting up the cockpit 

in an ominous orange glow. Puffs of black smoke filled the 

interior. The computer called out: 

“Warning! Warning! Interior explosion imminent.” 

I furiously thumbed the button on the gamepad, hoping 

that if I pressed it enough times it would eventually work. 

A deafening bang blasted out of the headphones. Roaring 

flames rushed through the cockpit and engulfed my entire view. 

The screen flashed red and then faded to black, followed by 

the two most dreaded words in gaming appearing in the centre 

of the screen: 

Game Over 
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The game over text faded from view and was replaced by 

the start menu floating in the centre of the display. 

Before I’d even been able to properly get my bearings, 

the game had unceremoniously booted me out. It wasn’t exactly 

what I’d had in mind when I thought there was a chance I might 

actually get to exit the spaceship. What had I done wrong? 

Surely it hadn’t been because I’d spent too long looking 

around and admiring the game’s visuals. It seemed a little 

harsh and unfair of the game to punish me when I didn’t feel 

like I’d made any major mistakes. Although, I guess it was a 

novel way to create a genuine sense of danger and emergency, 

and heighten the feeling of immersion in the world too. 

But why exactly had I failed? Maybe there was a quick-

time event I hadn’t noticed, or I’d missed a bunch of obvious 

visual and audio cues. . . . Whatever the case, I decided to 

give the game another go. I selected restart and pressed the 

button on the gamepad. 

The cockpit surrounded me once again, emergency siren 

wailing in my ear. The ship ran through its boot sequence, 

again. This time I immediately looked at the control panel to 

see if there was any indicator of what I was supposed to do 

next. The auto-launch button was flashing--something I hadn’t 

noticed previously--and it was waiting for my command. OK, 

this time I’m not going to-- 

A loud ringing joined the ongoing wail of the siren in a 

deafening duet. 
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What now? Had I set off an alarm or failed to do 

something critical to completing this part of the game 

already? How was that even possible? I’d been in the 

simulation for no longer than a few seconds.  

I couldn’t see any obvious source where the noise might 

be coming from. 

The ringing sounded again. 

It was then that I realised the noise wasn’t coming from 

inside the simulation; it was coming from my computer--an 

incoming video call. 

I quickly paused the game, placed the gamepad on my lap, 

and lifted the headset off my head. 

 # 

The ringing sounded once more, and a notification window 

displaying the caller’s ID popped up on the computer monitor. 

It was Peter. 

I clicked to accept the call and Peter’s head appeared in 

the video window.  

“Hey, Peter.” 

“Hey, Jobe. How’s it going? I figured I’d give you a 

quick call since we haven’t chatted for a while.” 

“Yeah, it’s been over a week.” 

“So, what are you up to? How’s your latest game coming 

along?” 

“Actually, I’ve not done any design or coding on it for a 

couple of days now. I think I’m suffering from a bit of 
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‘coders block’ after spending so long trying to fix that 

stupid inventory system bug. And my computer’s been acting a 

bit funny lately anyway. I was just in the middle of playing a 

new VR game though, The Last Galaxy. Have you heard of it?” 

“Yeah, I downloaded it the other day, but I’ve not had a 

chance to play it yet. You said your computer’s been--” 

“Want to give it a go now?” 

“I can’t. I’m going out for food with Claire shortly. I 

was just calling to let you know that I’ve finished the latest 

build of my game. I finally got the new enemy AI working 

properly, and--you’re gonna love this bit--I also recently 

added in VR support.” 

“No way--sweet! You should bring it over at some point 

and let me try it out. I can’t wait to see the latest version 

of your game running on an actual headset.” 

“I knew that would get you worked up--” 

“Maybe you could bring it round tomorrow.” 

“Look how eager you are, Jobe. You have such a chubby for 

VR.” 

“Well, what can I say; I love virtual reality.” 

“Oh, I know you do; you love all things gaming. But VR 

really is on a whole other level for you.” 

“Yeah, I guess I just like escaping the limitations of 

everyday life, stepping into entirely new worlds and alternate 

realities, and having experiences I’m more likely to conjure 

up in my dreams or see in sci-fi movies. I mean, if I want to 
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stand on the surface of a desert planet in a galaxy far, far 

away and longingly stare off into the distance . . . I can. Or 

maybe I’d like to see attack ships on fire off the shoulder of 

Orion, and watch c-beams glitter in the dark near the 

Tannhäuser Gate. In VR, it’s possible.” 

Peter snickered into his microphone. “Yeah, but once you 

turn off the VR and leave the simulation, all those moments 

will be lost in time, like--” 

 “Like tears in rain. Ha, true. But while I’m in there, 

the possibilities are endless. Imagine . . . I could be 

running around the Earth at near the speed of light, like The 

Flash.” I sat perfectly still and waited. 

After a couple of seconds, Peter broke the silence. “Hey, 

I think your camera stream has just frozen.” 

I jerked back into motion. “Whoosh! Nope, that was just 

my afterimage, left behind as I zoomed around the world--

twice--and now I’m back again!” 

“Very funny, Jobe” 

“The point is VR makes this kind of stuff possible, even 

for me.” 

“I totally hear you, man, and I’m right there with you. 

In fact, just listening to you talking about it makes me wish 

we had enough time for quick multiplayer session. Also, you 

really need to catch me up better on what you’ve been up to 

recently.” 
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“It’s a pity you’ve not got half an hour spare now. The 

Last Galaxy is a pretty cool game, and I think it would be 

right up your street.” 

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to check it out, but I just 

haven’t found the time. Work’s been keeping me pretty busy of 

late.” 

“Are you guys still working on that new v--”  

The computer screen flickered and then turned black. A 

split-second later it flickered back on again. For a moment 

everything looked normal--right before the display started 

twisting and warping, and then froze completely. 

# 

OK, that brings me up to the point where I initially 

started my story, and I think I’ve now sufficiently covered 

the whole “immediately exciting and engaging opening, playing 

a cool VR game” bit, as is very reasonably expected by most 

people. 

So, back to the story: The computer was acting up. . . . 
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Chapter Three 

 

“Damn. My computer’s glitching out again.” I double-

clicked the mouse button several times in frustration. “Peter, 

are you still there?” 

“Yeah, I’m--” 

“Jobe, calling Peter. Come in, Peter,” I said, mimicking 

the sound of a walkie-talkie. “Can you still hear me?” 

“Yes, Jobe. You are coming in loud and clear, here on 

Ork.” 

I pondered for a second, my brain ticking over, and then 

went with the best course of action I could come up with: 

“I’ll try running the task manager and see if--” 

The computer screen flickered back into action before I 

managed to press any of the keys. 

 “Oh. . . . It looks to have fixed itself. It must have 

just been a temporary gremlin in the system.” 

I scanned the screen for any anomalies. Immediately I 

could see that the video call with Peter had minimised, along 

with the web browser and a couple of other programs I was 



Johnston / Presence / 14 

 

running in the background. Everything else looked normal. I 

enlarged the video call window and snapped it to the side of 

the screen. “You know, Peter, maybe the government was hacking 

into my computer to track our conversation.” 

Peter’s head appeared in the video call window again. “Or 

it could have been a glitch in the Matrix,” he said, smirking 

back at me. 

“Probably. So where were--” 

The computer beeped, signalling that someone named 

Polybius had sent me--or Job38_4 as I was known online--a 

private message through my Virtualities chat room account. I 

quickly signed in and opened the message: 

Polybius: Hello, Job38_4. I see you are interested in 

cutting-edge virtual reality interfaces and experiences. I am 

curious to know if you have heard about a new VR system called 

Presence. 

Peter answered, “We were talking about your obsession 

with virtual reality.” 

Polybius. . . . It wasn’t someone I could recall seeing 

in the chat room previously. I did, however, vaguely recall a 

local urban legend I’d been told a few times growing up, about 

a strange arcade game from the ‘80s with the same name, 

although the details were a bit fuzzy in my mind. 

“One sec, Peter. I’m just gonna do a quick search on a 

random comment that’s just popped up in the Virtualities chat 

room.” 
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“No problem, Jobe.” 

 The top link in the search pointed to an article about 

Polybius, the Greek historian--not what I was after--and then 

below that were multiple links for the video game of the same 

name. I selected the first link relating to the game and read 

the description: 

Polybius is a mysterious arcade cabinet described in 

urban legend, which was rumoured to have appeared in several 

arcades dotted around the suburbs of Portland, Oregon, in 

1981. It was supposedly capable of inducing various 

psychological effects on anyone who played it. The story 

describes players suffering from symptoms such as amnesia and 

night terrors. A month or so after appearing in arcades, the 

cabinets apparently disappeared without a trace, never to be 

seen again. Many people at the time believed it was in fact a 

top secret military or CIA project, set up to test responses 

to the game’s psychoactive effects. There is, however, no real 

evidence of any actual arcade game like this ever having 

existed, but it is a fascinating story, and something certain 

gamers and conspiracy theorists enjoy speculating about in the 

darker corners of the internet. 

It was the same story I’d heard as a kid. If it was true, 

there’d been some pretty strange goings-on in local arcades in 

the ‘80s. More likely, it was just a bunch of teenagers 

pumping a whole lot of coins into arcade cabinets like 

Robotron and Tempest, tripping out on the psychedelic graphics 
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and repetitive blips and bleeps of those early video games. 

Watching movies like Tron and War Games a few too many times 

probably didn’t help them either. 

I typed a reply to Polybius: 

Job38_4: Interesting username. You’re talking about the 

concept of presence in VR, right? Where the experience is so 

convincing that you basically forget it’s a simulation and 

start to believe that what you are experiencing is real, like 

standing on the edge of a virtual cliff and getting vertigo. 

While waiting for Polybius’ response I focussed my 

attention back to the call with Peter. “Yeah, so where were we 

again?” 

“Christ, Jobe!” Peter said. “You have a memory like a 

sieve!” He let out a mocking laugh. “Your brain’s been fried 

ever since. . . .” 

“Since the accident,” I interjected. 

“Sorry, man. I didn’t mean to go there.” 

“It’s cool, Peter. It’s been over a year now, and I’ve 

got to learn to move on at some point. I can’t dwell on the 

past forever.” 

“I still feel like an inconsiderate ass.” 

“Hey, man, life goes on. And sometimes it’s hard, and I 

really miss her . . .” I turned my gaze to the picture of me 

and Marnie cosplaying that I’d set as my current desktop 

background image. She was dressed as Zelda, in her classic 

pink and white dress with a golden tiara, and I was 



Johnston / Presence / 17 

 

traditional green-tunic Link. We’d worn the outfits to the 

Portland Retro Gaming Expo a couple of years earlier, and a 

random guy dressed as Kratos had approached us and offered to 

take a picture of “the happy couple”. And it was true; we were 

both so happy in the moment that picture was taken. Marnie was 

leaning in close to me with her hand on my chest, stretching 

her neck back so she could look up into my eyes, and I was 

looking down at her with a broad smile plastered across my 

face. I remembered feeling so proud that I was there with such 

an amazing girl, and wanting to show her off to the world. I 

could feel a smile edging across my face again as I got lost 

in the moment. 

But the photo betrayed the fact that the morning of that 

particular day had actually started with one of our worst 

fights: I’d spent a couple of hundred dollars on a limited 

edition Master Chief statue (which had just arrived in the 

post), even though only a few of days earlier I’d told Marnie 

I couldn’t afford to go away with her parents for the weekend 

on some random hiking trip, and she wasn’t happy about it. 

Truth be told, the money wasn’t the real issue; it was more 

that I didn’t want to spend a whole weekend with her parents. 

I liked Bill and Janet, just not in the “spend a whole weekend 

with them” kind of way, but I didn’t want to straight-up tell 

Marnie that. But the moment the figure arrived she put two and 

two together. 
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I could tell immediately from the look on her face that 

she was wasn’t happy, the way she pursed her lips and fixed 

her gaze straight at me. When she started waving her hands in 

my face and shouting in her “adult voice”, I knew we were in 

for a big fight.  

Well, “big” was a relative term; none of our fights ever 

lasted for very long--it was a big fight for us. 

By the time of the party in the evening, however, we’d 

already made up again, and it ultimately turned into one of 

the best nights I could recall in recent memory. We’d played a 

marathon session of Super Mario Bros. together on one of the 

large projector screens, switching turns with each new level, 

the whole time surrounded by a large crowd of enthusiastic 

spectators cheering us on. One guy kept jumping up and 

whooping and hollering like he was watching a pro-gaming 

tournament, which really got the crowd going. Later in the 

night we’d hung out with a group of other cosplayers in the 

local bar, drinking and laughing without a care in the world. 

Yeah, that was a great day . . . one of the last great 

days before my life was turned upside-- 

“You still getting nightmares?” Peter asked. 

My mind jerked back to the present moment. “Oh, yeah, 

sometimes; but I can cope with those.” 

“Good. . . . Good.” 

“Yeah, I mean, I don’t let silly dreams affect me anyway. 

I’m tougher than that. Even being in this stupid chair hasn’t 
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been able to stop me. I’m still taking the punches and getting 

back up . . . because that’s how winning is done!” 

“Hey, in my book you’re definitely a winner, Jobe, just 

like Rocky.” 

“Well, that’s the goal. I’m back doing coding again, and 

I don’t know where my life is heading but I’m excited about 

the future of VR and games at least. I’m just grateful I’m 

able to continue working on them, and that the accident didn’t 

take that away from me. Without games to keep me busy, I don’t 

know how I’d have coped for the last year. . . . Anyway, 

that’s enough of all the dreary stuff. What were we talking 

about again? I’ve totally forgot.” 

Peter let out a half laugh. “You’re such a tool, Jobe. 

So, virtual reality. . . .” 

“Oh, yeah, that’s right.” 

“Tell me, again, why you love it so much. It’s always 

funny to see how amped up you get talking about it.” 

“Well, it’s just amazing--to me at least,” I said, 

admiring the collection of vr headsets sitting on my computer 

desk. I’d built most of them from the remnants of old broken 

units and off-the-shelf parts, but they worked as well as any 

commercial headsets I’d been lucky enough to try. “For someone 

in my condition,”--I grabbed the rims on the chair’s wheels 

and pushed each one in the opposite direction, causing the 

chair to spin around on the spot--“it really is the perfect 

escape.” 
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“I see your point,” Peter said, grinning widely in the 

video window. 

“Indeed.” 

A reply from Polybius popped up in the chat room window: 

Polybius: No, not simply the concept of presence. I am 

referring to a brand new virtual reality headset prototype 

code-named Presence. It is a combination of hardware and 

software so advanced and believable that once experienced it 

actually leaves some users unable to separate the real world 

from the simulation after they take off the headset. They end 

up going insane. 

This was news to me. He was talking about a VR experience 

so convincing that it literally drove people nuts. The very 

idea was crazy; it was definitely something I wanted to know 

more about. 

“Hey, Peter. Have you heard of a ‘Presence’ VR headset 

before?” 

“Not a headset. I know the term--” 

“Nah, there’s some guy on here, Polybius, talking about a 

VR headset called Presence. Supposedly it’s this totally 

amazing--” 

“What, has it just been announced by some hardware 

manufacturer or something? I haven’t seen it.” 

I quickly responded to Polybius: 
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Job38_4: Sounds sweet! I’ve not heard of that before. I 

wouldn’t mind giving it a go. Can you give me some more 

details? 

“No,” I said, “but apparently it’s some kind of brand new 

VR headset that’s so good it makes you go nuts if you use it--

at least according to this Polybius guy anyway.” 

“It sounds strange,” Peter said. “Polybius. . . . Wasn’t 

Polybius the name of some kind of military developed, top 

secret arcade thing?” 

“Well, it’s a local urban legend about--“ 

“Yeah, that’s right . . . some weird arcade game that put 

people in trances or something.” 

Polybius: I am reluctant to talk about it too much in 

here until I know we are secure. 

Job38_4: Uh, OK. What exactly do you mean by secure? 

“Yeah, basically,” I said. “Anyway, this Polybius guy is 

going on about some top secret VR headset that’s supposedly so 

good it can convince you the simulation is actually real.” 

Polybius: Is it safe? 

“Well that’s obviously bull,” Peter said. “No headset is 

even close to that kind of quality yet.” 

Job38_4: We’re in a private chat room, and I’m not the 

police or anything like that, if that’s what you mean. Is that 

cool with you? 

“Exactly,” I said, “but this guy in the chat room seems 

pretty convinced.” 
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“Which chat room are you in? I’ll sign in and join the 

conversation.” 

“Virtualities. But I’m in a private chat.” I decided it 

might be a good idea to bring Peter in on the conversation 

with Polybius. “Here you go . . . I’ve just sent you an 

invite.” 

“OK, yep, there it is,” Peter said a short while later. 

After a few seconds, Peter’s user name, Parkette, 

appeared next to mine and Polybius’ in the Virtualities chat 

room: 

Parkette: Hey, Jobe. 

Job38_4: Sup, Peter. 

Parkette: Hey, Polybius. I’m a friend of Job38_4. Just 

wanted to hear a bit more about this new headset thing you 

guys have been talking about... 

A reply from Polybius appeared as I was reading Peter’s 

message: 

Polybius: I need to be sure that no one else is listening 

in to our conversation. The walls have ears, and if the agency 

discovers what I am doing--if they trace this communication--I 

could find myself in a lot of trouble. I am probably putting 

myself in danger even discussing such things. 

The chat room window stretched and warped across the 

screen and then disappeared, followed by the entire display 

twisting and distorting for a second, and then the monitor 

flickered off. 
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“What the hell?” I said, “My computer’s just freaked out 

again. Are you still there, Peter?” I wasn’t sure if the 

connection with Peter had been severed or if it was just the 

monitor display that was affected. 

“Yeah, I’m still here. Wait. . . . My computer’s just 

gone all wonky too.” 

“What?” It didn’t make any sense. How could it affect 

Peter’s machine as well? “How is that even--” 

The screen flashed back on, and right away I noticed that 

the video call and chat room windows had minimised again. I 

clicked on the taskbar and enlarged the Virtualities chat room 

window. Immediately I could see that something was off: 

Polybius had left the conversation and all his comments had 

been deleted. Normally, I could view all the recent comments 

sent to and from me in the conversation history, even if the 

other person had already left the chat room, but suddenly 

everything was gone. 

“This is messed up,” I said, expanding the video call 

window so I could see Peter again. “Polybius is gone, and all 

the comments have disappeared.” 

“What the--same here.” 

“Huh.” How could Peter’s machine be suffering the same 

problems as mine? 

“Did you catch that last message from Polybius?” Peter 

asked. 
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“Something about making sure no one is listening and the 

walls having ears, and then my computer went crazy. I didn’t 

get the end of it though.” 

 “I got something about someone tracking him.” 

“Maybe they really are watching us!” I said, only half 

joking. “I’m actually getting a bit suspicious here. . . .” 

In the video call window, Peter was tapping away on his 

computer--and then he stopped. “Yeah. . . . Listen, Jobe,” 

Peter said, glancing off camera. “I’ve gotta go. Claire’s 

gesturing for me to get my ass off the computer, and I’m 

getting kinda paranoid here with all the weird stuff that’s 

going on. I’ll give you a shout tomorrow . . . and maybe I’ll 

even bring the game around so you can try it out running on an 

actual VR headset, OK.” 

“Oh, OK. No problem. I’m looking forward to giving it a 

go.” 

“Cool. I’ll catch you later,” Peter said. 

“Later.” 

I clicked the end call button and the video call window 

disappeared. My eyes flicked across to the Virtualities chat 

room, where I paused for a moment and then typed in the 

conversation box: 

Job38_4: Hey, Polybius. Are you there? 

I waited a second. . . . No reply. 

A few minutes later, still nothing appeared on the 

screen. 
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He’d apparently left the building. 

The time on the monitor read 18:22. Was it that late 

already? My stomach rumbled; I was hungry. It dawned on me 

that I hadn’t moved away from the computer all day. In fact, I 

rarely did. Glancing down, I could actually see where the 

chair’s wheels had gradually worn away the varnish coating on 

the wooden floor in front of the desk, creating little marker 

spots for me to position the wheels on at the start of each 

day. I let out a loud sigh. It was a rather depressing sight 

to behold, and not something I wanted to dwell on. 

The chat room was empty. Polybius clearly wasn’t getting 

back in touch with me. 

“OK, that’s enough. I’ve stared at that damn screen for 

far too long already.” I reversed the chair away from the 

desk, spun it around, and wheeled myself into the kitchen. It 

felt good to get away from the desk for a bit. 

“Now . . . what am I going to have for dinner?” 

But the conversation with Polybius was still lingering in 

my mind. I didn’t know how I was going to manage it but I knew 

that somehow I had to try out the headset for myself. 

I glanced back at the computer. 

“No; enough already! No more thinking about it today.” 

Maybe tomorrow. . . . 
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Chapter Four 

 

The cinema foyer was crowded with other couples swarming 

out from the same movie we’d just watched, and even more 

people were lined up, tickets in hand, and eager to get in 

front of the screen and watch their movie of choice. Odours of 

hotdogs and freshly made popcorn wafted from the nearby food 

counter. 

Marnie grabbed onto my arm and pulled herself in closer. 

“So, Jobe, what did you think of the film?” 

“Uh. . . . It was alright, but a bit girly for my 

tastes.” 

“You say that now, but I swear I saw a tear welling up in 

your eye when the two of them got back together at the end.” 

“If you did, it was a bit of dust that got in there.” 

“Sure it was; if you say so.” She gave me a playful 

shove. “Listen, you don’t have to act all tough and manly 

around me all the time you know.” 

The nearby sound of blipping and beeping drew my 

attention to the corner of the foyer, where a lone kid was 
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furiously bashing at the buttons on one of the antiquated 

arcade cabinets. “I’m not trying to act tough,” I said. “I 

just thought it was a bit soppy.” 

“Oh get lost, Jobe. You know we can’t watch action movies 

every time we come to the cinema. And you’re not playing any 

of those arcade games either, Mr.” 

“Yeah, I know, but-- ” 

“You’re such a big oaf,” Marnie said, shoving me off. 

“Hey, I’m sorry. You know I’m not into all the romance 

stuff in movies.” I reached across to pull Marnie toward me 

again, but she quickly swiped my arm away. “C’mon, Marnie. 

Don’t go in a bad mood with me just because I wasn’t into a 

movie as much as you wanted me to be. I’m still into you, and 

that’s the important thing.” 

“Whatever, Jobe.” Marnie stomped off toward the exit of 

the cinema and then shoved her way through the door and out 

into the night, before halting just beyond the doorway. 

When I stepped outside a moment later, a cold breeze 

immediately hit me in the face, accompanied by a sprinkle of 

raindrops. The rain pitter-pattered along the sidewalk and 

across the rooftops of the rows of cars in the parking lot. I 

zipped up my jacket and pulled it in tighter. 

“Right, Marnie,” I said, lunging forward and wrapping my 

arms around her like a bear, “that’s it. I’m gonna get a hug 

from you if I have to die trying. You can’t defend yourself 

against the power of Jobe!” 
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Marnie pretended to struggle, wriggling around in my arms 

for a short while, and then she gave in and let out a 

reluctant giggle. 

 “Yeah,” I said, “you know I’m soppy for you. You are my 

romantic movie.” 

“OK, I’ll forgive you this time, Jobe. But you’d best 

show me some real emotion by the end of the night, possibly 

even tears, or else. . . .” 

“No problem. I’ll just poke myself in the eye right now.” 

I reached up a finger and held it an inch from my eye, waiting 

until I saw a smile breaking free and edging across Marnie’s 

face before dropping my hand down again. “So, m’lady, do you 

still want to head out for an evening drink?” 

“Yeah, sure. Let’s go to the old Irish bar down by--” 

The rain swelled from a sprinkle to a downpour, striking 

the ground with the thunderous noise of a million children 

splashing and jumping around in puddles in unison. 

I removed my jacket and held it up above my head as a 

makeshift shelter from the torrential rain splashing down all 

around us. “We’re going to have to make a run for it.” 

Marnie stepped underneath the jacket and reached up to 

help prevent it from flapping around in the wind. “OK,” she 

said, nodding in agreement. 

After a couple of seconds psyching ourselves up, we 

launched forward and made a mad dash for the spot where I’d 

parked the car, laughing as we ran. 
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Luckily, I hadn’t parked too far away, so we were only a 

lot wet by the time we’d navigated the parking lot and jumped 

inside the car. After throwing my soaked-through jacket onto 

the backseat and shaking the excess water from my clothes, I 

inserted the key into the ignition and started up the engine. 

It sputtered for a moment and then fell silent. 

Marnie froze in the middle of trying to pat her hair dry 

and stared over at me. “Christ, Jobe, there had better be gas 

in the tank. I reminded you to fill it up yesterday.” 

“I did. I got a full tank of gas; I swear. It must be the 

rain.” 

After a few more failed attempts trying to start the 

engine, the car purred to life. 

“OK,” I said, letting out a relieved exhale, “let’s head 

out for that drink. . . .” 

# 

At first I couldn’t see anything beyond a pair of shadows 

surrounded by light. After a while it was possible to make out 

two blurry figures dressed in light blue standing over me. 

They were leaning across and attaching various tubes and 

sensors to my body. I heard a repeated beeping noise coming 

from somewhere nearby, and then a female voice. 

“Check his blood levels and insert the IV drip.” 

I tried to sit up but couldn’t find the energy to move my 

whole body, so I reached up instead, flailing my arms around 

and trying to grab at one of the--they were nurses. It was 
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then that I noticed the blood on my hands. “Why . . . is 

there--” 

“Sir, stay calm,” the nurse said. “We’re trying to help 

you. Can you understand me? What’s your name, Sir?” 

“Jobe. . . . My name . . . is Jobe.” 

“Have you been drinking, Jobe?” asked the nurse. 

“No. . . . We were going for a drink . . . at the . . . 

But--” 

“OK, Jobe. Well, let us get you connected-up here, and--” 

“What . . . happened? 

“You were in a car crash, and you’ve suffered some 

serious injuries. Can you feel me touching your foot, Jobe? 

Jobe . . . can you feel this?” 

“No,” I said, looking down at my limp feet. 

The nearby beeping noise switched to a long, continuous 

whine, and another panicked voice off to my side called out, 

“She isn’t breathing.” 

I looked over and saw a woman in the bed next to me 

surrounded by nurses and various machines reaching out 

multiple tendril-like wires that had attached themselves all 

over her body. One of the nurses began pumping on the woman’s 

bloodied chest while another started charging up a machine 

with two paddles attached to it.  

Now holding the paddles in her hand, the second nurse 

called out, “Clear!” 
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The other nurses stepped aside, and I watched as the 

woman’s limp body jerked for a second and then fell still 

again. When I looked closer at the woman’s face I realised, to 

my horror, that it was Marnie. 

“Marnie!” I tried to kick my legs over the side of the 

bed, but they didn’t move. 

The nurse fired another bolt of electricity through 

Marnie’s chest. 

Marnie’s body jolted a second time, and then the repeated 

beeping started up again--I couldn’t believe it; they’d 

brought her back to life--and a moment later it switched back 

to the single endless shrill. 

The nurse charged the paddles a few more times, 

temporarily shocking Marnie’s body into violent motion with 

each zap of electricity, but the machine remained stuck 

playing its flat drone. “OK, call it,” one of the other nurses 

said as she switched off the machine. 

“No,” I shouted, desperately trying to reach across to 

Marnie. The nurse next to me leaned forward and pinned me 

down. “I need to get up. Let me go. . . . Marnie!” 

# 

Everything went dark and quiet except for the echo of my 

screaming, and even that quickly faded into silence. I wasn’t 

in the hospital anymore; I was in my bedroom, lying in bed, 

but I was still unable to move my arms and legs. I let out a 

final panicked scream and then gave in and fell silent once 
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again. After a few seconds the tension in my body relaxed and 

I was able to move one hand, and then the other. For a second 

I panicked again; my legs were still paralysed--which was 

totally normal for me. Calm down . . . and breathe. . . .  

A ray of faint moonlight leaked in through the window, 

illuminating the room in a ghostly glow. I could make out the 

silhouette of the wardrobe against the wall and the chair in 

the corner with some clothes thrown over it, but no hospital 

equipment, no nurses, and no Marnie dying next to me. The 

nightmare was over. 

Tears started rolling down my face, partly out of relief 

and partly because I was emotionally and physically exhausted. 

I lay there for a few minutes, softly weeping in the 

darkness. 

My thoughts lingered on Marnie . . . and how much I 

missed her. 
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Chapter Five 

 

As I rolled up to the computer and positioned the chair 

over the scuff marks on the floor in front of the desk, the 

strange events of last evening popped into my head: The 

conversation with Polybius, Presence, weird glitches--it had 

been an unusually action-packed day. 

I pressed the power button on the computer and awoke it 

from its slumber. The early morning light was spilling in 

through the window and reflecting off the monitor, making it 

difficult to see the screen clearly. It drew my attention to 

the view outside. 

The sky was clear and blue, and there was barely a breeze 

in the air. Only a couple of cars were parked on the street 

below, with the rest presumably now situated outside the 

offices and workplaces of the other residents who stayed in 

the surrounding blocks. A bird flew past the window and landed 

on the branch of a nearby tree. It sat chirping for a few 

seconds and then flew off into the sky.  
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What a lovely day. I figured maybe I’d go outside and get 

a little bit of fresh air--but I knew that was just a fantasy. 

Because of my condition, I rarely left the apartment; getting 

around in a wheelchair was a pain at the best of times. In 

fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d actually gone 

outside. Even the shopping was delivered to the door once a 

week for convenience. At least the computer was next to the 

window, and every now and then I would take a look outside and 

see a person walking past on the street below, or a car 

driving by, just as a reminder that life did actually exist 

beyond the confines of the apartment.  

Annoyingly, however, whoever had put up the blinds had 

done so in such a way that it was impossible to open the 

windows fully. At best I was able to wedge the top part open a 

few inches. But, being stuck in the wheelchair meant the 

handle on the window was too high to reach comfortably, and 

trying to manipulate it with the grabber was an exercise in 

frustration, so the windows remained fully closed most of the 

time these days. 

It was a bit like I was living in a bubble, and while I 

could press my fingers against the near-invisible glass 

barrier that separated me from the outside world, or watch the 

leaves on the trees blowing in the wind, the fresh air was 

always just beyond my reach. 

I took a deep breath, as if trying to inhale some of that 

cool breeze. All I got was the stuffy air from the apartment--
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not quite the real thing. My attention returned to the 

computer. 

Rather than following my normal morning routine of 

completing some overdue programming work or messing around 

with my VR headsets, I immediately booted up the internet and 

ran a search for any information on the strange Presence 

headset that Polybius had mentioned the previous evening. 

After a while it became clear that this surface level 

approach wasn’t going to work, so I moved onto searching 

through the deep web. 

I still couldn’t find any mention of what I was looking 

for. All the searches simply referenced the term presence in 

relation to virtual reality applications, but there was 

nothing about an actual headset or specific software with that 

name. Maybe I wasn’t looking in the right places. I booted up 

my most reliable darknet program. It was time to dig deeper 

and see if the dark web could shed any more light on this 

Presence virtual reality system. 

The next thirty minutes were spent searching various 

links and trawling secretive user groups and forums, looking 

for any reference to a virtual reality system called Presence, 

but I still couldn’t find anything other than some discussions 

about the general concept. Maybe it was all just a big 

practical joke. If there wasn’t any mention of this thing in 

the darker recesses of the web, it almost certainly didn’t 

exist. 
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The monitor flickered for a second. I froze, watching the 

screen intently. It settled again. It’s fine. . . . Don’t 

panic. 

Despite having searched through a hundred different 

sources by this point, I still hadn’t found anything of use. 

All the open web pages had slowed the computer to a crawl, 

however, so I started closing down a bunch of the tabs, 

scanning through each of them one last time as I went. 

Just as I was about to give up the search completely, I 

noticed a comment at the bottom of one of the articles I’d 

quickly skimmed over previously. It was about government 

experimentation in virtual reality on a prototype device with 

the working title, Presence. I must have missed before, 

somehow. And, I didn’t notice it immediately but when I did 

the hairs on the back of my neck stood up: The name of the 

user who posted the comment was Polybius. Could it be the same 

person from the other day? 

Polybius’ comment didn’t give me much more to go on other 

than the few details I already knew. But the last line of his 

post--the one that sent both a tingle of excitement and a 

shiver of fear down my spine--mentioned that they had already 

begun testing the device on a group of volunteer subjects. The 

comment was posted 6 months ago. 

I scrolled further down the page. There were a bunch of 

random posts talking about VR in general but nothing on 
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Presence specifically. And then, quite a bit down the list, I 

saw one particular response that jumped out at me: 

MyronWKrueger: Be warned; I was one of the early test 

subjects for this thing, and, as a result of using the headset 

for extended periods, I’ve been suffering from lots of side 

effects including amnesia, insomnia, stress, and night 

terrors. At first I thought it was the most amazing experience 

I’d ever had, but now I can /no longer tell the difference 

between reality and virtual reality. Dr. Angelo says I’m 

slowly losing my mind. 

This was some strange stuff indeed, but it was exactly as 

Polybius had described. And here was a man claiming he’d 

actually used the Presence device first-hand. 

I scrolled through the rest of the comments to see if 

there was anything further. No one else had responded to 

Polybius, and MyronWKrueger hadn’t made any additional posts. 

That’s where the trail went dead. I clicked on MyronWKrueger’s 

username to see if I could find out more information on the 

user’s account at least. All it showed was that he was from 

Portland. It wasn’t much to go on but I had an idea: If the 

company had been looking for volunteers, and there wasn’t 

anything online, it had possibly advertised in the local 

newspapers. A search online for newspaper archives showed 

multiple links. I opened the first one and typed in Portland 

followed by the date, and then added in the search word, 

presence. 
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For the next twenty minutes I read through multiple pages 

hoping to find a reference to presence and maybe even a local 

advert for volunteers. It was another dead end.  

My inability to find any kind of information around this 

whole matter at hand was seriously frustrating, but it wasn’t 

time to give up quite yet. I clicked on Polybius’ username to 

see if I could find out any more details about this elusive 

character. 

The monitor flickered, crackling on and off a couple of 

times, and then the screen turned black. 

“Not again,” I cried out as I rattled the mouse around on 

the desk. The display remained black. 

I clicked the mouse button a few times and shuffled it 

from side to side. Nothing happened. 

Pressing the escape key multiple times didn’t do anything 

either.  

I tried opening the task manager. Nothing. 

“For Christ’s sake. What now?” 

I figured maybe it would sort itself if I left it for a 

second. It didn’t work. 

There was no option left but to turn off the computer and 

do a full reboot. I reached for the power button, but before I 

even had a chance to press my finger on it, the machine 

automatically shut down all by itself. A second later, it 

restarted again. I raised my hands in the air, afraid to touch 

anything else, and waited. 
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After a while, the operating system finished booting up 

and a message appeared on the desktop from a user named 

Polybius who was requesting to join my private contacts 

network. 

Surely it couldn’t be--it had to be, or else this was one 

of the biggest coincidences of all time. 

I slumped forward and rested my head in my hands, slowly 

rubbing my forehead as I considered the possible ramifications 

of my next action.  

Snapping up straight, I grabbed the mouse and clicked the 

Accept button. 

A moment later a chat window opened on the desktop and a 

message appeared: 

Polybius: Is this connection secure? Are we alone? 

I couldn’t believe it; it was actually him.  

The internet browser was fully closed down and there 

weren’t any other programs or chat rooms open on the machine. 

A quick scan around the room didn’t reveal anything 

suspicious--well, one of the couch cushions was out of place, 

which was annoying, but I was pretty sure a government ninja 

wasn’t about to jump out from underneath it and attack me. 

There didn’t appear to be anything out of the ordinary going 

on when I looked out the window either. Everything appeared to 

be normal. I typed my response: 

Job38_4: It’s just us. 

Polybius: Is it safe? 
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After a short pause, giving me one last chance to 

consider anything I might have missed, I responded again: 

Job38_4: Yes, it’s safe. 

I waited for Polybius reply, and after a few seconds the 

response appeared: 

Polybius: Then let us continue our discussion from 

yesterday. I am sorry I had to leave so abruptly, but I cannot 

risk anyone else being witness to the things we are 

discussing. 

This stranger still had me a little wary, and something 

about the whole situation was slightly unnerving, but I felt 

compelled to continue the conversation and find out more. At 

this point I figured I’d already stumbled headfirst down the 

rabbit hole. 

Job38_4: I understand. So tell me more about this 

Presence device. 

Polybius: The organisation that I am involved with has 

been developing this particular virtual reality technology for 

some time now. Its most recent prototype is a highly 

sophisticated headset and a very specific piece of software 

that runs on it. The science behind it all is very 

complicated, but at a basic level it interacts with and 

manipulates Persistent Reality Engagement and Sensory 

Entanglement on Neurological and Cellular Effectors--hence the 

name, Presence. It is extremely advanced technology, at least 
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ten years ahead of anything that is currently available to the 

public. 

Job38_4: It sounds pretty awesome. I’d love to try it 

out. 

Polybius: At first I thought this technology was going to 

revolutionise the entertainment and communication industries, 

but in recent times I have come to learn that certain 

government agencies have shown great interest in the project, 

and it has now become very clear to me that the original 

vision and goal for this technology has been completely 

distorted and twisted into something else entirely. All they 

are developing now is some kind of mass behaviour manipulation 

machine, with, I believe, the end goal of turning it into a 

fully developed weapon in its own right, to be used for means 

and purposes that entirely conflict with my own beliefs and 

principles. Virtual reality was supposed to free the 

imagination, but now I fear it may just be used to enslave the 

human mind. This is where you come in, Jobe. 

Job38_4: Me, how? 

Polybius: Well, Jobe, I am going to expose what is 

happening here by stealing one of the prototype units and 

leaking the Presence software into the real world, and I am 

looking for an ally on the outside. Someone who actually 

understands the technology, who will not go to the press about 

it just yet, and who they cannot use to trace the leak back to 

me. 
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Job38_4: And you picked me? 

Polybius: I think the public deserve to know about this, 

Jobe, before it is too late. But I want you to test it first, 

so you can experience it firsthand and are able to verify that 

everything is real and legitimate. 

Job38_4: But why me? Why am I the chosen one? I’m nothing 

special. 

Polybius: Do not underestimate yourself, Jobe. I have 

been monitoring you for some time now, tracking your 

activities both online and offline. You have a deep 

understanding of the technology behind virtual reality, and 

you additionally know how to code the software that runs on 

it, which will be essential in you being able to set up and 

use the prototype device without constant assistance. The 

prototype has not been designed with consumer friendliness and 

ease of use in mind. 

Job38_4: Well, I guess I have spent quite a bit of time 

with VR tech. 

Polybius: You are also part of a much larger network and 

online community, which will become important in the coming 

weeks. Once we go public we are going to need as many people 

as possible to share the story across the internet. The fact 

you are in a wheelchair will also work to our advantage too; 

and we should not underestimate the importance of the human 

angle. People will not only care about the story, they will 

care about you, Jobe. You are more worthy than you think. 
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Job38_4: This all just sounds a bit too crazy. How do I 

know you aren’t some government agent or whatever, trying to 

trick me and catch me out? So you can arrest me for being a 

“terrorist” or some crap like that. 

Polybius: Well, for my own security, I cannot give you 

any specific personal details, Jobe, other than to say I do 

not work for the government directly, or for any kind of 

security agency or military group. I can, however, tell you 

that supervision of the project has recently been taken over 

by an external organisation, one that answers to the 

government. I have been involved with this particular project 

for a relatively short time, but just like you, I have been 

working with virtual reality for many years. 

Job38_4: So, you had a moment of clarity and decided you 

didn’t want to be a part of the problem anymore? I get that. 

Polybius: Something like that. Recently I have come to 

realise the terrifying truth of what we are doing here, and 

the inherent dangers in abusing this technology in the ways 

these people intend to. There are insidious plans at hand, 

sinister things going on behind closed doors, and I know the 

people out there simply would not agree with what is going on-

-if they only knew the truth. I am risking enough as it is 

just by talking to you, but someone has to take a stand, or 

else we are all in great danger. You are just going to have to 

trust me, Jobe, as I am putting my trust in you. 
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Job38_4: It’s all a little bit much to take in. I’m 

definitely interested but I don’t want to do anything rash or 

stupid that might land me in trouble. 

Polybius: I know it is a lot of information to absorb, 

but I do not have much time. Sooner or later, someone is going 

to figure out what I am doing, and then it will be too late. 

We need to move fast if there is any chance this is going to 

work. You have to make a decision, Jobe. I can give you until 

tomorrow to think about it. If you decide you are interested 

then we can make further arrangements. Otherwise, it will be 

the last contact I have with you. I cannot afford to waste any 

more time. 

A loud buzzing sounded in the apartment, causing me to 

jump back in my chair. 

I panicked for a moment, before realising it was just the 

intercom buzzer. But who the hell was it? Maybe the best thing 

to do would be to simply ignore it. 

I sat frozen, staring at the door. 

The buzzer rang a second time. My body jolted again. Who 

could it--and then I remembered it was Friday. It was probably 

just the delivery man, Terry, with the weekly shopping. I 

quickly typed a message to Polybius: 

Job38_4: Someone’s just buzzed the door. I have to answer 

it. Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back in a sec... 
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I wheeled the chair back from the desk, turned around, 

and rolled over to the door. When I got there I reached up and 

pressed the answer button on the intercom. “Hello.” 

“Shopping delivery,” replied the familiar male voice on 

the other end of the intercom. 

“Oh, hey, Terry,” I said, pressing the enter button. 

“Come up.” 

A few seconds later there was a knock at the door. When I 

opened it I saw Terry standing there with a friendly smile on 

his face and holding a big plastic crate packed with shopping 

bags. 

“Hey, Terry.” 

“Hi, Jobe. How are you today?” 

“I’m fine, thanks.” 

“I’ll just put this on the table for a sec,” Terry said, 

setting down the crate. He removed the plastic bags and placed 

them on the kitchen table. “Only one item had to be replaced 

today. Instead of chicken fillets they’ve given you spicy 

chicken nuggets.” He gave a cheeky grin. 

“Sure, let’s go with the healthy option instead,” I 

joked, quickly glancing back at the computer. 

“That’s not actually too bad,” Terry said, as he unpacked 

the contents of the bags. “I’ve seen some pretty crazy 

substitutions in my time. The other day someone got a 

cucumber, when they asked for tinned carrots.” 

“Nice.” 
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“Well, they both begin with c.” 

Without a second thought or pause, Terry proceeded to put 

each of the items in its correct place in the cupboards, 

stacking the various tins neatly on the shelves. He even 

remembered not to stack things on the higher-up shelves, as it 

was difficult for me to reach items from my wheelchair when he 

placed them too high. The grabber on the kitchen table was 

pretty useless too, and I hated using it anyway; it made me 

feel like a stupid invalid. 

“Have you seen the weather outside today, Jobe? It’s a 

lovely day to go out and get some fresh air.” 

I glanced over my shoulder and out the window. “Yeah, it 

looks really nice. I was actually thinking of going outside 

for a walk through the park, or having a . . . picnic. . . .” 

It was just over a year ago that I’d set up the surprise 

picnic for Marnie, on an especially bright and sunny day in 

the middle of summer. My one and only blanket was laid out on 

the little grassy patch just in front of the apartment, and 

I’d managed to procure a proper picnic basket that I’d filled 

with all the usual edibles and treats, along with an expensive 

rosé wine--Marnie’s favourite--and accompanying strawberries. 

I’d even set up my phone to stream a playlist of romantic 

summer songs for added ambiance. I’d gone the whole nine 

yards--and Marnie certainly appreciated the effort: 

“Wow, Jobe. I’m impressed. Sometimes you genuinely 

surprise me.” 
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“I have my moments.” 

“So,” I said, “what shall we try first . . . the wine and 

strawberries?” 

“Yeah, you can pour us some wine, and I’ll bake here in 

the sun for a little while.” 

The sun was shining down on Marnie’s face and her hair 

was glowing in the bright summer light, even more than usual. 

I sat and watched her laying there for a moment, admiring the 

smooth flow of her hair, the warm glow of her skin, and the 

gentle curve of her breasts pushing against her top. She had 

great legs too, slender and toned, which she was happy to show 

off whenever the weather was warm enough. Yeah, I was probably 

punching above my weight, and I knew it-- 

“Hey, Jobe,” Marnie said, without looking up, “I can feel 

you staring at me.” 

“I can’t help myself.” 

“Yeah, I bet. Now, where’s my wine and strawberries? 

“For you, m’lady,” I said, handing Marnie the glass of 

wind I’d just poured. 

 She sipped a couple of mouthfuls from the glass and then 

lay back on the grass again. “Mmm, Jobe, it’s moments like 

these . . .” 

“You know, Marnie, that’s actually a good point. It’s 

about moments like these . . . and sharing them with the 

people, the person, you care about most in the world.” I 

fumbled around in my pocket and pulled out the extra key I’d 
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had cut earlier in the week. “What I’m trying to say here, 

Marnie, is . . . I’d like it if you were more of a permanent 

resident in my life.” 

Marnie sprung to attention and looked at me holding up 

the key in my hand. “Are you asking me to move in with you, 

Jobe?” 

“I think I am.” 

“Well, do you think, or do you know?” She squinted her 

eyes at me. 

“I know I am. Marnie, I think it’s pretty obvious how I 

feel about you, and I’d like to see you more often. So, I’m 

inviting you to move in with me. What do you say?” 

A wide smile flashed across Marnie’s face. “I’d love to, 

Jobe.” She leaned over and hugged me tightly. 

“Well, I’m happy that you’re happy, because from now on 

we’re going to be spending a lot of time together. We’ll be 

like two peas in a pod.” 

“That sounds wonderful to--” 

Terry called out, “Jobe. . . . Jobe.” 

My attention was yanked back to the room. “Oh, I’m sorry, 

Terry. My mind was wandering there for a second.” 

“I noticed. But you really should go outside more often. 

You need to get some sun on that pale skin of yours. Get some 

vitamin D and all that healthy stuff.” 

“Yeah . . . well, I ordered a whole bunch of vitamin D 

tablets with the shopping, so I’ve got that covered,” I said. 
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Terry was busy packing some frozen vegetables into the 

freezer. “I guess you don’t want to overdo it, and combine 

both fresh air and sun at the same time.” 

“You’re absolutely right; I’ve gotta learn to walk before 

I can run.” 

“Well, I won’t pester you about it anymore.” A couple of 

minutes later and he was done. “OK, that’s me finished.” 

“Thanks, Terry.” 

“No problem, Jobe. That’s everything, so I’ll be off. You 

have yourself a good day--and enjoy your chicken nuggets. I’ll 

see you next Friday. . . . Maybe try to get outside for a 

little bit, Jobe, at least one day of the week.” He stepped 

out the door and headed off down the corridor. 

“Great, I will. Thanks, Terry,” I said, closing the door 

behind him. OK, now where was I--Polybius--crap! I spun around 

and wheeled myself as quickly as I could across the room to 

the computer desk, clumsily bumping into the edge of the couch 

on the way. When I arrived I could immediately see that the 

conversation had timed out and there were no new messages from 

Polybius. 

“Stupid,” I mumbled under my breath as I typed in the 

message window: 

Job38_4: Are you still there? 

I stared at the conversation box; there was no reply. I 

typed again: 
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Job38_4: It’s OK. It was just the regular shopping 

delivery guy, but he’s gone now. 

My eyes fixed on the screen, watching the text cursor 

blinking on and off as though it were the digital heartbeat of 

the computer. It felt like I’d been there for about a minute--

a long, drawn out minute--and then a reply appeared: 

Polybius: I am here. 

I heaved a sigh of relief. 

Job38_4: OK. So where were we again? 

Polybius: Well, Jobe, I think you have an important 

decision to make. 

Job38_4: Oh, yeah. I just need a little time to think 

about it, but you said I can let you know tomorrow, right? 

Polybius: Yes, that is correct. Whatever you decide, I 

will accept your decision. Understand, however, that you have 

a chance to make a difference here, Jobe, and I would like to 

think that you are the kind of man who can step up to the 

plate. 

Job38_4: You mean roll up. 

Polybius: Every man takes many small steps in his life, 

Jobe. Only a few are able to take giant leaps. I think you are 

capable of more than you imagine. I have got to go now. I will 

contact you again tomorrow evening, at 18:00. 

Job38_4: OK. I’ll have a decision ready for you tomorrow. 

Polybius username disappeared from the chat window. 
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After a few seconds of staring at the screen, I clicked 

the shutdown command on the computer, wheeled the chair back 

from the computer desk, and sat in silence. I needed to take a 

moment to process what had just happened. 

By tomorrow evening I’d either be a willing accomplice to 

serious employee theft (but surely the ends would justify the 

means) or potentially the guy that let the world go to hell--

well, at least some part of it. 
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Chapter Six 

 

The computer hadn’t been touched since the previous 

afternoon. Maybe the random crashes I’d been experiencing 

throughout the week had something to do with Polybius--I was 

seriously beginning to suspect that was the case--or maybe the 

machine really was on the fritz. Either way, I didn’t want to 

jinx it. It was twenty past five, however, and it was nearing 

the time that Polybius had said he would contact me again. I 

pressed the power button on the computer. At the very least, I 

wanted to make sure everything was ready and waiting--because 

I wasn’t going to miss that particular message. 

While the computer was warming up, I took a routine look 

out the window--if only to make sure the world outside was 

still ticking along. I looked up at the sky. It was dull and 

gray, as though it was about to rain. I looked down at the 

street. The same old-- 

Wait. . . . What is that? A police car was parked on the 

road below, positioned directly in front of the apartment. My 
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heart skipped a beat. My mind started racing. Could the police 

really be here because of-- 

The car drove off and disappeared around the corner of 

the building. I scanned my eyes across the rest of the block, 

looking for anything out of the ordinary. Nothing unusual 

caught my attention. At first I was relieved, and then I felt 

foolish. It was clearly irrational of me to be so paranoid; 

because no one else, other than Peter, was even aware of my 

conversations with Polybius. 

I turned my attention back to the computer. There was 

still plenty of time until Polybius was due to get in touch, 

so I decided to have a quick game of The Last Galaxy in the 

meantime. I plugged the headset into the computer and strapped 

it on, leaving the visor up so I was able to see while 

reaching over to pick up the gamepad from the desk. 

Just as I was getting ready to boot up the game, there 

was an incoming video call from Peter. I clicked the accept 

button. 

“Hey, Peter.” 

“Hey, Jobe. How are things? I know I never called 

yesterday like I said I would but Claire took me to her 

parents for their anniversary, which kept me away from the 

computer all day. I forgot she’d told me about it last week.” 

“It’s no problem, Peter. I never even noticed; too busy 

in my own world.” 



Johnston / Presence / 54 

 

“So, catch me up with the latest news. Is your computer 

still playing up?” 

“It’s still bugging out every now and then but it’s OK.” 

“And what did you get up to yesterday?” 

“I was just checking out some games, mostly. . . .”--it 

was only a little white lie--“How are Claire’s parents?” 

“They’re good. Her mum was asking how you were getting 

on. I told her you were working on a new VR device. . . .” 

Peter then asked the one question I knew he really wanted 

to know the answer to. “So, did you hear anything further from 

that Polybius guy?” 

I didn’t want to say too much, just in case Peter decided 

to go digging for more details and Polybius somehow found out 

about it--the odds were it would probably come back to bite me 

in the ass. 

“Well, yeah,” I said. “I had a short message chat with 

him the other day, but I can’t really talk about it. The guy’s 

a bit paranoid, and I think he might be tracking my 

communications. I don’t want to tempt fate and land myself in 

the deep end.” 

“That sounds a little bit ominous.” 

“Yeah, it’s all a bit strange and unnerving, but I’m just 

going with the flow and seeing where it takes me.” 

“Well, just be careful, Jobe. Don’t do anything stupid or 

dangerous.” 
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“Don’t worry. I won’t go getting myself involved in 

anything too crazy.” 

“OK, good. So . . . are there any cool new VR games we 

can check out?” 

“Actually, I was just booting up The Last Galaxy again 

when you called.” 

“Oh, yeah, I’ve still not had a chance to play it yet.” 

“Well, now is the perfect time to give it a go. I’ve only 

played it for a few minutes myself, but so far I’m impressed 

with what I’ve seen. And I know it’s got a co-op multiplayer 

mode, which should be ideal.” 

“OK, Jobe, let’s do it. . . .” 

“Great. Once I’m in and have everything setup I’ll give 

you a buzz, and you can join my game. See you in a sec. . . .” 

I strapped on the headset, grabbed the gamepad, and 

launched the game. 

 # 

Instantly I was transported back inside the cockpit 

again, at exactly the same point where I’d left the game the 

other day, right in the thick of it. The emergency siren was 

still sounding loudly, and various lights were flashing on and 

off all around me. This time I immediately looked down at the 

control panel and pressed the auto-launch button. The ship 

jerked into motion. It edged forward, slowly turning until it 

was in correct alignment with the strip of white lights along 

the bay floor.  
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OK, here we go. . . . 

The ion engine powered up with a loud electric hum and 

the ship burst forward, heading straight toward the exit of 

the launch bay. Red emergency lights and shining metal beams 

flashed all around me as the interior structure of the hanger 

sped past the cockpit window. A second later I was floating in 

the vastness of space. 

The cockpit’s radar display flickered on and a blue blip 

appeared in the centre. It was tagged with my default 

username, Job38_4, as a simple fixed-position representation 

of my ship in 3D space. Numerous additional red blips flashed 

across the radar, each one indicating an enemy craft’s 

position relative to my own. 

A wave of enemy ships suddenly swooped past at high 

speed; strange silver vessels shaped like pyramids that had 

been squashed down to a third of their natural height, and 

with glowing red, triangular rims of light on their underside. 

They launched a stream of red lasers at the space hanger I’d 

just come from. Explosions erupted along the outside wall of 

the large vessel, followed by a giant blast of fire and metal 

as part of the exterior blew off into space. The hanger’s 

cannons fired off a series of counter-shots that easily took 

out a couple of the enemy fighters. The rest of the fighters 

quickly wheeled around and headed back to join the main fleet 

located some distance away directly in front of me, ignoring 

my ship entirely. They were part of the epic space battle I’d 
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seen earlier, which was still raging on high above the 

atmosphere of a large sandy-coloured planet that I hadn’t been 

able to see from my previous position inside the hanger bay. 

More impressive than an epic space battle above a large 

desert-like planet, however, was the enormous star that I 

noticed as I glanced over my shoulder and looked out the 

cockpit of the craft. It was a red giant. And this star was a 

hundred times the size of our own sun--a bright red sphere of 

pure fire and brimstone that engulfed my view. 

Yes, I was definitely justified in being impressed with 

these graphics. 

Scanning the control panel more closely revealed a button 

that was labelled “Add Squad Members”. I presumed this was how 

I invited other people to join my game. When I pressed the 

button, a list of my gamer friends materialised on the 

headset’s display, floating a few inches in front of my face. 

I selected Parkette and tapped the invite icon. 

After a second of waiting for the connection, a small 

speaker icon popped up in the right corner of the headset 

display and I heard Peter’s voice in my ear, “Hey, Jobe. I’ve 

just started the game and it seems that I’m already stuck in 

the middle of some emergency. I’m inside a spaceship that’s 

docked in a large space hanger. There’s a really loud siren 

ringing in my ear, and--” 

“Peter, press the auto-launch button on the control panel 

in front of you--quickly. If you don’t you’ll die and get a 
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game over message, before you’ve even figured out what the 

hell is going on. 

“Oh, OK. . . . Done. The auto-launch sequence has 

initiated. . . .” 

“Great. Now all you have to do is wait for the ship to do 

its thing. Once you’re outside the carrier, I presume you’ll 

show up on my radar. 

“OK, Jobe. I’ll tell you this though, while I’m sitting 

here, I’m impressed with the graphics right out the gate.” 

“I know; they’re pretty sweet. Although, I think spending 

too long admiring the visuals was what got me killed almost 

immediately the first time I played the game.” 

“That’s funny. Usually, it’s low quality graphics that 

are more likely to result in you dying in a VR game, if they 

aren’t running smoothly or whatever. Or at the very least they 

might cause motion sickness or something.” 

“Yeah, well this time I got so distracted looking around 

and checking out all the little graphical details that I 

didn’t realise I had to press that auto-launch button. The 

next thing I knew, it was game over for me.” 

“I guess that will teach you to pay attention, Jobe.” 

“Indeed.” 

A new blue blip appeared on the radar with Parkette 

displayed above it. 

“OK, I can see your ship on my radar. Am I showing up on 

your radar yet?” 
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“Yeah, you’re not that far from me. I’ll fly over to 

you.” 

“Cool.” I looked outside the cockpit window and saw 

Peter’s ship slowly approaching. He was in the same type of 

spacecraft as me but his username was displayed above it, 

making it easy to tell his ship apart from any others at a 

glance. “Well . . . there’s no in-game indicator of what we’re 

supposed to do or where we’re supposed to go next,”--which was 

actually kind of refreshing--“but I think we’re just meant to 

head straight into the battle and basically blow away the 

alien bad guys.” 

“Sounds like a good plan to me.” 

“OK then . . . once more unto the breach!” I aimed the 

ship in the direction of the distant lasers and explosions, 

pushed the throttle fully forward, and zoomed toward the 

fireworks. 

As I moved closer to the conflict, with Peter flying 

close by my side as wingman, the true scale of the battle 

became apparent. Literally hundreds of fighters were engaged 

in an all-out war just above the planet’s atmosphere. And 

there were thousands of asteroids orbiting the planet too, 

forming a giant ring of chalky rocks. 

Multiple red and blue lasers shot past my ship in all 

directions, followed by streaks of silver and white as swarms 

of enemy and allied craft darted about engaged in battle. I 

furiously pushed and pulled on the stick in an effort to avoid 
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being blown to smithereens as ships violently exploded all 

around me. Their shattered and burning remains floated past my 

hull, crashing into other broken ship fragments and sometimes 

smashing directly into nearby asteroids or other fighters, 

which resulted in yet more chunks of rock and sparking metal 

littering the scene. 

I was slap bang in the middle of fiery death and 

explosive chaos. 

An enemy ship zoomed past my view, lasers blasting. I 

quickly pushed the stick in the same direction in an attempt 

to pursue it. The alien fighter gracefully danced its way 

around the floating ship carcases and then disappeared out of 

sight behind a large asteroid. My ship, however, just spun 

around wildly. 

It would have been hard enough steering the ship around 

and avoiding all the debris, let alone trying to engage any 

enemy fighters, but I found it a task simply keeping the ship 

oriented in the correct direction. Hitting anything with an 

actual shot was nearly impossible.  

I aimlessly blasted my laser into the junkyard of ship 

remains, hoping to catch any enemy fighters that might cross 

my path. The shots hit mostly empty space. 

Peter called out, “Jobe, there’s a fighter on your tail.” 

The radar showed two blips approaching. One was Peter’s 

ship and the other the enemy fighter. But I couldn’t see 

anything other than space rocks and debris when I looked over 
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my shoulder and out the cockpit window. Regardless, I needed 

to get out of there fast. I pushed hard on the stick and the 

ship dove down. The red blip stayed with me. A series of laser 

blasts shot across the top of my ship, their bright red glow 

illuminating the inside of the cockpit briefly as they flew 

past. I pulled the stick to the right and the ship banked 

sharply. The blip followed closely. “Damn. I can’t shake this 

guy.” 

“Hang in there, Jobe. I’m coming in behind you on the 

right side. When I say so, I want you to pull hard to the 

left, and I’ll nail this sucker with a missile.” 

Another stream of red laser blasts flew past my cockpit. 

“Now,” Peter shouted. 

I slammed left on the stick and the ship banked so hard 

it almost went into an unintended roll. Multiple enemy shots 

whisked past the cockpit on my right hand side, and then they 

abruptly stopped. An explosion erupted off to my right. Large 

chunks of sparking and burning metal floated past the cockpit 

window. 

“Got him,” Peter said. 

“Nice one, Peter,” I said, levelling out the ship. “Hey, 

are you having any issues flying at all? It feels like my ship 

isn’t turning fast enough to follow the enemy fighters 

properly.” 

“Nope, it’s working fine for me. Remember, you need to 

use the head tracking at the same time as steering and flying. 
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Look all around you and get a bearing on the enemy’s position 

first, and then you can easily manoeuvre your ship into their 

flight path. It’s much better than using only the analogue 

stick to try and instantly turn the ship on a dime when they 

zip past your window.” 

After so long using VR, I was amazed I could make such a 

rookie mistake. “Christ, it’s not like I’ve not played enough 

VR games already--and a bunch of them were space shooters too. 

I guess I just got distracted in all the excite--” 

A barrage of enemy lasers shot past my head. One struck 

the side of my ship with a loud metallic thud, violently 

rattling the cockpit. “Damn!”  

The computer ordered me to take evasive action.  

I turned to look over my shoulder and saw two enemy 

fighters approaching at high speed. “Peter, I’ve been hit.” 

The display in front of me flashed red, showing where I’d 

taken damage. It didn’t seem to be too critical; or at least 

everything seemed to be still functioning properly. 

Peter shouted in my ear. “I think you should get the hell 

out of there, Jobe--now.” 

The two alien craft flew across the nose of my ship, 

their engines humming as they zoomed past, and then they 

started banking around for a second run at me. I steered the 

ship toward a large asteroid that was floating nearby and 

swooped in behind it. A quick glance at the radar showed two 

blips heading in my direction. Over my shoulder I saw the 
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ships tailing me closely, blasting away chunks of the asteroid 

until it broke apart into smaller pieces that they 

effortlessly rammed their way through. It was clear these guys 

weren’t going to give up that easily. I zigzagged my way 

around a few more asteroids and large pieces of ship debris. 

The fighters stuck with me. 

OK, it’s time to properly test my flying skills. 

I pulled back on the throttle and slowed the ship down to 

a near crawl. The enemy craft approached rapidly from behind 

and started firing their lasers. 

Get ready. . . . 

Shots ripped past on either side of the ship.  

Be patient. . . . Wait. . . . 

The blips on the radar moved closer, closing in fast. 

“Now!” 

I rammed the throttle forward and pulled back hard on the 

flight stick. The ship tilted up sharply and went into a full 

loop manoeuvre. Both of the enemy fighters sailed by, their 

silver hulls glinting in the darkness of space as they passed 

by a short distance above my head, where I tracked them 

visually until I’d completed the loop. Now I was on their 

tails and they were directly in my sights. I pulled the 

trigger and fired a burst of laser shots at the ship on the 

left. One of the blasts hit the mark. The ship burst into 

flames and then exploded into a hundred metal shards that shot 

off in all directions. 
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The second fighter banked sharply to the right, quickly 

moving to the edge of my direct line of sight. This time I 

tracked it with my head and smoothly turned the ship into the 

correct alignment. A new icon appeared on my head-up display 

that indicated I was locked onto the enemy ship and homing 

missiles were now armed. I fired off a missile. A huge 

explosion briefly lit up the darkness of space, and then it 

was gone. 

“Woohoo,” I shouted out. 

“Nice one, Jobe,” Peter said. “Now, how about you focus 

on the other six fighters approaching us from the right--the 

ones in front of that giant mother ship.” His ship zoomed 

across my view, guns blazing with blue lasers of death as he 

headed straight into the fray. 

Looking to the right, I caught first sight of the city-

sized mother ship in the distance. It was an odd alien vessel, 

a colossal silver pyramid, with a surface that looked like a 

patchwork quilt made up of thousands of small, glowing red 

triangular outlines. And each one of those triangles was 

firing its own string of red laser blasts at a helpless space 

station orbiting the planet--a station in pretty bad shape and 

that I presumed we were meant to protect. 

My hands suddenly felt sweaty from gripping tightly on 

the gamepad. I quickly rubbed them on my legs to dry them off 

and then returned my attention to the game. 
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The space station would have to wait; I had a more 

pressing issue to deal with: Two enemy fighters rushed toward 

my ship and then rocketed past at close range, guns ablaze. A 

third fighter abruptly exploded a few metres ahead, erupting 

in a ball of fire. Peter’s ship burst out through the centre 

of the smoke and flames in hot pursuit of the fleeing 

fighters, lasers blasting. 

“Great shot, Peter.” 

Red and blue lasers flashed and danced around in front of 

my view, humming like a chorus of electric bees. I focused my 

attention, swinging the ship around until it was in line with 

a trio of nearby enemy fighters, and then fired off a series 

of shots. One of the ships immediately exploded into a hundred 

shiny pieces. A second one went into a rapid spin as a laser 

blast connected with the edge of its “wing”, followed by a 

plume of black smoke. The remaining enemy ship swooped across 

my view. I gave chase through a cluster of asteroids, 

manoeuvring the ship until I was in just the right position 

for a shot. One controlled burst of laser fire later, and the 

engine on the enemy ship exploded in a ball of flames. 

The radar showed Peter’s blue blip chasing down the two 

remaining red blips--and then they were gone. He’d blasted 

them out of existence. 

“Nice shootin’, Tex,” Peter said, as his ship pulled up 

next to mine and hovered by my wing. 
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“You too, Ace.” I steered the ship back in the direction 

of the main battle. The space station in the distance was 

still under attack from the mother ship. It had suffered heavy 

damage. Smoke and flames spewed out from multiple sections of 

the hull. A module at the rear of the station was in the 

process of tearing away from the main structure, venting gas 

and junk into space. The station was on its last legs. If we 

didn’t get there soon, it was-- 

A huge explosion erupted in the distance, followed by an 

even bigger shock wave that tore across the void of space, 

catching my ship directly in its path. The cockpit rattled 

violently around me. For a moment I felt a hint of motion 

sickness as the scene juddered and shook about--possibly 

caused more by the headset struggling to track the rapid 

motion than the simulation being entirely convincing--and then 

the station was gone. 

“Damn, Jobe. I really hope protecting that station was 

just a side quest.” Peter’s voice carried an air of sadness 

and disappointment. 

But we didn’t have time to stop and mourn the loss of 

those digital lives. The mother ship continued onward, now 

heading directly toward the planet. A bombardment of red laser 

blasts fired out from across the front face of the huge 

floating pyramid, effortlessly ripping through debris and 

asteroids as they carved out a path straight for the planet’s 

surface, along with a spread of shots from some of the smaller 
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enemy fighters that were flying alongside the larger alien 

craft. 

A small squadron of allied pilots engaged the enemy 

fighters but had little effect. They were outnumbered and 

vastly outgunned by the wall of shots coming from the mother 

ship. 

The laser fire from the mother ship reached the planet’s 

atmosphere and then abruptly stopped, petering out in small 

circular ripples. Shot after shot slammed into a shimmering 

force field that was being projected across the entire 

planet’s surface. 

“Peter, can you see where the mother ship’s lasers are 

hitting against the planet’s force field?” 

“Yeah, I see it.” 

“There’s got to be an alien civilisation or something 

under there. Maybe the enemy is heading for their capital 

city, and only we and that force field are the last line of 

defence.” 

Peter’s voice crackled in my ear, “Yeah, there could be 

an important ally base at the particular location the mother 

ship is targeting, which we are supposed to be defending.” 

“Whatever is the case, I think we need to try to stop the 

mother ship before it reaches the surface.” 

“I agree.”  
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“Let’s join the rest of our ships, and blow away as much 

of that thing as humanly possible--basically, unleash 

everything we have at it.” 

”I’m on it.” Peter’s craft sped off toward the mother 

ship at full speed. 

I pushed the throttle all the way forward and followed 

closely behind him. 

As we moved closer, dodging around floating debris and 

blasting our way past a bunch of rogue enemy fighters, I 

noticed a squadron of smaller fighters spewing out of the 

mother ship and heading toward the planet’s atmosphere. “Hey, 

Peter. We’re going to have to be quick about this.” I pressed 

and held my finger on the trigger, sending out a stream of 

blue shots that cut through a bunch of enemy fighters and drew 

a line of mini impact explosions over the gleaming hull of the 

mother ship. But when the dust settled the giant spacecraft 

looked largely unscathed. 

Out of the window I saw Peter launch a series of missiles 

at a flashing section of the mother ship. A new button lit up 

on the control panel. It was labelled “Concentrate Attack”. 

Pressing it unleashed a series of laser blasts alongside a 

flurry of twisting and winding missiles that raced toward the 

mother ship. 

A group of allied mechs suddenly swarmed on my position 

and started firing at the same point where Peter and I were 

concentrating our shots. They sported huge ion cannons that 
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blasted out thick green laser beams, much larger and more 

powerful than anything our spaceships were equipped with. It 

was these beams that caused the first visible damage to the 

huge pyramid. A shockwave of green and blue energy rippled 

across the surface of the alien craft and tore a large hole 

through its middle. 

“Take that, you alien scum,” I cried out, shaking my fist 

in the air and almost dropping the gamepad in the excitement. 

“Nice,” Peter said. “If we can blast away a few thousand 

more chunks like that, these guys are going to be in serious 

trouble.” 

The blast had caused some damage but it wasn’t nearly 

enough to stop the ship. Still, it was a small victory, and at 

least we now knew for sure that we could damage the thing, 

which gave us a fighting chance. 

More fighters spewed out from the mother ship and headed 

toward the planet. I suddenly realised that the smaller craft 

weren’t coming from inside the giant pyramid--they actually 

were the pyramid. The mother ship was made up of literally 

hundreds of smaller ships, maybe even thousands, all joined 

together to form a superstructure that was vastly superior in 

defence to the individual spacecraft, and capable of firing 

off thousands of shots simultaneously. One by one the smaller 

ships were breaking away from the larger structure and 

swarming toward the planet. The radar was now a flashing Petri 

dish of red blips. 
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“Peter, keep your attack focused on the mother ship. I’m 

going to engage those enemy fighters heading for the upper 

atmosphere of the planet and try to stop them before they 

reach the surface.” 

“Got it, Jobe. Good luck.” 

I set the ship into a high speed dive toward the planet, 

aiming for where the enemy fighters were heading. Fortunately, 

I was in the faster ship and was able to reach the edge of the 

atmosphere first. A small cluster of fighters approached to my 

starboard bow. I launched a couple of missiles at the front 

ship, which duly exploded and took out two more fighters in 

the blast, as well as temporarily disabling another one 

nearby. The remaining ships wheeled around and sped in my 

direction. They twisted and winded around as they approached, 

firing their lasers widely in all directions. I pushed hard-

left on the control stick and rolled out of the way of the 

stream of red laser shots. I slammed hard-right on the stick 

and rolled back in the other direction, performing a barrel 

roll across the top of one of the alien craft. Our ships 

passed close enough together that I could see the alien pilot 

inside his cockpit--a green, reptile-looking creature--

tracking my ship as it rolled on by. I looped around and 

brought the ship in line with the rear of his craft. A burst 

of laser fire later and his ship was a cloud of smoke, fire, 

and debris floating in space.  

I cried out in triumph. “Got him. I got him.” 
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Peter shouted in my ear, “Great, kid. Don’t get cocky.” 

“Yeah . . . watch this. . . .” With a face-wide grin--not 

that Peter could see it--I spun the ship around until I was 

heading straight toward the last two blips on the radar. The 

two enemy fighters were dead ahead of me, coming in fast with 

guns blazing. I set the ship into an aileron roll and spun 

directly through the hail of laser shots whizzing past on 

either side of the ship--a few of which came precariously 

close to striking the wings--and then fired off a stream of 

laser blasts and missiles in the direction of the rapidly 

approaching enemy fighters. Barely a few metres in front of my 

ship, two loud explosions erupted as the enemy craft went up 

in smoke and flames. Chunks of sparking metal flew off in all 

directions. I steered the ship straight through the centre of 

the black cloud left in the wake of their destruction, and 

then aileron rolled out the other side just for show. 

“Woohoo!” With a small adjustment I was skimming across the 

planet’s atmosphere, watching the nose of the ship glowing red 

hot. This was my victory dance. I felt like Tom Cruise in Top 

Gun. “What do you think of that, Peter? I feel the need--” 

A deafening explosion rocked the ship and lit up the 

entire cockpit bright white for a moment, quickly followed by 

a plume of fire and black smoke floating past the window. It 

was coming from my left wing. 

“Emergency! Emergency! Critical damage detected. Prepare 

for emergency landing.” 
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A red blip popped up on the radar. It must have been a 

random enemy ship that was out of range a moment earlier, and 

it had tagged me with a sneaky missile that I hadn’t seen 

coming in my moment of celebration and excitement.  

Maybe Peter was right about me being too cocky. . . . 

“Peter, I’ve been hit!” 

The enemy ship was approaching fast, firing its lasers 

directly at me. I made a desperate dive for the atmosphere. It 

was the only thing I could think to do in the heat of the 

moment. Hopefully the alien pilot would see that my ship was 

out of commission, burning up in the atmosphere, and he’d cut 

off his attack. . . . 

It worked. The enemy fighter turned around and headed 

back toward his squadron. 

But I had been bested by the computer--and my own 

arrogance. 

My ship tumbled downward, flames roaring over the top of 

the cockpit as it rocketed through the atmosphere toward the 

planet’s surface. The metal fixtures of the cockpit rattled 

and clattered around me. 

The sandy ground approached rapidly. I pulled back hard 

on the flight stick, trying to control the approach angle and 

slow down as much as possible. It had minimal effect. The ship 

was coming in fast. 

“Peter, I’m going down.” Well, at least I would be able 

to see the planet close-- 
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The ship smashed into the surface of the planet. Glass 

flew everywhere as the cockpit shattered into a million 

pieces. The control panel lit up in a series of crackling 

electric sparks and mini-explosions. I physically jumped back 

in my chair, instinctively throwing my hands up in front of my 

face and accidentally smacking the gamepad against the headset 

in the process. The display on the headset flickered for a 

second and then returned to normal. It was difficult to tell 

if the flickering was an intended part of the game or an 

unintentional glitch caused by my wild jumping around, but it 

pulled me out of the experience slightly. Yet, it was the in-

game hands not following my own hands in the real world that 

ultimately broke the illusion for a moment, more so than 

clumsily smashing the gamepad against my head. For a brief 

moment, however, it was real. I’d experienced another instance 

of genuine presence, and another example of me looking like an 

idiot had anyone actually been there to observe me freaking 

out at whatever was going on inside this virtual simulation. 

I heard Peter’s voice in my ear. “Jobe, can you hear me?” 

“Yes, I can hear you.” 

“Are you still in one piece? I saw your ship tumbling 

toward the planet and then it disappeared off the radar. For a 

second I thought it might have been game over for you.” 

“I’m still here . . . but my ship is totalled.” 

“What does that mean? Can you still move around in the 

game?” 
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“I’m not sure. . . .” I jiggled the gamepad’s analogue 

stick. Nothing happened. “I can’t move, but,”--I tilted my 

head up to the sky and saw the domed force field lighting up 

far above me as enemy fire continued to strike its surface--“I 

can look around normally. I’m not quite sure if I’m supposed 

to find some way to exit the wreckage or just stay here until 

the game resets.” 

“OK, well, give me a shout when you figure out what’s up. 

Right now, I’ve got a couple of fighters on my tail. . . .” 

“Yeah . . . will do.” 

I looked out across the planet’s surface. Beneath the 

force field everything was quiet and peaceful, apart from the 

burning remains of my ship. 

The headset display suddenly flickered on and off again. 

I really must have given it a proper knock when I was jumping 

around like a moron. I tapped on the side of the headset a 

couple of times. It fixed the problem. 

My in-game character started to remove the space helmet 

and flight gloves. It was then that I got the first glimpse of 

what I looked like beyond just a generic space suit. What I 

saw was rather surprising:  

I couldn’t see my own head but my hands clearly weren’t 

those of a human. My skin was pale blue and the top of my 

hands were covered in a layer of velvety fur. 
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Well, there really wasn’t any reason that I should have 

been human, when I thought about it, other than a lack of 

imagination on my part. 

The cockpit release button lit up on the control panel. I 

gave it a press and the broken remains of the ship’s roof 

slowly flipped up, giving me a wider view of the area. 

Looking out beyond the broken shell of the ship, I saw a 

vast alien desert stretched out before me in all directions, 

as far as the eye could see. A light fog of sand-dust a metre 

high blew gently across the surface. And the entire scene, 

reaching far off into the distant horizon, was shimmering and 

glowing beneath the brightest of blue skies. It was almost 

Earth-like, except for the bunch of strange red roots a yard 

thick and fifteen feet tall that reached up from the surface 

of the sand and pointed toward the sky. 

A giant worm creature burst out of the ground a few 

metres in front of me, causing a violent storm of sand to 

sweep across my view, obscuring everything in sight for a 

second. It came crashing back down to the ground with a loud 

and heavy thud before disappearing beneath the surface again. 

The dust settled and my view cleared. 

And then I noticed something poking out of the sand that 

stopped me dead in my tracks (not that I was walking around; I 

was still helplessly stuck in the ship). 

What I’d thought was simply a large dune previously, 

before the worm creature smashing into the ground had shaken 
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the sand from its surface and revealed it in more detail, was 

in fact the crumbled remains of a toppled skyscraper. But the 

remnants of an old building weren’t particularly shocking to 

see in and of themselves; it was the inscription on the face 

of the stone block sitting in front of the building that was 

genuinely startling: “Twin Towers II”. 

I was on Earth--Earth as the game designer must have 

imagined it looking in the distant future, long after the 

planet had been reclaimed by nature, and quite possibly after 

some future world war had destroyed human civilisation as we 

know it. 

Finally, I understood what was going on. The force field 

wasn’t protecting a city full of humans or even an alien 

civilisation. It was protecting the planet’s natural ecosystem 

from outside invaders and other dangers, including our very 

own sun--the red giant that loomed large over the planet--

giving nature a chance to reclaim the Earth so it could start 

afresh. 

The image on the VR display shuddered and jumped around 

again. Something was obviously up with the headset. Maybe I’d 

knocked the connection loose during my moment of wild 

flailing. I reached up and gave the cable on the back of the 

VR headset a firm push. It appeared to do the trick. The 

desert scene focused back into view.  

Perhaps it was a war against some all-conquering alien 

overlords that had wiped out the human population. Or maybe 
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we’d simply fled the planet once the sun had grown so large it 

had obliterated the moon and the slowly roasting Earth could 

no longer comfortably support human life. More than likely, it 

was just another pointless war we’d fought among ourselves 

that had brought an end to the time of man’s dominion over the 

Earth. . . . Regardless, it was a stunning revelation. 

What a beautiful almost alien world, an alternate version 

of the birth planet of all mankind, ripe for new exploration 

and discovery. And now I was actually about to get out of the 

ship and freely-- 

A loud buzzing sounded. It seemed to be coming from the 

atmosphere of the planet, from all around me. Was it some kind 

of planetary warning beacon? 

The buzzing sounded again. 

There didn’t appear to be any immediate danger.  

Maybe it was one of the ship’s alarms warning me of an 

imminent explosion. Perhaps I’d accidentally knocked the 

headset’s 3D sound off slightly when I was erratically jumping 

around earlier, and that was why it didn’t sound quite right.  

I tried to focus on precisely where the sound was coming 

from-- 

The buzzing wasn’t coming from inside the game. It was 

coming from my computer. 

“Damn!” I’d let myself get so distracted that I’d totally 

forgotten about the call with Polybius. It had to be him 

trying to message me. 
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“Hey, Peter. I’ve gotta go. Something just came up.” 

“Oh, OK, Jobe. No problem,” Peter replied. 

“Sorry, man. You know what it’s like . . . business and 

all that.” 

“Business? Are you working freelance on a new game 

project or something?” 

“No, it’s just that I--” 

“It’s that Polybius guy again, isn’t it? Maybe I could 

join the--I’ve still got a while before Claire gets back from 

work and--” 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Peter. Like I said, 

the guy’s a bit paranoid, and I don’t want to scare him off 

again before I’ve figured out what this whole Presence thing 

is about. Anyway, it will probably just end up turning into a 

general conversation about VR. I doubt there’s much substance 

to the hype around this “Presence” headset. It’s probably 

nothing to get excited about.” 

“It’s fine, Jobe. I get it. We can pick up where we left 

off again tomorrow, I guess. And remember . . . nothing 

stupid.” 

“I’ll remember, and I’ll catch you later.” I knew Peter 

could tell I was keeping a large chunk of the truth from him, 

but he was being very understanding about it. 

“OK, Jobe. Later--” 

I dropped the gamepad onto my lap then whipped off the 

headset and set it down on the computer desk. 
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 # 

The computer buzzed again and a message box popped up on 

the screen. It was Polybius requesting a private chat. I 

couldn’t believe it was six o’clock already; it really didn’t 

feel like I’d been in the game that long. 

I shut down the video call with Peter so no other 

connections were open, paused for a second to calm myself, and 

then pressed the accept button: 

Polybius: Hello, Jobe. 

Job38_4: Hey, Polybius. 

Polybius: First: Is it safe? 

Job38_4: Yes, it’s safe. 

Polybius: Good, Jobe. So, have you come to a decision 

regarding helping me reveal the truth about my company’s 

unholy virtual reality work? 

Job38_4: Yes, I’m definitely in. 

Polybius: Great, then we had better get to work. I would 

like to send you the headset as soon as possible so you can 

try it out firsthand and verify the various claims I am 

making, and then we can move onto figuring out the best way to 

disseminate the information. 

Job38_4: OK. So, how do we go about arranging for me to 

get the headset? Do I need to meet you somewhere secret or 

something? Will you be the guy hiding in the shadows and 

smoking a cigarette? 
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Polybius: Nothing quite that dramatic, Jobe. I am going 

to arrange a special delivery. Although, ideally, I would not 

want to involve any more middlemen than I have to, but I think 

this will be the best way to get the headset to you safely. I 

will label the package “Spectacle Parts” so you will recognise 

it. When it arrives you will be asked for your signature to 

confirm delivery of the parcel. Sign your name as Stanley G. 

Weinbaum. That is how I will know it got delivered to you 

specifically. 

Job38_4: Do you want my address and postal details? 

Polybius: No, I already have them, Jobe. Thank you. 

It was a bit disconcerting that this stranger knew so 

much about me while I knew almost nothing about him, but not 

entirely unexpected. 

Job38_4: OK. So, is there anything else we need to get 

sorted out? 

Polybius: No, that is all for now. It will take me a day 

or two to sneak the headset out of the lab and make all the 

arrangements. Be prepared for a parcel delivery in a few days 

time. 

Job38_4: Great. Once I’ve tried the headset, how will I 

get back in touch with you? 

Polybius: Do not worry about that, Jobe. I will contact 

you when the time is right. I had better go now. It is not 

safe to chat for too long as they have recently ramped up 

security in the lab due to some trouble with one of the test 
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subjects. You will not hear from me again for a few days. Good 

luck, Jobe. 

Job38_4: OK. Bye for now. 

Polybius’ name disappeared from the message window. I 

shut down the program. 

And that was that. Now I simply had to wait patiently for 

the headset to arrive. 
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Chapter Seven 

 

Beth’s voice floated across the room, “and as I continue 

to count up, five, you will slowly become aware of your body 

again, knowing it’s almost time to come back to the room, six, 

as you allow yourself to start thinking in more every day 

ways, seven, you notice how comfortable you feel as you slowly 

begin to awaken, eight, feeling more and more revitalised, 

nine, and in a second you will find yourself back in the room, 

feeling relaxed and calm, refreshed and wide awake, ten--

awake.” 

I opened my eyes and found myself back in the 

psychiatrist’s office lying on the couch. Beth was sitting in 

the chair opposite, pen and notepad in hand. She leaned 

forward and looked at me intently, using her index finger to 

nudge her glasses ever-so-slightly higher on the bridge of her 

nose. 

“So, Jobe, we’ve previously talked about the amount of 

time you spend in VR, and how maybe you’re using it as a form 

of escapism and way to avoid confronting your inner demons in 
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the real world. Now I’d like to discuss the things you 

experienced when you were under, and in particular, I want you 

to think about and describe how they made you feel, so that 

together we can try to understand how to best move forward in 

a positive way.” 

“OK,” I replied, feeling relaxed and calm. 

“You described being back in the moment of the car crash 

again. Tell me what that experience was like, and what 

feelings it brought to the surface.” 

“It was pretty terrifying. I felt scared . . . helpless.” 

Beth quickly scribbled something in her notepad and then 

looked up again. “Because you couldn’t save Marnie?” 

“Yes.” 

“And do you feel guilty about that? Do you feel like her 

death was your fault?” 

“Yeah, I mean, I should have paid more attention to the 

road.” 

“Do you think you could have avoided the animal; could 

you have averted the crash?” 

“I don’t know . . . maybe,” I said, starting to squirm a 

little in the chair. 

“So, why didn’t you look where you were driving, Jobe?” 

Beth’s stare sharpened as she leaned in even closer. 

“Well, I was watching . . . Marnie was laughing, and--” 

“But you were the one driving, Jobe. You should have kept 

your eyes on the road.” 
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“I know, but--” My heart started beating harder in my 

chest. 

“But you didn’t, Jobe. You didn’t keep your eyes on the 

road.” 

“I know. I should have--” 

“Why, Jobe. Why didn’t you watch where you were driving?” 

“I was--” 

“Why did you have to crash?” 

“I--” 

“I trusted you, Jobe.” 

“But-- Wait--“ 

“Why did you kill me, Jobe?” 

“What do you mean? I didn’t kill you.” 

I looked up at Beth--it wasn’t Beth; it was Marnie--

sitting in Beth’s chair. 

“I didn’t mean it, Marnie. I’m sorry.” 

“You killed me, Jobe. You murdered me.” 

 “I tried to stop the car. I couldn’t--” 

“Look at what you’ve done to me, Jobe.” Marnie rose up 

from the chair gripping her chest. Blood was dripping through 

her fingers and down the backs of her hands. 

“Marnie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t--” 

She limped toward me, coughing and choking as blood 

spurted out of her mouth. 

“Look at me . . . Jobe!” 

“No . . . Marnie.” 
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I tried to get up from the chair--my legs wouldn’t move. 

The entire room was dark. All I could see was Marnie, 

slowly shuffling closer with her arms stretched out, 

desperately trying to reach at me. Her chest was torn open and 

her clothes soaked in red. She gagged and heaved as she 

struggled to catch a breath. 

“Jobe,” she moaned, coughing and spurting out blood. 

“Jobe, look at what you--” 

“Marnie, forgive me.” I threw my hands up like a shield 

covering my face. “Please, Marnie . . . stop.” It was too 

much. I’d had enough. “Someone, help me!” 

My eyes snapped open and I was in bed again, alone and 

trembling.  

The shaking eventually subsided and my mind settled, 

until there was only silence and darkness--and the oppressive 

heat. I grabbed the covers and tossed them off my sweat-soaked 

body, feeling the air prickling against my skin. And then I 

was angry. 

“How long am I going to suffer these nightmares?” I 

looked up to the ceiling and let out a loud moan. “Have I not 

paid enough of a price for the accident already?” 

My questions went unanswered. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

It was while looking out the window as part of the usual 

daily routine that I noticed a random green van parked outside 

with Industrial Landscaping written on the side. At first I 

didn’t take any notice. It was a parked van with two men 

sitting in it; no big deal. But later on in the day I had 

another quick look out the window and saw it was still there, 

parked directly below the apartment. Every time I checked, the 

van was still there, with the two men sitting inside (usually 

tapping away on digital tablets). They never left the van, as 

far as I could tell, which seemed a little strange. 

By the evening I was starting to get pretty paranoid. 

Were these men government agents, spying on me, tracking 

whatever I was doing on the computer? I was probably just 

getting carried away, but after the last few evening’s events 

with Polybius, and knowing that the delivery of the headset 

was imminent, I was a little spooked.  

For most of the day I couldn’t take my mind off the van. 

I found myself looking out the window every few minutes, until 
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eventually, when I checked later in the evening, the van had 

finally left. In the end, I decided it wasn’t anything to be 

worried about; I’d made a big fuss over nothing. 

Just as I was starting to forget about the strange events 

outside the window, sometime later that night, there was a 

blackout across the entire block. 

It all happened in an instant: The monitor turned black 

and the computer shut down; the lights in the apartment 

blinked out; everything fell dark and silent; even the normal 

humming of the computer fans whirring in the background was 

suddenly absent. 

OK, don’t panic; maybe the computer’s just overheated. I 

felt around until I found the power switch. When I pressed it 

nothing happened. Wait, the computer shutting down wouldn’t 

cause the lights to go out, unless one of the main fuses had 

blown--or. . . .  

I turned and looked out of the window; the van wasn’t 

there--thank God. Looking across to the apartments opposite, I 

saw the entire block was dark, and all the street lights were 

out too. That certainly wasn’t normal. Strangely, no one else 

came to their window to check what was up. Maybe it didn’t 

bother anyone else as much as it did me. 

My heart suddenly started pounding faster, and a cold 

sweat rushed over me: What would I do if the computer didn’t 

come back on soon? I spent most of my life in front of that 

thing. How would I pass the time without it? I simply wouldn’t 
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be able to cope with being stuck sitting in the dark, forced 

into reading books by candle light, or worse, having to go 

outside-- 

Candles. . . . There were a couple of tea light candles 

in the kitchen drawer. Marnie had sometimes liked to place 

them around the bathroom when she went for a long soak in the 

tub, and I’d actually saved a few specifically in case of a 

blackout--because you never know. Smart me. 

I reversed the chair away from the desk and made my way 

over to the kitchen, clumsily bumping into the furniture and 

nearly knocking over one of the dining room chairs in the 

process. There wasn’t a lot of wiggle room in the apartment; I 

hadn’t noticed it before. But, I guess I’d never had to 

navigate the wheelchair around the room in the pitch black 

until now. 

I fumbled around in the drawer until I felt something 

that resembled a-- 

The lights in the apartment flashed back on all at once, 

and then the monitor in the corner of the room powered on 

again and the computer began running through its boot up 

sequence. 

OK, I think we’re back in business. . . . 

I quickly rolled back over next to the desk and checked 

out the window: The street lights had come back on, as had the 

ones in the apartments on the opposite block too. The 

emergency was over. The whole ordeal had only lasted for a few 
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minutes before everything had come back on, but that was long 

enough for me. 

It was the first time I could recall such a thing 

happening during the time I’d been in the apartment. Although, 

there were so many memories and incidental details I’d 

forgotten as result of the accident and the consequent partial 

memory loss; who knows what unexpected events could have 

happened in that time . . . all the weird and wonderful things 

I simply couldn’t recall. Either way, it was pretty random to 

have a total power blackout--I was sure of that much at least-

-especially since it was a calm night with no thunder storms 

or extreme weather that might cause such a thing. Whatever the 

cause, the blackout had ended pretty much as soon as it had 

started, and there didn’t seem to be any damage done. It was 

just one of those random occurrences--two of those random 

occurrences. 

Beyond those couple of somewhat unusual incidents, things 

had actually been relatively uneventful over the last few 

days, which was fine with me. 

And then the day of the delivery arrived. 
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Chapter Nine 

 

My eyes felt heavy and tired. I hadn’t been sleeping 

particularly well, which was most likely a combination of 

paranoia and the excitement of waiting for the headset to be 

delivered. 

When the buzzer rang I immediately knew what it was for, 

causing a pang of excitement crossed with trepidation at the 

same time. Hurriedly, I wheeled over to the intercom and 

fumbled at the answer button. “Yes, who is it?” I asked, 

trying to sound calm. 

“Delivery for Weinbaum,” answered the voice. 

Heart racing, I pressed the button to let the delivery 

man in the stair. 

A few seconds later and there was a knock at the 

apartment door. When I opened it I saw the delivery man 

holding a big brown box with a couple of “fragile” and “handle 

with care” labels stuck on the sides. And there was another 

large label with the words “Spectacle Parts” printed across 
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the top. My heart skipped a beat. That’s it. If I could have 

stood up and jumped around with joy I would have. 

“Hi,” the delivery man said, “Where would you like me to 

put this?” 

“Can you put it over there for me,” I said, pointing next 

to the computer desk. 

“No problem.” The delivery man walked over and placed the 

box on the floor next to the desk. “I just need you to sign 

here for the delivery, Sir,” he said, pulling out a small 

tablet and digital pen from his pocket. 

I reached up and etched my pseudonym onto the screen, 

Stanley G. Weinbaum. 

“Thank you, Mr. Weinbaum.” The deliveryman said then 

turned around and left. 

Well, that was easy enough. Do I actually look like a 

Weinbaum, I wondered. I guess there isn’t really a specific 

look to go with a particular name. 

I shut the door, making sure to turn the lock so it was 

properly secured. Locking the door wasn’t something I usually 

bothered with when I was home. I lived in a pretty decent 

neighbourhood and always felt safe, even with the door 

unlocked, but the strange events of late had left me somewhat 

unnerved. 

I spun the chair around and hurriedly rolled myself over 

to the package. Upon reaching the desk, I leaned over to the 

window and pressed my forehead against the glass. I peered 
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down at the street, scanning up and down the main block for 

anything out of the ordinary. Everything looked normal; no 

strange vans were lurking below. 

I turned around and reached down for the package. It was 

heavier than I expected it to be, given that all I was 

expecting to find inside was a virtual reality headset. After 

sitting the box securely on my legs, I pulled at the masking 

tape across the top, forcefully tearing it off and breaking 

the seal. 

Opening the flaps on the box gave me my first exciting 

glimpse of the headset, which looked like a pair of black ski-

goggles moulded from cheap plastic and held together with 

silver duct tape. It had a couple of loose cables protruding 

from it with small earbuds attached, and a strap that looked 

like it was designed to sit across the top of my head. Next to 

the headset was a pair of electrode-looking connectors with 

wires coming out of them. I wasn’t quite sure what they were; 

none of my other headsets had any such connectors. Below the 

headset was a pair of expensive looking haptic gloves with 

semi-rigid cables extending down each of the fingers. There 

were also a few other essentials such as the charge cable, a 

manual, and a small tube filled with a clear gel of some kind. 

I wrestled the headset out of the moulded foam base that 

everything was securely slotted into--presumably to keep it 

from being damaged during transit--and pulled it onto my head. 

The clasps on the rear of the strap were easily clicked into 
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position, and I inserted the buds into my ears so that 

everything was fitted securely in place. By default, the 

eyepiece was lifted up and away from my eyes, making it easy 

to freely look around the room and see what I was doing. I 

then slipped on the haptic gloves, which were soft to the 

touch and fit comfortably. There was a slight elasticity to 

the material, presumably to accommodate a variety of hand 

shapes and sizes. I knew it would be pretty impractical trying 

to do anything else while wearing all the gear, and that it 

would take a while to get the software set up properly too, 

but ergonomics and usability were of particular interest to 

me, especially when it came to VR, and I really wanted to get 

a feel up front for how comfortable the whole rig was. Like a 

typical kid with a new toy, I was impatient to play with it as 

soon as possible. 

Pulling the front part of the headset down over my eyes 

gave me the first real sense of what it was like to wear. It 

felt pretty snug on my face. And, considering it was clearly 

just a rough test model, it was the most comfortable VR 

headset I’d worn to date. 

After a few minutes of wriggling my fingers and moving my 

head around--even though it was totally pointless because the 

headset was still powered off--I decided it would be a good 

idea to look at the manual. I lifted up the front of the 

headset, removed the gloves for the moment and placed them on 

the desk, and then pulled the manual out of the box. The 
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manual was actually two smaller colour-coded booklets: White 

for the standard setup instructions and bright red for 

important safety information. A note was attached to the front 

of the setup instructions booklet: 

This headset is one of only three Presence development VR 

units in existence, and the most advanced of the prototype 

builds. It took a lot of effort to sneak it out and get it to 

you, so take great care with it. Follow the instructions 

precisely and use it only with the software provided. I leave 

this hardware in your capable hands, Jobe. Try it out and get 

a feel for what it is capable of. Study it and learn from it, 

but be careful; do not allow the simulation to seduce you, and 

do not forget the end goal and ultimate purpose in using the 

device. When the time is right, you will know what to do. 

Polybius. 

As I was leaning forward to place the note on the 

computer desk I bumped my hand on the corner of the box, 

knocking the safety manual out of my grip. It rebounded off my 

knee and fell in between the PC tower and the side of the 

computer desk. 

I carefully placed the box down on the floor next to the 

chair so as to avoid any other clumsy accidents. 

When I tried to reach down and grab the manual I found 

that it was lodged too far in between the desk and tower to 

reach while sitting in the chair. I leaned forward as far as I 
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could and stretched my fingers toward the booklet, but it 

remained just beyond my grasp. 

“Ah forget it; it’s not worth the hassle.” I’d used 

enough VR headsets by that point in time to feel confident I 

wasn’t going to accidentally electrocute myself or set the 

apartment on fire, and I was keen to get started already. I 

still had the setup instructions at least, which was all I 

really needed. 

Following the setup guide, I plugged one end of the 

charge cable into the back of the headset and the other into 

the USB port on the computer. 

The bright red safety booklet tempted and teased me again 

from its position lodged in between the tower and desk--but I 

really didn’t want to have to struggle with moving a heavy 

computer desk around or awkwardly positioning the chair and 

fumbling about trying to reach for it. If I could just-- “I 

said forget it; you can get it later! And, stop talking to 

yourself. That’s the first sign of madness you know.” I 

focused back on the task at hand. 

Next I was directed to squeeze a little bit of the 

conductive gel onto each of the electrodes using the tube 

provided and attach the pads to either side of my head, 

directly on my temples, and then connect them to the headset. 

The instructions informed me that the electrodes would be used 

to stimulate electrical impulses in my brain, which wasn’t 

something I’d ever experienced before on any of the headsets 
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I’d previously tried; and I’d used quite a few of them by this 

point in time. I was a little bit hesitant but figured I’d 

already come this far so might as well follow this thing 

through to the end and see what happened. At least I now knew 

what the gel was for. It was cold and sticky but did the job. 

Syncing the headset to the PC and auto-installing the 

drivers required to run it was simple enough. But the next 

step, which involved setting up the main program, wasn’t so 

easy and took quite a bit of time. The user interface was 

archaic and clunky at best, sometimes even requiring me to use 

the old command prompt to run a few of the lower level 

systems. Figuring out all the different configuration settings 

took me the best part of an hour. Clearly this was something 

designed by programmers and for programmers. At one point I 

thought I’d accidently crashed the program and deleted part of 

the code stack, but after hacking in a couple of quick-fix 

lines of code, I eventually managed to get everything set up 

and working properly. 

After typing the run command, the main program kicked 

into action. I was instructed to look into the headset for 

this stage, so I quickly pulled it down over my eyes.  

# 

Direct-feed video footage of my living room appeared on 

the display, which was being recorded by a small 3D camera on 

the front of the headset. A message popped up on the screen: 

Calibration in Progress 
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Please follow all on-screen instructions precisely 

Stage 1: Spatial Mapping 

The calibration routine seemed particularly 

sophisticated: I turned my head and looked all around while 

the headset scanned the room and created a detailed 3D 

representation of the walls and furniture inside the program, 

which consisted of millions of 3D dots appeared on everything 

I looked at and then fading away after a few seconds. I then 

created a direct link to all the data stored locally on my 

computer and switched on continuous access to the internet 

too. I wasn’t sure why a VR simulation required all this 

information but I figured there must have been a good reason 

for it, so I did as I was instructed. 

After quite some time and a bit more fiddling around, 

everything was ready to go. A dialogue box popped up on the VR 

display instructing me that it was time to put on the gloves, 

which was easy to do now that I could see an image of the room 

and the gloves on the desk directly through the headset’s 

external camera. Not having any external wires on the gloves 

also helped. The manual had mentioned how they worked entirely 

without any wired power source and instead ran on a small 

internal kinetic based energy system, much like an advanced 

version of the movement-based battery technology in certain 

watches. I figured that not having to remember to charge the 

gloves before use would be perfect for me. 
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I was then instructed to touch my index fingers together 

at the tips while directly looking at the contact point 

between the two fingers. This acted like a kind of gesture 

based security unlock that initiated the final stage of the 

setup procedure. 

The screen flashed white for a second and then slowly 

faded back to black. A message popped up in the centre of the 

display: 

Access Granted 

Final System Sync in Progress 

Do not interrupt program during synchronisation 

Various lines of green code scrolled down the screen like 

something ripped straight out of The Matrix, at a speed that 

was far too fast for me to read. I could, however, feel the 

wide grin stretching across my face and pressing against the 

foam insert on the headset. After a minute or so, the setup 

was complete. A new message appeared on the screen: 

System Ready 

Touch Play to Begin Simulation 

This was it: After days of strange conversations with the 

mysterious character simply known as Polybius, various moments 

of fear and paranoia, and hours spent messing around setting 

up the machine; the moment of truth was finally here. The only 

thing left was to step through the looking glass and see what 

awaited me on the other side. I took a deep breath, raised my 

hand in front of me, and tapped the virtual Play button. 
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Immediately, there was a tingling sensation in my temples, 

then a sharp and shocking jolt that started at the top of my 

head and surged down through my entire body, including my 

normally completely dead legs. I was about to pass out from 

the crippling pain--and then it stopped. 
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Chapter Ten 

 

The screen flickered for a second and then some text 

appeared floating in the centre of the virtual display: 

Presence Simulation Test 

Stage 1: Acceptance of Digital Environment (v2.1) 

Status: Complete 

I heard a woman’s voice coming from the headphones. “If 

you could remove the headset now, Mr. Smith, thank you.” 

The text displayed on the headset changed to show three 

words: 

Please Remove Headset 

But I’d only just put it on. . . . 

Well, OK. I figured I might as well do as I was 

instructed. I lifted up the headset. 

 # 

“What the hell?” Those were the first words that popped 

into my head and unintentionally slipped out of my mouth. 

Rather than being in the apartment, I found myself in a 

modern-looking lab of some kind, surrounded by pristine white 
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walls and bright lights shining down on various metal machines 

covered in glass panels. The sound of computers beeping and a 

faint but persistent humming echoed around the room. I looked 

down and saw I was sitting on a large metal chair with lots of 

display panels and buttons along the armrests. There were a 

bunch of wires that connected directly from the chair into the 

strange bodysuit I was wearing. Two more wires linked from the 

bodysuit into the black gloves on my hands. And my feet were 

clamped securely in place inside special footrests on the 

front of the chair. 

Looking around I could see there were a whole bunch of 

these units lined up along the walls of the room, on either 

side, with other people plugged into them too. A couple of lab 

technicians in white coats were walking back and forth, 

periodically checking the displays on the units and entering 

data into the tablets they were carrying. One of the 

technicians, a young female with fiery auburn hair, turned 

around and approached me. 

“Hi, Mr. Smith,” the lab technician said as she got 

closer. “How are you feeling?” She waited for a second. “How 

did you enjoy the latest build of the software, Jobe?” she 

asked, this time slightly louder as she pressed a button on 

the headset, causing the headphones to automatically eject 

from my ears. 
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My mind was still in the simulation. I was slightly 

disoriented, only half awake in a kind of daydream. It took me 

a second to realise the woman was talking to me. 

“Oh, yeah,” I said, as my mind started to clear. “Very 

cool.” 

“Did you get that sense of presence we were talking about 

earlier?” she said, tapping something into one of the panels 

on the armrests. 

“Yeah, it was very impressive. It totally felt real, like 

I was actually there.” 

“That’s great, Jobe. If we’ve reached the point where you 

simply accepted whatever was happening in the simulation as 

being entirely real, we’ve achieved our main goal,” she said, 

unplugging the various cables that connected my bodysuit to 

the chair. 

“Indeed,” I answered. “I particularly liked the touch 

with the wheelchair. That was a great way to get around the 

difficulties with simulating full character movement.” I 

wasn’t quite sure what to say but it seemed appropriate. 

The lab technician pressed a few more buttons on the VR 

chair. “Actually, that’s not much of a problem with these 

particular units. As you know, the direct neural stimulation 

allows us to entirely bypass the real-world physical 

limitation of being seated in the chair,” she said, watching 

as a couple of the lights turned green.” 

“Well, either way, it was certainly convincing. . . .” 
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“OK, Jobe,” the lab technician said as she reached around 

the back of my neck and unplugged the final connection cable 

from the bodysuit, sending a small shock down my spine. “It’s 

going to take you a while to fully adjust to being back in the 

room and reorient yourself properly, so take a couple of 

minutes to get your bearings. And, once you are ready, feel 

free to get up and walk around and stretch your legs. In a few 

moments you will be asked to head next door, where we will go 

over your experience in more detail. There will be a 

questionnaire to fill in, followed by a short break, and then 

we will prepare you for the next stage of the simulation.” She 

smiled. “In the meantime, I’ll just go and check on some of 

the other volunteers.” 

I looked around the room and noticed a couple of other 

people unplugging themselves from their test units. My 

attention focused in on one girl in particular who was bent 

forward in the middle of disconnecting the various wires from 

her bodysuit; something about her was familiar. She suddenly 

looked up at me and smiled. 

It was Marnie. 

I recoiled in disbelief, stunned at the mere sight of 

her. A wave of intense shock and awe rushed over my body like 

a thousand red-hot needles pricking across my skin. I couldn’t 

move. I was frozen staring at her, observing her every action 

in minute detail. 
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She carefully removed her VR gloves, gently pulling at 

the tip of each finger in turn before slipping off each glove 

completely, and then she lay them across the armrest of the 

metal chair she was sitting in. A moment later, after a final 

check to make sure she’d disconnected all the wires properly 

and fully unlocked the foot clamps, she rose up out of the 

chair and stepped down from the small surrounding platform 

onto the floor of the lab. “Hey, Jobe,” she said, causally 

nodding at me. “Nice to see you back in the real world again.” 

“Hey . . . Marnie,” I replied, still taken aback and lost 

in the moment. I wonder if-- 

My thoughts were interrupted by a familiar man’s voice 

off to the side, “So, Jobe, what was the latest simulation 

like for you?” he asked. 

I looked over and saw it was Terry--another person I was 

surprised to see--who had stepped down from his VR chair and 

was walking toward me. 

“Hey, Terry,” I said, half waiting for him to lift up a 

bag containing my weekly shopping--Was it even Friday? I 

wasn’t entirely sure what day it was or even quite where I was 

at this point to be honest--“Yeah, it was pretty amazing. I 

honestly couldn’t tell I was in a simulation.” 

“Well, that is the goal of great virtual reality.” 

“What about you?” I asked him, glancing over to Marnie 

and then back again. 
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“I’m blown away to be honest. I’m not sure if we all had 

the same experience but mine was pretty intense. I was 

fighting in some kind of ongoing space battle, trying to 

defend the Earth from an alien invasion.” He took a deep 

breath. ”It was really crazy actually, quite nerve-racking at 

times. . . .” 

Marnie said, “Well, I was a tomb raider, like Lara Croft, 

which was pretty awesome.” 

I looked around and saw Marnie standing right next to 

where I was sitting. She was so close to me now--almost within 

touching distance. 

She continued, “I was raiding an ancient pyramid, making 

my way through rooms filled with devious puzzles and traps in 

the search for a mysterious and supposedly alien artefact. I’d 

just reached the King’s Chamber, which was apparently 

protected by a legendary griffin . . . and then the program 

abruptly ended. I actually want to get back in there and 

discover what happens next.” 

Seeing Marnie again, right there in front of me and not 

in some kind of horrific nightmare scenario, was--my heart was 

pounding so hard I thought it might burst through my chest at 

any second. I could feel my mouth and cheeks straining from 

the wide smile that was now clearly plastered across my face. 

“Sounds like fun,” I said, stepping down off the chair and 

moving toward her. It suddenly dawned on me that I was 

walking; I could walk again. . . . Using my legs, after what 
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seemed like an eternity in the simulation without them, felt 

both exhilarating and weird at the same time. I was about to 

lean in and give Marnie a kiss when Terry suddenly stepped in 

front of me with his hand raised. He gently but firmly pushed 

it against my chest, stopping me in my tracks. 

“Whoa,” he said. “Getting a little carried away there 

aren’t you, Jobe?” 

Marnie threw a half-apologetic stare my way and then 

stepped next to Terry. He put his arm around her shoulder as 

if politely reminding me she was his and to stay away. 

I stepped back, my mind rushing to put two and two 

together. . . . 

 “Oh,” I said, still somewhat confused.  

After a while, my thoughts started to clear a little. I 

suddenly realised, I remembered, that they were a couple. Yes 

. . . of course they were. You idiot--was the dominant thought 

running through my head in the seconds that followed. “Sorry, 

guys. I got confused and thought I was still in the simulation 

for a moment there. . . .” 

Marnie said, “It’s fine, Jobe. The program has that 

effect sometimes. No harm done.” 

I stood there watching them, feeling rather uncomfortable 

in my skin. I looked away again, trying to find something else 

in the room to focus my attention on. My eyes wandered around, 

and then I was staring at the door to the lab. I figured maybe 

I could leg it out of there and hide in a toilet, at least 
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until I felt a bit less stupid. After all, my legs were 

working again, and it seemed to me that running away from my 

embarrassment was the perfect excuse to test them out. 

The lab door hissed open. Peter entered the room and 

sauntered over to us with a carefree bounce in his stride. 

Thank God for small mercies. Peter was certain to change 

the subject. 

“Hey, guys,” Peter said, in his usual cheerful manor. 

“Nice to see you are all finally awake again. I’ve been 

waiting for ten minutes already.” 

“We were never asleep in the first place, Peter,” Terry 

said. “At least I wasn’t.” 

“Hey, Peter,” Marnie said, shifting around awkwardly. 

“Did I miss something?” Peter asked. 

Terry cleared his throat. “No . . . we were just talking 

about our various experiences inside the simulation.” 

“Well then,” Peter said, “allow me. . . .” 

Peter proceeded to tell us about his great adventure. How 

he’d been a space traveller who had crashed landed on an alien 

planet covered entirely in sand. He talked of his walking for 

days without food or water and how he was on the verge of 

death when he’d come across a strange and sentient alien 

village sitting alone amidst this vast empty desert, which had 

saved him from certain death by creating food and water-like 

substances for him to eat and drink using its own biomass. He 

described how this large garden-like creature had been slowly 
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dying, destroying itself in order to keep producing the very 

food and liquid that was keeping him alive, and how, rather 

than continuing to adapt itself to serve Peter’s needs and 

slowly killing itself in the process, it had decided the 

better solution was to adapt Peter directly instead. He’d 

ultimately been transformed into an indigenous lizard creature 

by this alien being, long snout, stumpy legs, four foot tail 

and all. Peter thought this was a hilarious and brilliant turn 

of events. 

Peter’s experience was identical to a sci-fi short story 

I’d stumbled upon online some years earlier, The Enchanted 

Village. It was definitely a great inspiration for a VR 

simulation, and it made me wonder if my own experience was 

similarly inspired by some other popular sci-fi story that I 

couldn’t recall in the moment. . . . 

I told the guys about my own experience, all the morbid 

details. Although, for whatever reason, I decided not to 

mention any of the stuff involving Polybius. They seemed 

genuinely enthralled by my account. Marnie in particular 

seemed totally engaged in what I had to say and was hanging on 

my every word. 

I was nearing the end of my story when I heard another 

voice: 

“Sorry to interrupt you,” said the female lab technician 

from earlier on, “but if you could all move into the review 

room next door, that would be great. There we will get you to 
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fill in some questions about your experience in the 

simulation, and then you can have a drink and take a short 

break, before we proceed with stage two of the test.” 

“Alcohol?” Peter asked, with a cheeky grin. 

“No alcohol, I’m afraid,” the female technician replied, 

“but there are other non-alcoholic beverages.” 

We shuffled through into the review room where there were 

a bunch of chairs with tablets placed on them. 

A voice announced over a speaker:  

“Good day, volunteers. If you could all pickup one of the 

tablets, take a seat, and proceed to fill in the 

questionnaire. Make sure to answer every question, providing 

as much detail as possible. Once you have finished, feel free 

to grab a drink and chat among yourselves. Thank you.” 

I grabbed one of the tablets and sat down on the chair. 

Glancing around the room, I saw a bunch of other people of 

varying ages from late teens to roughly mid fifties. They 

picked up their tablets one by one and began writing. 

I looked down and read the first set of questions 

displayed on the tablet screen: 

1. Describe in detail any/all elements of the simulated 

environment that in any way broke your sense of total 

immersion. 

2. Did you fight in a space battle? 

3. Did you complete the game, and if so, how long did you 

take to reach the end? 
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4. Were you contacted by a stranger at any point? 

5. If you discovered any of the hidden artefacts, turn to 

295. 

So, it’s going to be one of those types of 

questionnaires. . . . I pulled the stylus out from the top of 

the tablet and started writing. 

When I was finally done I slid the stylus back into its 

slot and placed the tablet down on the empty chair next to me. 

My mouth felt dry; I needed a drink. I looked around and saw 

there were a few people still writing away, and some others 

were standing in groups and chatting. Marnie was standing next 

to the table with the drinks on it, facing away from me. Well, 

at least I would be able to clear the air. Terry was still 

busy scribbling away on his tablet so I walked over next to 

where Marnie was standing and reached for a cup of water. 

It was then that I noticed the light reflecting off 

something on the back of her neck, a circular socket of some 

kind, surrounded by a metal ring. 

Instinctively, I reached up and touched the back of my 

own neck, where I felt the same metal ring that I was able to 

poke a finger into about half an inch. Various pins pushed 

back against the tip of my finger. This must be where the 

cable went that the technician unplugged earlier-- 

Marnie was staring at me with a puzzled expression on her 

face. I quickly dropped my hand down by my side. “Hey,” I 
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said, trying to act normal. “Sorry about earlier on. I was 

still slightly out of it.” 

“It’s fine, Jobe,” Marnie said. “After all the stuff you 

described in the simulation, I’m not surprised you got a 

little confused. I’m fine with it, and so is Terry.” 

“Cool,” I said, trying not to sound too bothered. I 

looked down and noticed my foot tapping repeatedly; I really 

needed to a grip of myself. 

Marnie said, “Hey, Jobe. . . . You’ve been running these 

simulations longer than the rest of us, and I was just 

wondering if you’ve noticed anything strange going on recently 

inside the program?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, anything out of the ordinary: Weird glitches, 

strange stuff appearing in parts of the simulation, people who 

don’t seem like they should be there, and just a feeling that 

something is a bit off.” 

“I don’t know, Marnie, maybe a couple of things like 

that, but--“ 

“It’s just that I’ve had this strange feeling lately that 

something wasn’t quite . . . so I’ve been doing a little bit 

of digging around outside of the simulation, after lights out. 

I hacked into my room terminal . . . and I found a whole bunch 

of internal VSI documents and code snippets that mention 

strange parallel testing being done on some of--” 
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The hiss of the electric doors sliding open on the 

opposite side of the room distracted my attention. An 

authoritarian looking gentleman entered, followed closely by 

Dr. Angelo (who had a concerned look on his face), and then a 

couple of ominous looking men in black suits and matching 

sunglasses. None of the men paid any attention to anyone in 

the room. Instead, they walked straight through the middle of 

the area, heading directly for the test lab. As they were 

passing by I noticed both the men in black were carrying black 

tablets. It was difficult to see clearly but I could make out 

a strange logo on the back of one of the tablets, and some 

writing. I focussed my eyes. The logo wasn’t anything I 

recognised but the writing said “Sinneslöschen Industries”. 

Something about the name was familiar, but I couldn’t place 

it. The men stepped through the sliding door that led into the 

test lab, and the door closed behind them with a hiss and a 

thud. The sign above the door read “Virtuality Systems Inc. 

Test Lab 4.” 

I felt someone tap my shoulder and turned around to see 

Peter standing next to me. 

“Sup, Jobe,” Peter said. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Marnie quickly turn 

away and reach over to grab a soda from the table, almost like 

she was trying to look busy. It was as if she’d just been 

caught doing something she shouldn’t be doing and was trying 

to cover up the fact. 
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 “Oh, hey, Peter,” I said. “How’s it going?” 

“Great. I’m really getting into this. It’s much better 

than the previous simulations.” 

“Yeah,” I said, “it’s pretty crazy, right?” 

“Yeah,” Peter said. “Do you have any idea what they have 

planned next? I’m totally pumped whatever it is, but I don’t 

have a clue.” 

“I have no idea.” All I knew was that stage two was 

coming soon, and it slightly worried me. 

Marnie said, “Well, I can’t wait to get in there and see 

what new adventures are awaiting me. It’s all so exciting.” 

She looked straight at me and smiled. 

Her smile seemed genuine, but I sensed there was 

something else going on beyond the surface-level expression 

and slightly exaggerated enthusiasm. After what she had asked 

me only a moment ago, I figured she simply didn’t want to let 

Peter in on the “secret” for whatever reason. I decided to 

leave it at that. 

Terry stood up and put down his tablet. He walked over to 

us. “Well, that was a pretty thorough questionnaire,” he said. 

“There were some rather strange questions too.” 

“Yeah,” I said in agreement. “It seemed like they were 

really trying to get down into the whole psychology of it 

all.” 



Johnston / Presence / 114 

 

“Also,” Terry said, “did you see those men who walked 

through the lab a bit earlier on with the director, the ones 

in the black suits and shades? What was that all about?” 

“I noticed them too,” I said. “They looked pretty 

official, all serious like.” 

Peter chimed in. “They’re probably investors or 

something. Those guys tend to take this kind of stuff real 

serious. Whenever money is involved they don’t joke around.” 

“I didn’t notice them,” Marnie said. She looked down and 

took a sip out of the can. 

“They were right there,” Terry said, pointing just in 

front of where we were standing. “How could you miss them?” 

“I must have been distracted.” Marnie looked at me for a 

split-second and then quickly looked away again. 

A loud voice coming from the speaker on the wall 

interrupted us: 

“All lab four volunteers: If you could start finishing up 

and making your way back into the test room, we can begin with 

stage two of the simulation. Thank you.” 

“Back to the grindstone,” Peter said, spinning around on 

the spot and heading off toward the lab. 

“Yeah,” Terry said. “When I volunteered for this gig I 

didn’t think they’d be working us like slaves. I thought it 

was just going to be a summer vacation.” He winked at Marnie. 

“Anyway, we’d best get back in there and find out what they 

have in store for us next.” 
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“Indeed,” I replied, making my way toward the door to the 

lab. 

One of the lab technicians approached our group as I 

entered the room. “Hi guys,” the young man said. “If you can 

find your way back into the same chairs you were in before, we 

will get you connected up and make sure everything is ready 

for the next phase of the simulation.” 

“No problem,” I replied. 

I looked at Marnie. “Well, I’ll see you guys in a while, 

I guess.” 

“Yes, Jobe, I’ll see you after my adventure,” Marnie 

said, half-smiling back at me. 

Terry reached over and kissed Marnie on the cheek. “Have 

fun, babe.” He turned and nodded toward Peter and me, “I’ll 

see you two soon.” His eyes focussed on me for a second. 

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do in there, Jobe.” He turned 

and walked off. 

“Have fun, you guys,” Peter said, bounding 

enthusiastically across to his test unit and waving his arms 

in the air as though he was mimicking some kind of simpleton. 

As I was walking over to my VR chair I noticed the 

director and the two men in black were talking to the female 

lab technician from before. They were nodding back and forth 

and pointing at various graphs and charts that were displayed 

on the sets of monitors in front of them. One of the men in 

black turned and pointed at my chair briefly, before turning 
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back to the monitors again. Dr. Angelo was watching on with 

the same worried expression on his face as before. 

What’s that all about? I sat down and started connecting 

the various cables into my suit, trying not to make it obvious 

that I was watching them from the corner of my eye. They 

seemed pretty interested in whatever information was being 

displayed on the monitors. 

I looked over and saw Peter was now fully connected into 

his unit. “I’ll see you guys on the other side,” he said, 

pulling the headset down over his face. The technician next to 

him pressed a few buttons on Peter’s VR unit and the light on 

the front turned red, indicating the program was running and 

it was not to be interrupted. 

Terry gave the thumbs up gesture and then he too was 

gone, transported inside the virtual world once again. 

Marnie looked at me with a final nervous smile and then 

pulled the headset down over her face. The light on the arm of 

her VR unit turned red. 

It was my turn next. I did a quick check to make sure 

everything was connected up properly: The headset was on my 

head; the earphones were inserted; my feet were clamped in; 

the gloves were on nice and snugly; all the cables were 

attached--“Oh, the rear connector,” I mumbled to myself. “I 

almost forgot about that.” I reached around and grabbed the 

end of the cable then slowly and carefully plugged the 

connector into the back of my neck, briefly feeling that 
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strange electric sensation down my spine again, and then the 

sensation was gone. OK, that’s everything now. 

I gave one last look across to the technicians and the 

men in black. They were still engrossed in watching the 

information on the various screens. I’m sure it’s all 

perfectly legit, I assured myself as I leaned back and pulled 

the headset down over my eyes. 

I was ready for the next stage of the simulation, 

comfortably sitting back in the chair, engulfed in complete 

darkness apart from the words floating in front of me inside 

the headset: 

Initialise Program: Yes/No 

A female voice came over the headphones. “If you could 

start the program, Mr. Smith, we can begin the next stage of 

the simulation.” 

I wiggled my fingers, inhaled a deep breath, and then 

tapped the yes option. 

The text changed to display a new message: 

Presence Simulation Test 

Stage 2: Emotional Response Assessment (v1.3) 

Status: Loading... 

I heard a man’s voice coming from the headphones. It 

sounded faint and in the distance, making it hard to hear him 

clearly, but I could just make out his words. 

“Activate the Polybius program,” he said with an 

authoritative tone. 
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The female technician replied, “But, Sir, that program 

still hasn’t been properly tested yet. We don’t know what 

affect it will have on the subjects.” Her voice sounded 

similarly faint and in the distance. 

“Well, that is what we are about the find out, isn’t it,” 

the man said. 

“Yes, Sir,” replied the female. 

“Sir,” said the female in a panic, “the microphone is 

still on!” 

“Then turn it off,” the man commanded. 

The image of Marnie’s worried face suddenly popped into 

my head; that forced smile clearly hiding her true feelings as 

she pulled down the headset and disappeared into the 

simulation once again. Maybe I should have probed further when 

she tried to talk to me about-- 

The external sound cut off and the screen display on the 

headset changed. Now it was showing a whole new message: 

Polybius Program Initiated 

Phase 1: Psychoactive Conditioning S.I.D (v6.7:) 

Status: Initiating 

Polybius. . . . Wait a second. . . . 

The display flickered for a moment and then turned black, 

as if the headset had been switched off. A split-second later 

it flickered back on again, and then everything twisted and 

warped strangely. The screen went dark. 
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Chapter Eleven 

 

I was sitting in the driver’s seat of a car, gripping the 

cold moulded plastic of a steering wheel. A musky smell 

lingered in the air, accentuating the vehicle’s cheap plastic 

interior and glowing LED display--it was my beloved Ford 

Focus. A feeling of home washed over me. 

It was the dead of night, somewhere in the middle of the 

countryside. Through the rain-splashed windscreen I could just 

barely make out the long and narrow road that twisted and 

turned in front of me, speeding past in a blur, with the car’s 

headlamps illuminating a small cone shaped patch of wet tarmac 

amid the darkness ahead. 

Music played on the radio, and a man sang in sombre, 

gravelly tones that floated through the air like a ghostly 

wail. It was a familiar song, one I had listened to many times 

before, and maybe, in recent times, had been haunting my 

dreams. . . . 

I became aware of a girl laughing next to me; joyful, 

perky laughing, louder even than the music. 
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Strange--that I hadn’t noticed it before. 

When I turned my head I saw Marnie sitting in the 

passenger seat. 

Marnie. . . . A wave of intense emotion rippled through 

my body.  

I watched as she doubled up in tearful laughter.  

Whatever she was laughing at, it must have been really 

funny, but all I could do was stare in silent awe. She was so 

beautiful when she laughed. Such an honest and carefree laugh, 

like that of a child, with her head flung back, eyes scrunched 

tight, and her little button-nose all wrinkled up. I couldn’t 

help but smile. 

In that moment I knew that I loved this girl with all my 

heart. 

Marnie looked up and caught me staring at her, which made 

her stop mid-laugh. She paused for a second, giving me a 

slightly puzzled look, and then smiled and playfully slapped 

my upper arm. 

I rubbed my arm, teasing like it was sore. 

Marnie giggled. She brushed a hand through her hair, 

gently tucking a few strands behind her ear, and then turned 

her head and glanced forward. Her expression suddenly changed 

from one of childish joy to sheer terror. “Jobe,” she said, 

frantically pointing a finger toward the front windshield, 

“Look out!” 
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I spun my head around to see an animal standing in the 

middle of the road, frozen and staring straight at me. It was 

a deer, caught in the beam of the headlights. 

Oh, Christ, no! 

All of my senses, and time itself, seemed to slow down. 

No. . . . No! I . . . have . . . to . . . 

I wanted to stop the car, but I couldn’t move. 

If . . . I . . . can . . . just . . . 

I desperately wanted to press the brake; to turn the 

steering wheel; to reach across and protect Marnie--but my 

body wouldn’t budge. 

I . . . just . . . need . . . to . . . 

There was nothing I could do. I was frozen in space and 

time by some cosmic force beyond my control. 

Press . . . the . . .  

My foot slammed down on the brake. I jerked forward and 

felt the strap of the seatbelt tighten against my chest. I 

immediately gave the steering wheel a sharp turn in an effort 

to avoid the beast. Too much--I’d overdone it. The car was 

heading toward a ditch at the side of the road. I swung the 

steering wheel in the opposite direction hoping to correct the 

mistake. The wheels locked up. The car began to swing wildly 

from side to side, tires screeching with a piercing shriek as 

I wrestled with the machine to try and gain back control. I 

lost the battle. The backend spun out and the car careered off 

the road. 



Johnston / Presence / 122 

 

Tarmac and trees swirled past in the beam of the 

headlights. I looked back at Marnie. Her face was stuck in an 

expression of shock and horror. Frantically, I struggled to 

reach over and grab her, to keep her safe, but the seatbelt 

clamped tighter against my chest and snapped me back with a 

wrenching jolt. 

“God, no!” Marnie threw her hands up in front of her face 

in an attempt to shield herself from the immanent collision. 

“Marnie!” I strained with all my might to reach her. 

There was a sudden crunching impact. My insides tore 

apart under the immense force of the car smashing violently 

into-- 
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Chapter Twelve 

 

I yanked the VR glasses up off my face, pulled out the 

headphones, and ripped the electrodes from my temples, leaving 

the wire connectors dangling precariously from the side of the 

headset. I’d had enough. “Holy crap,” I said, heart pounding 

in my chest. “That was terrifying.” 

I heard someone speaking over my shoulder. “I told you 

so!” It was Peter. He was standing next to me with an 

expression of gleeful joy plastered across his face, as if 

he’d just done something really awesome that he was immensely 

proud of, like telling the most epic story followed by the 

best joke ever. Peter put his hand on my shoulder. “I told you 

it was totally amazing, right,” he declared triumphantly. 

“Yeah,” I said, removing the headset fully. 

As I leaned forward in the chair, setting the headset 

down on the table in front of me, I glanced at my hands and 

noticed I was wearing a set of haptic gloves. I peeled them 

off, feeling the clamminess on my palms as I did so, and laid 

them next to the headset. After inhaling a few deep breaths, I 
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leaned back in the chair and massaged my hands slowly through 

my hair to try and calm myself. My head felt sweaty from where 

the straps on the headset had been resting. Gradually my mind 

began to settle and I became more aware of my surroundings. 

Wait. . . . 

I was back in the apartment, sitting on the armchair in 

the living room. 

But how was that possible? Had everything been part of 

the-- 

“So? . . . What do you think?” Peter asked, bouncing 

around like an excited child opening his presents on Christmas 

morning. 

“Yeah . . . it was . . . brilliant.” 

 “I almost crapped my pants the first time I tried it,” 

Peter said as he slumped down onto one of the couches in front 

of me. 

“I’m not surprised,” I said, half muttering to myself. I 

understood exactly where he was coming from. 

Brilliant: That was what I had told Peter, but in truth, 

I hadn’t really made my mind up yet. My head was still 

spinning. It had all been so convincing and overwhelming. I 

was still trying to make sense of what had just happened. 

My thoughts were interrupted by another man’s voice. “So, 

Jobe, can you describe to us some of your actual moment-to-

moment experiences inside the simulation.” 
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I looked up and saw it was Dr. Angelo, who was sitting on 

the couch opposite Peter. They were both staring at me as 

though they expected me to suddenly reveal the whereabouts of 

some long lost treasure. 

Dr. Angelo continued, “You see, the way the program 

currently works it is a very different experience for every 

person and is very much tailored to each user personally, such 

that we are not always aware of exactly how the game might 

play out. So it is always interesting to find out about each 

individual’s account of their time inside the program.” 

I wasn’t sure exactly what to do or say next. “Well . . . 

it was mind blowing.” 

It seemed like the appropriate thing to say, and it was 

true. 

“Yes, go on,” Dr. Angelo said, leaning in like he was a 

psychologist and I was one of his most interesting and 

mentally disturbed patients. 

I closed my eyes and focussed my mind, trying to recall 

everything I’d just experienced. “It was a whole bunch of 

stuff. There was an apartment, like this,”--a series of images 

from the simulation flashed through my mind--“and I was 

contacted by a strange man . . . who had this amazing VR 

headset he wanted me to try out--” 

“That was one of my ideas,” Peter said, with a hint of 

pride in his voice. “I thought it would be neat to incorporate 
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a bunch of VR stuff inside our VR simulation, kind of a dream 

within a dream, like Inception.” 

“So, you created Polybius then?” I asked. 

“I’m not sure what that is,” Peter said. “Just the VR 

within VR stuff. Polybius?” 

“Oh, it’s nothing. It’s all a bit fuzzy now,” I 

continued. “There were all these nightmares; terrifying 

things. . . . And Marnie was there.” 

“Yes,” Dr. Angelo said, matter-of-factly, “that is how we 

trigger the player’s total acceptance of the simulation, by 

integrating a few key people that the user is closest to, and 

incorporating locations from the real world that are most 

familiar to them. The program fills in all the blanks. We 

simply insert elements that the player can relate to on a 

personal level, things they can connect with both physically 

and emotionally. 

I sat up in my chair. “Well, not really much of a 

physical connection in that particular case, I’d say, seeing 

as she’d been killed in a car crash.” 

Peter said, “I can take the blame for that too. Well, the 

nightmare sections and the scarier parts at least. I thought 

it would be good to add in elements that really toyed with the 

player’s emotions and pushed them to their limits.” 

I went on, “But then it turned out it was all fake, and I 

was in a strange VR facility, a test lab of some sort.” 

“That was another one of my ideas,” Peter said. 
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More images raced through my mind. “And then I wasn’t. 

Then I was in my car. There was the crash--I was back in the 

crash again. No, wait. . . .” I shook my head and rubbed my 

fingers across my forehead, as if it might help sort out the 

fact from the fiction. “It wasn’t again. I was never in a car 

crash in the first place. You’d just created the initial 

scenario to make it seem like I’d been in one, with the 

nightmares . . . in the game . . .” 

“Yes, Jobe,” Dr. Angelo said, with a slightly concerned 

look on his face. “It was all just a game . . . a bit of fun, 

for your birthday.” 

“Christ, Jobe,” Peter said, “I think we’ve fried your 

brain. Well, Happy Birthday!” He began laughing hysterically. 

It slowly started coming back to me, why we were gathered 

in my apartment: They had brought the VR headset over from 

Laniercom as a treat for my birthday; a belated gift, since my 

birthday had actually been a couple of days earlier. 

“You do actually know where you are, Jobe, right?” Peter 

said. “You . . . are . . . in . . . the apartment.” 

“Yes, Peter,” I said, with a slight sharpness in my tone. 

“It’s my birthday and I am five!” 

I was trying to be funny and sarcastic, to play along 

with the joke, but in truth, I was still a bit dazed and 

confused. It probably came out a bit more blunt than I 

intended. 
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“You sure you’re fine?” Peter asked, with a raised 

eyebrow. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m still just a little disoriented, 

that’s all. Genuinely though, thanks for letting me try out 

the headset, you guys.” 

Dr. Angelo said, “It was our pleasure, Jobe. You know, 

Peter has only been working with the company for a short time, 

but he has quickly become one of the most liked and popular 

members of the team. In fact, I tend to think of him as a 

protégé of sorts myself, and he has been integral in helping 

me solve some of the lingering issues with virtual reality in 

this latest version of the headset, which, even now, is still 

a work-in-progress prototype.” He carefully lifted off his 

glasses, slowly wiped the lenses with a small cloth he pulled 

from his shirt pocket, and then slipped them back on again and 

leaned in. “It is because of how highly Peter speaks of you 

that I decided to allow you this hands-on session with the 

test unit, Jobe. You are in fact the only person outside of 

the company to try it out--and it was certainly a big risk for 

both of us sneaking it out of the lab. I would not do that for 

just any random person. But, any friend of Peter’s is a friend 

of mine--and he made it very clear just how much you love VR 

and how much you would appreciate this unique opportunity to 

experience the cutting-edge of virtual reality firsthand.” 

“Yeah, I really do,” I said, giving Peter an extended nod 

so he knew I hadn’t taken lightly what he’d done for me. “You 
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did well, Peter.” I’m sure he knew I didn’t mean to be an ass, 

and I certainly didn’t want to come across like I didn’t 

appreciate what he’d done, because I really did. 

However, at this exact moment I wasn’t quite sure if 

using the headset was actually a blessing or a curse, such was 

the trauma of my experience. But, regardless of my own 

feelings, I knew I’d just experienced something genuinely 

paradigm shifting. Laniercom had a revolutionary VR experience 

on its hands, one that would leave users literally stunned--

like I most definitely was--and it was set to change the 

future of entertainment as we knew it. 

I thought I knew a bit about virtual reality and where 

the tech was currently at, certainly before going into this 

experience, but I just wasn’t prepared for that. It was truly 

beyond my wildest dreams. It really had sparked my 

imagination. 

When I thought of all the possibilities. . . . 

I became aware that Dr. Angelo was talking to me. “You 

see, it is really about making virtual reality more personal. 

Using the relatively few details you provided up front, as 

well as the data collated from various social networks and 

other online systems you have engaged with over a period of 

years, we can build a very accurate model of what you are like 

as a person. The program learns about your loves and hates, 

strengths and weaknesses, what gets you excited or makes you 

angry”--he adjusted his glasses to get a better look at my 
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reaction to what he was saying--“even your biggest fears. We 

then simply use a few electrodes to stimulate your brainwaves 

and manipulate some of the basic thought related functions, 

such as your internal dialogue, and wrap our program around 

that. With all that information, we can generate a very 

personal simulation that is custom tailored to you.” 

Peter added, “And, another part of what makes it work is 

how we intentionally limit the world around you, so we don’t 

have to create too much of the environment. The current 

version of the simulation mostly takes place in small self-

contained locations, like your living room for example.” He 

pointed enthusiastically around the room. “That’s why the 

headset scans the room during the setup procedure. It means we 

can build a relatively small area and just fill it with as 

much detail as the graphics chip can render. This does, 

however, mean we have to place some constraints on what the 

player can do and where they can go.” 

“Yeah. . . .” I said, looking around the living room as I 

tried to picture the simulated version in my head. “And the 

wheelchair was part of that too?” 

“Yup,” Peter answered. “It’s just another prop to help 

limit your motion. Think about all the nightmares . . . and 

the lab too . . . . Again, they were generally all small self-

contained locations, right? And we also threw in a cartoony 

space shooter to mix things up a little. So you get a bit of 

variety in the locations but we don’t have to generate a 
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massive world that you might feel the need to freely wander 

around in. There are still limitations to what we can do in 

VR, but we’ve become pretty adept at working around them.” 

Dr. Angelo leaned back on the couch. “Put it all together 

and the result is what you have just experienced for the last 

forty five minutes,” he said, with his chin slightly raised 

and a face beaming of pride. 

Peter said, “Which, by the way, was totally entertaining 

for us, watching you react as though it was all entirely real-

-with some very humorous results. At times it was actually 

pretty hilarious just watching you wriggle around waving your 

hands in the air like a baboon.” He flailed his arms about, 

mimicking what I’d looked like while playing the game. 

Dr. Angelo’s shoulders bobbed up and down as he laughed 

under his breath. 

Peter continued, “And the whole time you were really just 

sitting on a couch, wearing basically giant ski goggles, some 

stickers with bits of wire hanging out and attached to your 

head, and a pair of Michael Jackson-esque gloves on your 

hands.” He let out a loud Shamone, which made Dr. Angelo 

snicker harder. 

I found myself joining in, laughing loudly. “Yeah, I bet 

everyone that uses it looks like a bit of an ass.” 

“Nope, just you!” Peter said, and burst into a fit of 

uncontrollable laughter. 



Johnston / Presence / 132 

 

I doubled over, sides splitting as I tried to control my 

own laughing. 

We were all laughing hysterically and rolling around on 

the couches when I heard a familiar voice over my shoulder, a 

soft and warm voice: 

“Hi, boys. Sounds like you guys are having fun.” 

It was Marnie. 

Peter and Dr. Angelo stopped laughing and quickly pulled 

themselves together. They nodded in unison and smiled at her. 

“Hey, Marnie,” Peter said. 

“Hey, Peter.” Marnie leaned in, placing her hand on my 

shoulder. “Hi, honey,” she said, gently kissing me on the 

cheek. “Are you having fun with your games and toys?” 

I sat back up in the chair, wiping the tears from my 

eyes. “Hey, babe. Yeah, the boys and I were just trying out 

this new VR system,” I said, placing my hand on hers. 

She must have just arrived back from her girl’s night 

out. I looked at the clock on the wall. It was only ten at 

night. I didn’t expect her to be back for a while yet, but it 

was still a joy to see her, and actually rather emotional for 

me after what I’d just experienced inside the simulation. 

“How was your evening with the girls?” I asked. 

“It was fun but we decided to call it an early night. I’d 

rather be fresh for work in the morning.” She turned and 

headed toward the kitchen. “I’m just going to grab a glass of 

water. Do any of you boys want one while I’m up?” 
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“No, thank you, Marnie,” Dr. Angelo answered. 

“I’ll have one,” Peter said. 

I noticed my mouth felt rather dry, which was probably 

just a reaction to the intense emotional state I’d been in for 

the last forty five minutes stuck inside the headset. “Yeah, 

I’ll have a glass of water, babe.” 

“Sure, honey,” Marnie said, grabbing another glass from 

the cupboard. “Oh, by the way, I saw Terry in the club, and he 

says hi. He said to give him a call because it’s been a while. 

Also, a new arcade cabinet has just arrived and you should go 

check it out as he thinks you’d like it. Something called 

Poly’s Bus. . . .” 

“Cool. It’ll be nice to catch up. It’s always a bonus 

when Terry gets in a new arcade game. Usually it’s some long-

forgotten and obscure classic that no one has seen in ages. 

I’ll maybe pop across to the arcade on Satur-- Poly’s Bus--”  

“Jobe,” Peter said, “tell Marnie how totally awesome the 

headset is.” 

I suddenly felt slightly nauseous and claustrophobic, 

like a second wave of delayed disorientation from the headset 

was just kicking in. I needed some fresh air. “Yeah, in a 

second,” I said, slowly getting to my feet. 

My legs felt heavy and tired, as if they hadn’t been used 

in a while. They wobbled for a second as I stood up. At first 

I thought I might fall over, but then I steadied myself. I 

didn’t anticipate such as strong reaction to VR. There had 
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been a few times where I’d experienced slight queasiness 

before, when I’d used my own headsets for a few hours straight 

or was playing a particularly motion-intensive game, but 

nothing like this. It was probably because I’d been sitting in 

one place for so long while playing.  

“I’m just going to go outside for a bit and get some 

air,” I said, taking a few unsteady steps forward. “I think 

being in the game and wearing the headset for so long has left 

me a little dizzy.” 

“Are you OK,” Marnie asked as she walked over to me with 

a slight look of concern on her face. She handed me one of the 

glasses of water that she was holding. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just a little motion sickness from 

the virtual reality, I think. A bit of fresh air and I’ll be 

good as new.” I took a couple of large slugs of water out of 

the cup. It moistened and cooled my mouth temporarily, but it 

didn’t stop my head from throbbing. 

“OK,” she said, giving me a gentle kiss on the side of 

the head before turning to Peter and Dr. Angelo with a stern 

look on her face. “You boys had better not go frying his brain 

now. You hear me? I like it just the way it is.” 

Peter and Dr. Angelo glanced at each other and then back 

to Marnie. They nodded in obedience, like a pair of children 

that had just been reprimanded. 

I stroked my hand down Marnie’s arm, catching her hand in 

mine and holding it there for a moment. “I’ll be back in a 
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sec,” I said, placing the cup on the table in the kitchen, 

before turning and staggering my way to the front door. 

With a shaky hand, I opened the door and stepped outside 

and into the hallway. The corridor narrowed and stretched away 

in front of me. “I just need a little bit of air, a breeze to 

cool down after all the excitement . . . and then I’ll be fine 

again. . . .” 

All the lights down the corridor started flickering on 

and off. I stopped dead and stood frozen, mesmerised by the 

blinking. The hall started twisting and distorting, and then 

the lights went out. The corridor was engulfed in darkness. 

I turned and looked back through the front door into the 

apartment. All the lights inside were flickering too. In the 

corner of the room, the computer monitor flashed for a moment 

and then turned black. 

My heart started pounding in my chest. I sucked in a deep 

breath, trying desperately to stay calm. 

Through the living room window, I saw the street light 

blink a couple of times and then go out, followed by the 

lights in the apartments on the block opposite. 

My legs buckled beneath me. I threw my hands up and 

grabbed onto the door frame, leaning my full weight against it 

to stop from collapsing. 

Dr. Angelo said, “I think your lights are about to go 

out,” as he sat motionless on the couch staring up at the 

ceiling, his gaze transfixed on the flickering light. 
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I looked over and saw Marnie standing next to the 

armchair in the living room, frozen in the middle of leaning 

forward and handing Peter his water. She suddenly turned and 

stared straight at me, her expression stuck somewhere between 

confusion and fear. 

A shiver rushed down my spine. 

The room started spinning and then faded to a blur. 

Everything went dark. 

 

END 


