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    Collective unconscious, n. - A collection of shared ideas, thoughts and beliefs that act like a unifying force in society. Also sometimes referred to as “mass mind” or “hive mind.” A series of thoughts and structures theorized to be shared among animals of the same species. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Schrodinger’s cat (theory) - A thought experiment that proposes that all possibilities exist at one time for each decision, until a decision is made and one possibility becomes a reality. It is theorized that all the unchosen possibilities still exist as parallel worlds. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 October 2020 
 
      
 
      
 
    Victor Wardlow stood in Millennium Park in downtown Chicago, his long coat hanging low against his knees and the sleeves dangling to the wrists. It was too warm for the coat, and he twitched and pulled at the sleeves and the collar because it itched. His mouth hung slack and he stared at the fountain. The one with the faces on it. The various faces change and keep changing. The faces followed a pattern of slow motion staring, smiling and pursing their lips while a stream of water shot from a hole in the monument as if the giant faces were spitting at everyone. He stared at it because it was real. 
 
    He was sure of that much. 
 
    Millennium Park had become his favorite place in the entire city because it was real and the same as it always had been. He was sure.  
 
    Pretty sure.  
 
    Kids and families laughed and danced in the pool of water between the two monoliths with faces. It was just enough for them to get their feet wet. They splashed around and kids laughed. 
 
    None of them seemed real, though. 
 
    He watched a woman with blond hair grab her little girl and lift the tiny human up in her arms. The little girl laughed and clapped.  
 
    It wasn't real. 
 
    Victor looked down at his right hand. The newspaper he bought was still there. The paper was real, but the things on it were not real. Hardly anyone bought newspapers anymore, but such a thought didn't matter. Nothing mattered. Nothing was real. 
 
    On the front page was a story about a new spacecraft leaving from the space center in Florida to the space station. It was the next aspect of the Space Shuttle program. Standing there, watching from the VIP gallery, shown in a photo next to one of the vehicle launching, was the elderly John F. Kennedy, the man who had started the entire space program with a speech all those years ago. Next to him was his son, the current President entering his third term, was JFK, Jr. 
 
    Victor scowled and wiped his head. 
 
    That wasn't right. None of that was right. 
 
    Words and images flashed through his mind. 
 
    Texas. Book Depository. Jackie. A convertible. Oswald. 
 
    More images flashed. Images of a space shuttle. A space shuttle falling apart not long after take off. More words, too. 
 
    NASA. O-Rings. Cold.  
 
    He stared once more at JFK, Jr., too. Third term? Presidents weren't supposed to have third terms, right? He was pretty sure. He remembered. Then he got more flashes. 
 
    A private plane. Underwater. Martha's Vineyard. 
 
    He let out a low moan and threw the paper down. The wind took it and blew it into the water. He watched the water soak through the images and dampen the paper. His mind felt that way a lot late. Like things seeped into it and covered the pictures. 
 
    It wasn't real. This wasn't real. He had been feeling like this for a while now. When was the last time he thought things were real? Years now. Others looked at him like he was crazy when he tried to tell them. He tried to tell them the space shuttle blew up in 1986. He tried to tell them about Dallas in 1963.  
 
    They had tried to lock him up. The gave him medication. It stopped the memories, for a while, but they came back during the night in his dreams and he left that place. Lived on the streets now and his head hurt. 
 
    It felt like his head was going to explode. Maybe if it exploded, he would let out these memories and things would go back to normal. 
 
    He had been planning for a while. It took months of panhandling and robbing people and getting the money together to buy all of the stuff he needed to make things right. It took more months to push it aside and assemble the pieces to create the thing he wore around his waist and chest that would make things right. It would let the right memories out.  
 
    "NONE OF THIS IS REAL!" he screamed. 
 
    Victor threw open his coat. Several of the men, women and even the children screamed when the saw the thick belt and vest he wore beneath. Before anyone could do anything, Victor Wardlow blew himself, and dozens of others, to pieces.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 August 2017 
 
      
 
    Madisun Ross blinked into the sun, shielding her eyes as best she could, but not succeeding very well. Never look at the sun, her mother had told her when she was a child, but that didn't prepare you for the day you’re richer-than-God college friend would invite you to his private island and you had to stand at a small airport, waiting for a freaking helicopter to land. Life always managed to throw things at you to break the rules, didn't it? 
 
    "Where will be it be coming from?" 
 
    She turned to face her fiancé, Russell Stone. She loved saying his name, even just inside her mind. They had known each other since college, too, and he had gotten his own invite right from Cal Trove. It had taken a long time, and lots of twists and turns to get here with him and the ring she wore on her finger indicates they would never be apart again. 
 
    "I think from that way," she said, pointing into the sun. "That's where his island is, right?" 
 
    "His island," Russell said with a cockeyed smile. "Can you fucking believe Cal, the nerd we could barely tolerate in college, has his own island?" 
 
    "Yes," she replied. "He was the smartest of all of us back then and he just got smarter. What I can't believe is that he remembered all of us and invited us here. We're gonna see the rest of the group. I haven't seen Justin or Kristin since we graduated." 
 
    He put his arm around her and pulled her close. She let herself be kissed and the unreality of the situation just got even more unreal. Was she really standing here? She was a successful writer and had traveled the world, but had never been treated to anything like this before. No private islands. No helicopter taxis. 
 
    There were five of them in college. All of them attending St. Louis Polytechnic Institute of Technology and all prepared to take on the world and change the world and turn the world into their own image through the use of science and technology. Blah, blah, blah. It was only Cal who had managed to do it.  
 
    Everyone knew Cal Trove, of course. 
 
    He was skinny, with wire-rimmed glasses and a hawk-like nose, but he was most famous for wearing his black T-shirt and jeans. That is, when people actually got a chance to see him. What really made Cal Trove famous the fact the rest of the world barely saw him. Although he had representatives for his company stand on a dark stage introducing the newest, fanciest, phones and technology, hardly anyone saw the Master himself. People worshipped him and if anyone had a smartphone in their pocket, it was probably a Trove Industries smartphone running the latest version of the TOS (Trove Operating System), while sitting next to their computer or laptop that was also running a version and watching TV streaming movies from their Trove Box next to their Trove TV.  
 
    He was the great technology recluse. A kind of JD Salinger of the tech world. 
 
    Cal. Of all people. The nerdiest, barely-tolerable skinny turd who drove them all crazy in college with his ideas of changing the world,  how he would do it, then regaling you with his thoughts about Batman, the Joker and how their dynamic was really a biblical allegory. He had been from a poor family, ending up at one of the best technology schools in the country thanks to luck, student loans and a scholarship. 
 
    Now, here they were. About the visit The Island. Not the most creative name and if Madisun were writing about it in a novel, she'd probably try to come up with something more creative. 
 
    She had long ago given up her scientific and technology dreams. Most of their college gang had, except for Cal. Russell was an architect, for example, with aspirations of being a famous artist. She, however, was a writer of romance, thriller and detective novels, some of them written under her own name and some by pseudonyms. She had just published her first work of erotica, written under the name Darlene Stillwater, which was a name that came to her in a flash while trying to add something to the title page. Buzz was high on it and it looked like it might become her biggest seller yet. 
 
    "Hear that?" Russell asked. 
 
    She did indeed. An odd sound like a giant, angry, insect, combined with the roar of a small jet. She put her hand to her forehead and immediately a dark shape blotted out part of the sun. The damn thing even looked like an insect, with sleek, but bulbous, windows on the front and wheels that unfolded from beneath the body like legs.  
 
    "How fast do you think that thing flies?" Russell asked, more to himself than to her. 
 
    "Fast," Madisun replied. "Cal likes to do things fast." 
 
    "Always did, the hyperactive little shit." 
 
    The chopper landed and a man stepped out of the door. To Madisun, who knew more about cars than helicopters, he stepped out of the "passenger" seat to the right of the pilot.  
 
    This man was built like a small mountain. Just over six-feet-tall, Derek Clissmon was probably more well-known as Cal these days. Often the only sign Cal was in a location was when reporters or others spotted Derek nearby. He had been Cal's right hand man and bodyguard for years now, seen everywhere Cal went. Always massive, with thick arms and reportedly trained in the Army special forces, he was rumored to have learned more ways to kill a man than Cal had learned programs to add to his computers. That seemed unlikely to Madisun, but seeing him in person, checking out the broad shoulders, bald head, massive forearms and shoulder holsters, it was hard to deny that Derek was not a man to mess around with. 
 
    He smiled and it did wonders for his face. It turned his expression from stony to downright boyish. He held up one hand and waved. Madisun and Russell returned the wave before they even realized they were doing so. 
 
    "Hello, there!" Derek said. "Welcome! Sorry we're running a little late. It's been a busy day with all of the guests arriving. Cal's big on the carbon footprint thing and doesn't want us using multiple choppers getting all the guests over, so it's just me and Rusty here." 
 
    "Are we the last ones to get here?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "Yes, you are. Don't worry, though, you’re right on time. Cal planned it out this way. Don't ask me why. I gave up a long time ago trying to figure out how his brain works." 
 
    Derek shook Russell's hand first and then Madisun's. Her hand vanished within his fist, but his handshake was surprisingly delicate. She wondered, just a tad bit indignantly, if he had deliberately softened it because she was a woman. 
 
    "You guys are in for an amazing ride," Derek said and instantly Madisun could see why Cal liked to hang with this guy. He had an air about him that put you at ease despite his fearsome visage. "It's about twenty minutes from here to the island. The views are great and this helicopter is pretty much the best one on the market. You ready?" 
 
    "We are," Russell said. His eyes were alight in a way that made Madisun remember how he looked in college. The eagerness and excitement he got when he figured out a problem or had a new idea. "You?" 
 
    It took a moment before she realized he was talking to her. She was a little nervous about this. She was an anxiety-prone flyer on a jumbo jet. The thought of such a tiny aircraft, as slick and cool as it looked, was making her stomach do barrel rolls. She wondered if she was going to lose her breakfast. However, Russell was so excited it was hard to for her to pour rain on his parade. "Sure," she responded and gave him what she hoped was her most winning smile. 
 
    "Great!" Derek said and clapped his hands. Then he grabbed Madisun's bag and then Russell's. "The rest of your luggage is already at the house, by the way. Let's go." 
 
    Russell was off and ahead of Madisun. She followed, trying to tell herself she had nothing to fear. That Cal was the kind of guy who was famous for having the best and this was probably the safest helicopter in the known universe. The weather was perfect, the sun shining and the air was calm. There weren't even any clouds on the horizon. It would be a smooth ride. 
 
    Anxiety, however, always had the tendency to linger, tell you that such thinking was ridiculous and you were foolish for doing so. It gnawed at her again as she climbed up into the deep, rich, leather seats. She wondered if they were going to have to put on headphones to hear themselves speak, but Derek said this chopper had such advanced soundproofing it wasn't needed. Once inside, it had the feeling of a much bigger space than it looked from the outside. 
 
    In too short a time, the door closed, the seatbelts were on and the chopper began to vibrate much harder as the engine revved. Madisun must have given away her anxiety, because just as the wheels lifted off the ground and thumped back into place in their housing, Russell reached out to grab her hand. She hadn't even realized how wide her eyes were or that she had been staring out into the sunlight while chewing her lower lip. He leaned in close and she could smell him. The scent seemed to put her instantly at ease. 
 
    "It's going to be fine," he said. "Relax. Try to enjoy the ride." 
 
    She nodded and kissed him. "Right," she said. 
 
    The chopper rose higher. Madisun stared at the back of the pilot's head where she saw that Derek and the pilot (Rusty) were talking into mouthpieces. Just as she noticed this, the helicopter shot forward and they were pressed into their seats. It was an acceleration unlike anything she had felt before. 
 
    This is Cal showing off, she thought. All these years later and he's still trying to impress us. Me, in particular. 
 
    She held tight to Russell's hand, but he was staring out the window. He squeezed back without turning to look at her. 
 
    It would be good to see everyone again, she thought. It had been so long. 
 
   
 
  

 May 1993 
 
      
 
    "Can you believe that we're going to graduate?" Kristin shouted into Madisun's face. She was more than a little drunk. The ceremony and stage-walking was tomorrow, but they had been partying all afternoon and evening. "I mean, we are really going out into the world and shit!" 
 
    Kristin's blond hair hung in a loose ponytail, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, with no shoes. Where had her shoes gone? Fortunately, they were just in the apartment they all shared and not outside. She could hurt herself. Despite being one of the smartest women Madisun had ever met, Kristin was always the one who wanted to party. Perhaps more book smart than practical.  
 
    "That's kind of the whole point," Madisun said with a smile. She was a little buzzed, but not too bad, sipping her third glass of wine in an hour. How many others had she had before those? She had lost count. "You aren't nervous?" 
 
    Kristin laughed, tilting her head back and letting out a braying sound which filled the room. Over in the corner the CD player was playing some slow Van Morrison song. Max was slow dancing with his current girlfriend, a local bartender named Charlene. How many girlfriends was that in the last three months? Three? Four? 
 
    "Of course not!" Kristin said. "My dad owns a company that will guarantee me a good-paying job. You should come with me, Mads! Think of the things we could do." 
 
    "Your dad owns an energy company," Madisun said. "They're the bad guys." 
 
    Kristin laughed again. "Don't be such a pill. Yeah, but imagine what we could do and how we could change things!" 
 
    "I don't think I could stand to live in Minnesota, Kris," she replied. "It's bad enough to head back to Pittsburgh. I have a few prospects out there, anyway. I'm sure I'll find something." 
 
    "You'll end up working for Heinz!" Kristin said and then laughed again. "Finding new and amazing ways to dispense ketchup!" 
 
    Madisun laughed. "Well, someone has to do it." 
 
    "Do what?" 
 
    Russell strolled over, his eyes dancing up and down Madisun's body first and then Kristin's.  
 
    "Make life better for condiments!" Kristin replied and she flung herself at him. He seemed surprised, but caught her in his arms. His eyes found Madisun's and he made them go cross-eyed. She stifled a laugh. 
 
    "Well, someone has to innovate in that area!" Russell said. "I mean, those fucking bottles are a pain in the ass the first time you open them. That goddamn air bubble in there is a long delay between serving me fries and me being able to eat them." 
 
    "You have to tap the side," Madisun said. "Right there on the 57." 
 
    "I know, but maybe you could fix that." 
 
    Kristin was now forcing Russell to dance in time with the beat, but he continued to focus on Madisun.  
 
    "I'm not going to work at Heinz," she said. She hoped. She really didn't know what she was going to do, but already she was wondering if she wanted to go into any form of engineering or technology. After the years spent here at the school, she was burned out. She had been writing stuff in her notebooks for the past two years now. Short stories and poems mostly. She was starting to wonder if she could do something with those skills instead. What would her father say, though? All this money spent to send her here. All of the tests showing her amazing IQ. All of those years bragging about his genius daughter and how she was going to change the world. Now she wanted to come home and be a writer.  
 
    She had money. The trust was already in her name and now she could access the cash. It was too much to think about right now and she took another gulp of the wine.  
 
    "You guys should all just stick with me," Cal said from across the room. He had a reedy voice that cut through the pleasant sound of the music. He was in his ratty, tattered, nasty jeans, his beard scraggy, unkempt, dangling around his chin and his glasses held together more by goodwill than solid construction. "I'm the one with the ideas that are going to change the world." 
 
    Justin laughed out loud from his spot in the sofa. He held the bong in his right hand. He had been glued to that thing for hours now. "What are you talking about, Cal?" he asked. "You should stick with one of us and you know it. We have the resources. We have the jobs. All of us here. What are you going to do?" 
 
    Madisun cringed at the onslaught. When Justin got high, his tongue got loose and his rich, brat, attitude came out. Cal was the one he picked on the most. She saw Cal's face turning blotchy red as he looked down at the CDs in his hand.  
 
    She walked over to the skinny guy, shooting Justin a withering look. He returned the gesture by flipping her off. She shook her head and ignored him. Madisun reached Cal and grabbed his hand. He looked up in surprise as she pulled him into the middle of the floor and began to dance with him.  
 
    "I believe in you, Cal," she said. "You're smarter than all of us put together here. If any of us change anything, it's going to be you." 
 
    The red blotches coalesced into one unifying rash across his face. His head just barely came to her shoulders. He looked down, but then seemed to realize doing so caused him to stare right into her chest. This caused him to blush even deeper and he stared up at her face.  
 
    "You really think that?" he asked in a hushed voice.  
 
    She knew he had a crush on her. He had for a long time. They had even gone on one date and she had even given him a kiss afterwards, but his awkwardness and strangeness were too much for her. Besides, all of the classes and studies took up too much time. There was no room back then for dating. Still, he had followed her around like a wounded puppy since. 
 
    "I do," she said, rocking him back and forth to the music. Van was really into it now, but this song was nearly over. "I think all of us are going to hit you up for a job at some point." 
 
    Cal smiled. It did a lot to improve his face. "Remember all of those talks we had throughout the years? The ones where we tried to come up with ideas that would really change things? Make things better?" 
 
    Of course she remembered that. It was all they talked about during their down time. Hubris, she figured, but they all were convinced they had a million dollar idea that would both make them rich and change the world for the better. Cal had always had the craziest of ideas, though. He talked about time travel, space travel and weird religious concepts all the time. The books he read were strange, too, and not just engineering, technology and computer programming books like most of the people at this school. 
 
    "Sure," she said. 
 
    His face turned very serious. It was a subtle shift. Cal was not known for his uproarious sense of humor. Even when joking, there was an intensity about him.  
 
    "I think I've found a way," he said. 
 
    She smiled. Of course. They all felt the same way. "Of course you did. We all have ideas." 
 
    "No," he said in his intense way. "Not just some pie-in-the-sky way like the shit Justin blathers about or Russell. I mean, something real. Something that may take years to perfect, but a real way. A real way to change things." 
 
    His face softened just a bit, but his gaze did not waver. 
 
    "You should come with me," he said. "Forget Pittsburgh and that writing stuff. You should come with me and we can really do it, Mads." 
 
    Now it was her turn to blush. What did that mean? How did he know? 
 
    "How do you know about that, Cal?" she asked. 
 
    The song ended and another slow one started. He looked embarrassed. 
 
    "It doesn't matter," he stammered. "It's nothing, Mads. It's a trifle. Come with me and we can really change things. I mean, really change -" 
 
    She pushed him away. "Yes, really change things. Did you read my notebooks you little, shit? Did you sneak into my room and read my stuff?" 
 
    Cal backed away. He looked confused.  
 
    "I - I -," he stuttered. "Why are you so mad?" 
 
    "Because that was private!" she shouted, then slapped him hard across his face. All of the sympathy she had been feeling just a few moments ago was long gone. "That wasn't for you! That isn't for anyone! How could you do that?" 
 
    Cal, to her surprise, instead of backing down, came back toward her and grabbed her arms. His strength was surprising. 
 
    "Stop that, Mads!" he said. "Listen to me! You can do that shit on the side, but I'm serious here. You have to listen!" 
 
    "Get away from me you little creep!" 
 
    He wouldn't let go.  
 
    Russell stepped up and pushed Cal back. Cal staggered against the wall and knocked down an entire stack of CDs.  
 
    "Back off!" Russell said. "What the hell's wrong with you?" 
 
    Cal got back to his feet and now his facing was blazing like the sun. "None of you understand! None of you can grasp what's in here." 
 
    He tapped his head. 
 
    "None of you get that this shit you all care about," he waved his hands around the room. "The booze and the drugs is just bullshit. None of this matters. I have ideas in here that can change history! There’s technology coming which will change the way people talk. The way they communicate and all of it will involve data. Data we can do things with. Don’t you see?" 
 
    Now Max and Justin were up. They stood like a wall in front of Cal. "Look, Cal, you're upset and a little wired," Justin said. "Maybe you should back off and let us have some fun. Go read one of your weird-ass books and relax. You're ruining this for all of us. Nothing you’re talking about makes any sense." 
 
    Cal wanted to say more and his mouth opened and closed like a fish drowning on a dock. Instead, a tear leaked from one eye. He turned and ran down the hall. A moment later his door slammed. 
 
    Madisun stared for a moment, feeling violated. Russell grabbed her and hugged her. "Relax," he said. "He's a creep. You, OK?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "After tomorrow, you never have to deal with Cal Trove again," he said and smiled his charming, winning smile. 
 
    "I hope so," she replied. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 August 2017 
 
      
 
    The memory of that day still lingered in Madisun's mind as she peered over Russell's shoulder out the window. There was just blue water and a few puffy white clouds out there now. The Island was off the coast of Florida, in the Caribbean, and it amazed her there were still islands there that people could just buy like houses. Cal's, of course, was one of the bigger private islands available and the house he built on it was fantastic. At least from what she remembered when she read about the house in People magazine a year or so ago.  The ride had been smooth as glass so far, the vibrations of the engine barely noticeable. Even the pilot and Derek had grown quiet up front. 
 
    "Almost there," Derek said suddenly from the front seat. "You'll be able to see the island out the left side soon. We'll circle round it once and then land." 
 
    Madisun wanted to resist the urge to look out and see, but she heard Russell gasp and her curiosity got the better of her. She leaned over his shoulder. He moved over just a bit so she could see better. She opened her mouth in surprise. 
 
    The photos in People had not done it justice. 
 
    The main house was low and flat, with a huge portion seemingly made entirely of glass which extended out over a cliff and into the ocean. The rest of the house was all bizarre angles and more glass, revealing a dazzling series of rooms inside that, even from this high up, she could tell was decorated with the best, fanciest and most luxurious furniture available.  
 
    What was even more impressive was the Island itself. It was enormous, like its own country. Large expanses of green fields followed by thick areas of tropical-looking trees that made large portions of the place look like tropical rain forest. At the far end of the island, on the opposite side of the massive glass house, was a building looking much more utilitarian and official. This was the heart of Trove Technologies. Around it were small houses - the homes of the two hundred souls who lived and worked here. There was an entire small town built on that part of the Island. Madisun knew from other article she had read the place was supplied with food weekly, had a movie theater with first-run films, a church, a doctor's office and more. More homes were scattered across the island, some of them just barely visible through the tree tops at this height. Employees could get those houses as they moved up within the rankings inside the company, their salaries increasing along with their property size. There was even a retirement plan allowing employees to stay there in their old age, although Cal was probably about the oldest person working for whole damn company. 
 
    "Jesus," Madisun whispered. "He's built his own world, hasn't he?" 
 
    Russell smiled. "He always was in his own world. Now he's just made things a little more official." 
 
    "More real," she muttered. 
 
    The helicopter gave them a full view of the island, from all sides. Along the northern side was a spectacular beach, too, with white sand and crystal blue waters. There were people there, frolicking in the waves, barbecuing on the sand. It looked more like a resort than a place of work. Of course, that was kind of the idea. 
 
    "Don't you think people would get kind of claustrophobic on a place like this?" she asked. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I mean, at some point, no matter how much work, how nice the house or the town or the beach, at some point you realize you live on an island. It ends. As big as this is, it's still not as big as the Big Island in Hawaii and I always thought living there would claustrophobic. I'd feel trapped after a while. Perhaps more so on a place this size." 
 
    "Most of these people are pretty much like Cal, from what I've read. They all just want to change the world. Remember, this is just his most elite workers. He has offices all over the world. These are the ones most laser-focused on his vision." 
 
    Madisun shuddered. "Acolytes. Like a cult." 
 
    "Have you ever watched one of those presentation things his company does every year?" Russell asked and she indicated she had. Everyone had. They covered them like it was a sporting event every year. "He’s never there, but there’s always some giant photo or image of him on the stage while some VP does the talking. Tell me that doesn't look like a cult when you see the audience worshiping him and hanging on his every word. You just know every word out of the VP’s mouth is Cal’s." 
 
    It was hard to argue the point. 
 
    The chopper hovered over a large, flat, area of green just to the west of the main house. The tops of the trees became visible out the window and the chopper landed smoothly, with the slightest of bounces, on the landing pad. 
 
    "That's it, folks," Derek said, unhooking his seat belt and hopping out the door. "Wait until we get the stairs down and watch your head coming out. Duck down and do not raise your hands." 
 
    "Well, that's comforting," Madisun murmured. 
 
    The ramp came down and Madisun was glad to step off. She nearly disobeyed one of the key rules right off the bat, because she looked up and there were Justin, Kristin and Max. She had kept in touch with all of them over the years, thanks to social media. They were obviously older, but also still obviously the friends she knew from college. All of them successes, but none of them quite the technology whizzes they thought they'd become when they first showed up at the technical institute as freshmen. 
 
    Justin worked for an international pest control company, trying to find more eco-friendly ways to kill bugs and rodents. Kristin was an interior designer in Chicago, known the world over for her innovate spaces, but not quite the game-changer she planned to be. Max ran one of the most popular movie and TV streaming services, producing original movies and shows, but showing older ones, too. All of them wealthy. All of them with problems. All of them she loved dearly and was happy to see in the flesh. 
 
    "Look at you guys!" Russell called out as they stepped out of the way of the spinning blades.  
 
    The group met in the middle where hugs and pleasantries were exchanged. The chatter started up immediately until Derek told them Cal was expecting them inside the house. There were a few jokes thrown around about Cal expecting them to do anything was an insult, but soon they all shuffled their way into the house. They were all just a little excited to see the enigmatic man so much of the world would have paid their eye teeth to see. They knew him from before this, but the cult of personality around the mysterious lone genius seeped into them, too. 
 
    "Christ, would you look at this place?" Max said once they were inside the front door and looking at the hallway. It was like walking into a church with its high ceiling and marble floors. "Does this look like the kind of place you'd want to live, even if you had the money to do so?" 
 
    Kristin wrinkled her nose. "No way. I could do some amazing things with this place, if he'd hired me. I tried to get the job, you know. He didn't even bother looking at my designs." 
 
    "You're probably better off," Justin replied. "I hear ol' Cal can be quite the asshole to work with." 
 
    "Once again, the more things change, the more they stay the same," Russell added and they laughed. 
 
    Derek led them to the living room, which turned out to be the mostly-glass one extending out over the ocean. Madisun found it a bit unnerving, as it gave the feeling there was nothing supporting them, as if they were out in mid-air. She could see waves and within those shadows and shapes that made her wonder if they were schools of fish or perhaps rocks beneath. 
 
    There were three long, leather, couches in the room. Against one wall not made of glass was a huge flat-screen TV which took up nearly every available inch on the wall. A glass coffee table situated itself in the middle of the three sofas which formed a U in the middle of the room. In one corner, where two of the window-walls met, was a bar, made of bright chrome and glass, stocked with nearly every brand of vodka Madisun knew. Plants dotted other spots, probably more for decoration than any real purpose. Sunlight poured in from all sides and Madisun noticed there were no window blinds or shades. 
 
    "I guess we just sit down and wait for the master of the house?" Max asked. 
 
    "Sounds like it," Madisun replied. 
 
    "I, for one, could go for a drink," Justin said, always the partier. He probably had pot in his pocket, too. "Anyone else?" 
 
    Kristin raised her hand. "Anything with vodka. Looks like he has all of them." 
 
    "Me too," Russell said and Madisun gave him a look of surprise. "What? It's been a long day." 
 
    "Then I'll take one, too," she said. "You still know how to mix up a decent martini?" 
 
    Justin grabbed a metal tumbler and spun it across his palm. "Does a bear shit on the pope or however the phrase goes?" 
 
    He spent a few minutes mixing up the drinks and presented each one in a glass moments later. Madisun took a sip and it was smooth and delicious going down. Justin was always the alcohol provider. It was his hidden (or not so hidden) talent. He could also roll a joint in under ten seconds.  
 
    Glasses in hand they sat around the U, Russell and Madisun snuggled up on one of the long arms, Kristin and Justin at the bottom and Max stretched out along the other arm. The chatted about jobs, children, their lives for a bit before Max looked around and realized how long they had been talking. 
 
    "When the hell does our host arrive?" he asked. "Hey, did anyone else find this whole event a little bit weird?" 
 
    "It came out of nowhere," Kristin said, downing the last of her second drink. "I just opened up my email and there was the invite. Checked my schedule and, lo and behold, my client had canceled on me for the weekend and here I am. Did anyone else think the invite was cryptic?" 
 
    Madisun thought it had been.  
 
    HEY GUYS, IT'S CAL! BEEN A LONG TIME. HOW ABOUT WE ALL MEET ON THE ISLAND FOR A BIT OF A REUNION. I'VE BEEN THINKING ABOUT YOU GUYS A LOT LATELY AND I HAVE SOME BIG NEWS AND THERE'S NO ONE ELSE I'D RATHER SHARE IT WITH THAN YOU GUYS. IT'S BEEN TOO LONG AND WE NEED TO CATCH UP. PLUS, REMEMBER ALL THAT TALK WE USED TO HAVE ABOUT CHANGING THINGS? WELL, I THINK I'VE FOUND A WAY THAT WILL REALLY DO THAT. TRUST ME. YOU'LL BE AMAZED AND YOU CAN GET IN ON THE GROUND FLOOR. DETAILS TO FOLLOW! 
 
    This had been followed by an actual invite that added to their calendars along with details and flight information. All expenses were paid.  
 
    "We didn't exactly leave each other on good terms," Russell said. "Remember how weird he was those last days?" 
 
    "I haven't heard a goddamn thing from him in years," Justin said. "I mean,  I guess no one really has. You just hear about him all the time. You see the news guys read the press releases and his statements. Then, every so often some news magazine show does a report on what Cal Trove is up to and you get a few grainy photos. The fact he invited us is pretty remarkable given how secretive he is. It’s also very dramatic and a pain in the ass." 
 
    "But you own a Trove phone, right?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Justin reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. "Latest model. Paid someone to wait in line for me to get the fucking thing, too." 
 
    "We all do, right?" Kristin said, pulling her own phone out of her handbag. "I've been getting them for years, now." 
 
    "I have a TroveBook laptop, too," Max said. "My entire company runs on his operating system." 
 
    "Trove TV in our house," Madisun added. "The entire technology world is his, I think." 
 
    "He probably owns more and knows more than he lets on, too," Russell said. 
 
    "Anyway, the fact is, we hardly left each other as good buddies. I don't think I said goodbye to Cal after graduation," Justin continued. 
 
    "I did, but it was hardly a warm one," Kristin said. "I tried to apologize and tell him to keep in touch, but he barely acknowledged me." 
 
    "I tried reaching out to him a few times since then," Madisun said and she felt Russell shift a bit against her. "I did. I wanted us to try and be friends. You know I always felt a little bad for him." 
 
    "Bad enough to give him a handjob after that date?" Justin said with a wicked grin. 
 
    "Fuck you, Justin," she replied with an eye roll. The one date had been a source of his ribbing for years now. He always had a new perverted thing she had done with him that night. All of it bullshit. 
 
    "So, what do you think it is?" Kristin asked, ignoring the handjob remark. "I mean, if you think about it, he has already changed things. The entire world fucking bends to his whim, right?" 
 
    "They line up for days to get a newer version of the same phone they already have," Max added by way of confirmation. 
 
    "I got the feeling this was more than that," Madisun said. It was true. Just a tickle at the back of her head. Cal had always been the type to come to them with revolutionary ideas.  
 
    "Jesus, do you think he's going to run for office or something crazy like that?" Just asked. 
 
    "It sounds like he wants money," Russell interjected. "I mean, the line about getting in on the ground floor? Isn't it what people say when the start a new business?" 
 
    Justin just raised an eyebrow and shrugged while downing more martini. It wasn't really much of a reply, Madisun mused. 
 
    Just then the television taking up the wall opposite the windows came to life. Cal's face filled the screen, dominating all of them like Big Brother’s visage. Behind him was a busy office, with benches and electronics piled up and young people all dressed like Cal busily working on things. Suddenly, the man who hid his face from the world was right there on the wall and bigger than life. 
 
    "Hey guys!" Cal said excitedly. He smiled and waved. 
 
    The group waved, too. None of them had any idea where the camera was, so they all waved in different directions. Madisun had a strange feeling in her gut maybe he had been listening in to what they were talking about. Was this entire place bugged?  
 
    "Hey, Cal!" Justin said and raised his glass. "We were just talking about you." 
 
    "I figured," Cal replied with a laugh. "Thanks for coming. All of you. It's good to see you again." 
 
    "When are you going to be here?" Kristin asked. "We've been sitting here drinking your booze." 
 
    "Good, enjoy yourselves," Cal said and looked over his shoulder. "As you can see I'm at one of our labs. This is taking a lot longer than I thought it would. I had hoped to be there to greet you guys, but got hung up. I'm going to be there for dinner, for sure. So, look, just stay in the main house and grounds. The other houses are for employees and they might freak out if they see strange people on the Island. There's indoor and outdoors pools. A Jacuzzi. Plenty of food. I even have a chef you can call to make you a sandwich or something. Dinner will be about seven and we can finally catch up then. Sorry about this." 
 
    They all looked at each other and gave a collective shrug. It was a nice house and what the hell else were they going to do? 
 
    "Derek will be there in a minute with the bedroom assignments," Cal continued. "Your clothes are there so you can all get comfortable. Hell, take a nap. I like to when I'm there." 
 
    "What's this all about, Cal?" Max asked. "Why are we here?" 
 
    Cal smiled. He had had his teeth straightened, Madisun noticed and she gently elbowed Russell who seemed to pick up on the vibe and nodded. 
 
    "That will be revealed in time," Cal replied. "Look, I am nothing if not dramatic. C'mon, it will be fun and I promise you what I have to talk to you about will just blow your minds." 
 
    He looked over his shoulder again and then left, right and back at the camera, as if he had to make sure no one was nearby. 
 
    "Guys, I really have found a way to change things," he said. "I mean, really, sincerely change things." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Justin asked. 
 
    "You'll find out tonight. Until then, enjoy the house!" 
 
    Then, as quickly as he was there, he was gone. The screen went dark and they were in the silence and sunshine. 
 
    "Cryptic little fucker," Max muttered. 
 
    "Shut up," Madisun said. "I think he heard us." 
 
    Kristin looked up at the ceiling. Justin followed suit, but then he flipped his middle finger.  
 
    "Hey, Cal, if you're listening!" Max called. "You're being a cryptic little fucker." 
 
    He turned his head and smiled at Madisun. "Always keeping it classy, right Max?" she said.  
 
    "Always." 
 
    "Well, fuck it. I don't care what he’s up to," Kristin announced. "I'm going to put on a bathing suit and swim in the pool. We're in the goddamn tropics and I am not going to spend all my time in here. We should know he’ll be cryptic, right? It’s his whole thing. Being hidden away." 
 
    Just then Derek entered. "Ladies and gentlemen. Mr. Trove wants me to tell you again how sorry he is that he couldn't be here. I have your room assignments and these gentlemen can show you to your rooms. I have directions to the pool and hot tub. There's a game room and this TV has pretty much every single cable and streaming channel you could want, plus, there's a movie theater in the basement with the newest James Bond film if you’re interested." 
 
    A number of young men in white coats, looking like bellmen, appeared to Derek's right. They looked like teenagers.  
 
    "Shit, that's not even out in theaters yet," Max muttered. 
 
    "Mr. Trove has some benefits that others do not with his Hollywood connections," Derek said. 
 
    "I think I need a nap," Madisun said to Russell. "Let's check out our room and see if the bed's comfortable." 
 
    "Right there with ya," Russell replied. 
 
    *** 
 
    "What do you make of...this?" Madisun asked Russell once they found their room. 
 
    They had a suite in one corner of the big house. All of the views in this house were, evidently, spectacular. This one overlooked the ocean, of course, the bathroom and bathtub in particular looked like it was part of the water. Madisun took a look around, confirmed all of her stuff was here, then kicked off her shoes and stretched out on the biggest, softest, bed she had ever seen in her entire life.  
 
    "I think Cal is lonely," Russell said. "I mean, I've thought that for years. When you do all you can to stay hidden away, it can’t help but happen. When you reach the levels he has, you can't help but be a little lonely, right?" 
 
    Madisun shrugged. She had never really thought about it that way. "I guess. I mean, he was always the outcast among us. Like some kind of pet or mascot for the group. I felt bad about it, but it was what it was. I always saw the throngs of people applauding him, but him not there, perhaps just watching via video and couldn’t help but feel there was some sadness there." 
 
    Russell climbed onto the bed and stretched out alongside her. She rolled over and ran a hand down his chest.  
 
    "I just always saw it as desperate," he said. "If he couldn't earn adulation and acceptance, he was going to force his way in. I mean, think about it. Trove is everywhere. No one can do anything with modern communications without Trove stuff. That's like forcing his way into everyone's ears, mind and life. Yet, he’s the enigma." 
 
    "I suppose," she said and laid her head on her arm. She still loved looking at him, she realized. They were older, sure, not quite as spry as they were when they first met, but she adored him. He had a way of looking at things which always made her feel better. "So, what does that mean for this little gathering? He's already changed the world, so what does he have up his sleeve now?" 
 
    Russell ran his hand down her arms, sending shivers. "Whatever it is, we should be prepared to get involved. Justin's right. The man makes money like your mother makes craft stuff. He practically has a machine that prints the stuff." 
 
    "Do we really need more money? I mean, my books sell enough for us to live on. Your business is thriving. People all around the world come to you to design fantastic buildings. I say, whatever it is, we say no. I mean, he's weird." 
 
    Russell looked at her strangely. "You got closer to him than the rest of us. You went on that infamous date. What happened? Anything? You seem a little more worried about him than the rest of us." 
 
    She smiled. "We went out to dinner and a movie. He barely spoke to me. He was sweating so much, he looked like a greased pig. He was sweet, but terrified. We didn't hold hands during the movie, even though I could see he wanted to. He kept shifting his hand toward the arm rest and then pulling back. It was me who gave him a kiss at the end and it was just a peck on the lips. He swooned over that for days afterward, but when he asked for a second date, I just brushed him off." 
 
    "You crushed his wittle heart," Russell mocked.  
 
    "He seems to have gotten over me quite well," she said, then leaned in and kissed him. 
 
    Russell kissed her back and moved closer to her. She kept the kiss going, not wanting to break them apart. She didn't want to talk about Cal Trove anymore. She wanted to enjoy being in the tropics for a bit and then go home. They were on a private island. She wanted to make the most of it, so she unbuttoned Russell's shirt and he did the same and, moments later, she climbed on top of him and felt him enter her and all of the nonsense about Cal Trove, the date, and whatever they were here for vanished. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 July 2019 
 
    Connor Drisson sat in his office on the fiftieth floor of the National Bank Building overlooking Central Park. He had worked a long, long time to get here and get his view. Most of the time, in years past, he loved the view. Today, though, something was wrong. He knew it was wrong, but everyone else went about their day as if nothing was different. 
 
    He looked down at his computer and could find nothing about airplanes smashing their way into the Twin Towers. All of the stories were about a massive terrorist plot broken up by the FBI and the U.S. military response which had taken out Osama Bin Laden and all of his men.  
 
    Also, for some reason, Saddam was still in power. He remembered, certainly, the image of the vicious dictator hanging by his neck. He knew his nephew had gone off to war in Iraq and the war in Afghanistan looked like it would end up being the longest conflict in U.S. history. None of this was there in the news, now.  
 
    He was working downtown when it happened. He was sure of it. He remembered how the planes hit. He remembered coming out of his office, staring up and seeing the smoke, with people asking questions all around. Then the image of people jumping or falling. All of it. Running in a panic down the street when the buildings collapsed. 
 
    This morning, though, when he stood outside his apartment and looked east, he saw them standing there. Bright and shiny and as if nothing ever happened.  
 
    His head hurt. 
 
    He looked through the computer screens again, but there was nothing. Just information about the CIA finding information overseas and the FBI getting involved and INTERPOL and other organizations. Then the military responded and people being arrested. It was massive. 
 
    The funny thing was, he remembered all of this, too.  
 
    One minute he remembered everything he read here just fine. Yes, this was the way things went. It was a glorious moment for law enforcement, the military and the President. There had been a huge surge of patriotism, flag-waving, and then things just went back to normal. The insane coverage of sharks on the east coast resumed the headlines and dominated the rest of the summer. 
 
    He remembered that, too. He had canceled a trip to Florida. 
 
    Except, he also remembered going to Florida. He remembered wondering if there would be a flight and the absence of planes in the sky. 
 
    His head hurt so bad. It felt like it was going to split open and splatter all over the desk and the wall. He had taken pills, but his head still hurt so bad. 
 
    Confused, too. 
 
    He felt like he was going crazy. So many memories at the same time. He rubbed his temple. He looked out the window. 
 
    Nothing out there seemed real. Not anymore. 
 
    People walked past his office. Someone waved to him and he waved back.  
 
    He had to stop the pain. Nothing made sense. Nothing made sense at all anymore.  
 
    He stood, pushing himself away from his desk and stared out the window again. It was gorgeous. Blue sky. Gentle breezes. That was how he remembered it on the day the towers came down, too. The towers that were no longer down.  
 
    He grabbed his chair and went to the far end of the office. Then, after a moment, he ran forward, throwing it with all his might. The metal wheels hit the window and the glass exploded outward. Had the towers come down, he wondered if the glass would have been stronger. Immediately, the wind blew in and tugged at his shirt. 
 
    He walked to the broken window and looked down. People on the street scattered as the glass and chair cascaded down. He hoped he didn't hurt anyone. Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered. This wasn't real. 
 
    He lifted his head and looked over the green of Central Park. It was beautiful. So much beauty in such an ugly city. Ugly world. 
 
    He stepped off the edge. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 August 2017 
 
      
 
    Kristin laid back in the hot tub and flexed her toes in the water. She looked down at her stomach. For a woman in her mid-40s, she thought she still looked pretty good. She worked out and took pride in herself. She had a nice, twenty-something, intern back at her office who was banging her quite nicely on a regular basis anywhere and everywhere she wanted. Life was good. She had high-powered, wealthy, clients and she had even been featured on TV a few times. 
 
    This thing with Cal intrigued and worried her. 
 
    She knew the others all thought she was a joke. Back during her younger days, she was immediately singled out in class as having aptitude in math far above her years. She also flourished in sciences. She was pretty, sure, but she loved getting lost in math problems. However, she soon realized this set her apart from her friends and when they moved her up several grades, she felt utterly alone. The other kids made fun of her. 
 
    So, she learned how to use her looks to get what she wanted. She still did well in math, but kept it held back just enough to let her cruise through the rest of elementary and junior high schools. Then she got into high school years before others her age. She had a boyfriend her freshman year, despite being much younger than the other freshman, but she was lucky and had a growth spurt and developed early, so it was easy to lie about her age. She lost her virginity at twelve and then realized the power there, too. 
 
    Something about Cal has intrigued her for a while now. The isolation the man craved, at the same time he sought to put a device of his own invention in the hands of every person on the planet was fascinating. There was a loneliness behind the man she understood. 
 
    She still devoured math books. She hid them with fake book covers from Danielle Steele and other authors deemed more appropriate, but she secretly entered math competitions and science fairs and won over and over again. She did everything she could to get noticed by the right people, and ignored by those she did not want to know how smart she was. 
 
    Then, when she got through high school early, she suddenly found the opposite to be true in the academic world. At the Institute, she was thought of as beautiful and from a rich family and that she was a total ditz and bimbo. Although she was testing above many of her classmates, she was still alone. So, she had to start over. She was known to flirt and some part of her died each time she did it, feeling it cheapened her contributions elsewhere, put her into some stereotypical box, but it was hard to deny she also enjoyed it. Was it wrong to enjoy being with a guy? Was it wrong to enjoy sex? Was it wrong to want to look nice and be told she was beautiful? She knew she was smart, what did it matter what the rest of the world thought? 
 
    The one person who seemed to see through her masks was Cal. He was a little creepy, but they actually spent time together in the early days at the Institute. He understood the charade she put on and sought her out with help on tests or his little experiments. He seemed to appreciate her for her mind, which was cliché, but still made her feel good.  
 
    Still, there was always something behind his eyes. Something burning and feverish, like he was always high or sick or something. He never asked her out or tried anything with her, but she always wondered if maybe he had a thing for her.  
 
    So, why was she here? She hadn't treated him well near the end of college. She had pushed him away, pretty firmly. They had spoken three times in the years since they graduated. Of course, she knew who he was because of the stuff on the news, but they really didn't know each other. She owned one of his phones and other technology, like everyone did, but she had her own life and life was good. 
 
    So, what was this about? 
 
    "Hey, beautiful, what's happening?" 
 
    Kristin shifted her head around and saw Justin entering the hot tub area. He had his shirt off already and a pair of swim trunks. He was still in decent shape, too.  
 
    Seeing him cast her mind back to college yet again. Justin was the first one to reach out to her and befriend her. They always flirted, always got close to romance. They kissed. Then came the night they were up too late, working on a project together, and it just got later and later. They began joking, then held hands, started to kiss and tumbled into bed. Justin always wanted more, but something about him just put Kristin off. This never quite turned him off, though. He always sent her messages, called her, texted her.  
 
    "I figured you would show up here," she said, shifting over a bit. "Nice swim trunks." 
 
    He did a quick turn as if on the runway and shook his ass. "You know you want it. Always have." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah. How's things with your wife?" she asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Justin sighed and stepped over the edge, slowly settling into the warm water. "Ugh, don't even bring that up. Not well. Never well with me. Third time was supposed to be a charm, but it's turning out not to be the case." 
 
    She pouted. "Sorry to hear that." 
 
    He scooted his way across the bench until he was very close to her. She let him. She was used to this. 
 
    "What do you think about all of this?" he waved a wet hand around to indicate everything. "I mean, this house is insane. Is your room bigger than your first apartment?" 
 
    "By far," she replied. "With one of those standing showers with shower heads pointing in all directions. I'm gonna feel like I'm in a car wash." 
 
    "Did you think Cal was the one who would end up like this?" 
 
    "Yes," she said. 
 
    He looked amused. "Really? Not me. Not at all what I expected from the little twerp." 
 
    "What did you think he'd end up doing? He was smarter than all of us. Worked harder. Had to. We had things handed to us. You know that." 
 
    "I figured it would be a clock tower and a high powered rifle for ol' Cal. He was always wound so tight, I figured he'd just snap. Either kill himself or a bunch of other people and then himself." 
 
    She elbowed him. "That is insanely dark and pessimistic." 
 
    "I guess that's me," he said. "You really thought he'd do all of this? I mean, we all worked hard." 
 
    "Cal worked harder," she said. "He had a scholarship to keep, but what you thought of as being wound up tight, was just determination. Yeah, he had a lot to prove and he was a little weird, but so what. We all were a little weird. Right?" 
 
    "Yeah, I was ostracized by my classmates starting in fourth grade," Justin said. "I started fucking up the bell curve, you know? Kids wanted me to cheat for them, write their papers, sit next to me for tests. I was transferred to a school for gifted kids right after and it was a fucking nightmare." 
 
    "We all have similar stories," she said and dipped her hair into the water. 
 
    "Jesus, you look good, Kris," Justin said. 
 
    "Don't even start going down this road," she said. "You're going to start asking why we never became a thing. What's the point?" 
 
    "We had one night." 
 
    "And that was good enough." 
 
    "Was it?" he asked.  
 
    "I always thought so," she said. 
 
    "I'm glad you did." 
 
    "You always wanted more, Justin. You were never satisfied." 
 
    "I was tired that night. I could have gone longer or more often." 
 
    She put a finger on his lips. "Shh. Enough. This isn't some sex romp in the tropics. This is something else." 
 
    "You're no fun," he teased. "Anything can be turned into a sex romp if you're in the right frame of mind." 
 
    He pushed himself away and leaned against the back of the hot tub.  
 
    "Why do you think he'd call on us now, though?" he asked. "I mean, why not bring us in on the ground floor back when he was inventing new phones and computer systems? Why now?" 
 
    Kristin stretched out her legs. "No clue. He always had that inferiority complex, though, right? I mean, look at all of this. If his house and that helicopter ride and the fact we're on a private fucking island isn't some kind of proof of concept, I don't know what is. He wanted to impress us." 
 
    "Do you think he knew all along that he would get here?" Justin cast his eyes around the room. Then he turned to look out the window at the tropical trees outside. "Was he so calculating?" 
 
    "Probably. As I said, smarter than the rest of us put together. He may not have had all of the ideas down yet, but I bet he knew something about the internet. I bet he knew computers would eventually fit in our hands. I think he had an idea that our entire lives would end up being digital. Remember the things he said right before graduation? About technology coming up soon." 
 
    Justin nodded. 
 
    "He did always like fiddling with his gadgets," Justin confirmed and he laid his head back and closed his eyes. "I could get used to this, though. I have to say. If he wanted me to stay here, I'd probably just sign right up." 
 
    Kristin moved closer to him. She had no interest in the sex romp thing, but it was hard to resist him. "Would you want me here, too?" 
 
    Justin smiled, his eyes still closed. "Of course." 
 
    "Well, then I guess I'd sign up, too." 
 
    *** 
 
    Max sat in his room and stared out the window at nothing in particular. He wanted to feel what the others were feeling. He could tell they were excited, anxious to see what great new thing Cal Trove wanted to bring to the world and why he wanted them along. Max, however, was unable to muster any sort of enthusiasm.  
 
    It had been that way for a while. Since David died. 
 
    He looked down at the photo. David and he had taken a tropical vacation just a year ago. The photo was of them on the beach, smiling, shirtless, wearing sunglasses against the glare, David's hand outstretched to take the photo. They were happy and had plans to stay that way.  
 
    Then came the accident. The car crash. The sound of screeching tires, breaking glass and screaming metal.  
 
    Max had been driving. 
 
    The scene played out in his head again for the billionth time that week alone. They had been alone on the dark, twisting, highway. Over to the left was the ocean. To the right the face of a mountain. The road wound like a tiny ribbon through the range. It had been another quick trip, up the coast. Just to find a bed and breakfast, maybe, somewhere up north.  
 
    Then the car was out of his control. Over to the right. 
 
    Smash. 
 
    The photo was wrinkled and folded. He had printed it on photo-quality paper, but his constant handling of the thing had worn it out. 
 
    He felt his tears well up again and stuffed them down. No more of that, he thought. He finally blinked and looked around the room. It was gorgeous. 
 
    What the hell was he doing here? 
 
    It was the fiftieth time he wondered about that. Why was he here at all? Why was he still alive? He had considered killing himself a dozen time since David died. 
 
    There was something inside of him that wanted to see what this was all about. He was no fan of Cal Trove. The little shit had seen through his bravado and lady-killer attitude in college. He had lain many women during his day, but never really felt anything for it. Cal saw it. He saw it right away and called him on it.  
 
    For his effort, he had threatened Cal and was sincerely ready to beat the shit out of him if he brought it up again. They had rarely spoken after and he always gave the little fucker dirty looks. Cal shrank from him, barely spoke to him and he was shocked when the invitation to be here this weekend came through. 
 
    What was it about? 
 
    Cal had always talked about changing things. He felt that he could develop technology that would change the way people thought. He remembered Cal always going on about the injustices in the world and he was a first-class conspiracy theorist about most things. There was always a shadowy force behind everything. He went on and on about the groups secretly controlling the world and he was going to find a way to expose them, or find a way to become part of them. 
 
    It was all insanity, but now here they were. Cal was the richest man in the fucking world and here they were. All of them so much the same, yet so different. 
 
    He couldn't shake the feeling that something was off, though. Even when he first got the invite, he immediately made a few phone calls to people who had a way to gain access to things no one should have access to. The guy gave him a file three days before he was scheduled to leave for the trip and he spent part of his time on the flight to Florida looking through it. 
 
    It made little sense to him. 
 
    Something about alternate realities and Schrodinger's Cat.  
 
    None of that made any fucking sense and he assumed it was all theoretical shit. Even Cal hadn't gotten so far in the world and science he could prove alternate realities. 
 
    Right? 
 
    No, the thing worrying him the most was the evidence his guy found showing that all of the phones, technology and websites Trove Industries created and more than half the world used, was using people just as much. Facial recognition. Recording preferences. Jotting down thoughts. Recording things no one knew was being recorded. 
 
    Cal was Big Brother. 
 
    That was what worried Max. 
 
    "What is he up to, David?" he asked the photo. Of course, there was no answer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Around 6 pm, they all began showing up in the dining room. Madisun felt like she had a huge smile on her face and she figured everyone would know that she and Russell had been having intense sex for most of the afternoon. It was like something was in the air in this place and they had romped around like teenagers. Weird, since it wasn't entirely normal for them, but also immensely satisfying and fun. 
 
    They apparently all decided, each on their own, to dress up at least a little bit formally for dinner. Madisun put on her dress (the fanciest one she felt she could pack), Russell a suit coat and nice shirt, and they headed downstairs. Once there, they saw Max, Justin and Kristin were also dressed up. Martinis were already poured and there were two ready for them. 
 
    "I guess we all got the note about dressing up," Madisun said as she grabbed her glass and took a sip. Instantly she knew Justin had made the drinks because they were strong. "Apparently we all still share the same brain." 
 
    Justin laughed. "Yep. Just a few minutes together and already we have entered the realm of group-think." 
 
    "Funny you should mention that, Justin." 
 
    All of them turned at once to look at where the voice came from. Cal Trove stood at the top of the short flight of stairs leading into the dining room. He was dressed about as fancy as he ever seemed to get. This meant he threw on a suit coat over a black T-shirt and jeans. On the few occasions he was photographed in public, this was often what he was seen wearing. In one article where the reporter was given actual access to Cal, Madisun remembered she had read Cal only had dozens of different version of the same outfit. Apparently, it was something brilliant people did so they spent as little time as possible on choosing what to wear or something like that. She knew, in her heart of hearts, Cal was lazy and had, in college, worn the same clothes until they stank. Now that he was rich, he could at least keep doing so and not stink. 
 
    "Hey!" Justin cried out. "There's the man of the hour! Welcome home, Cal. I gotta say, I am loving this house and you have top-notch booze." 
 
    Cal laughed and descended the stairs. "Thank you, Justin. I'm glad you could all make it. We have a lot of exciting things to talk about." 
 
    Madisun and Russell took their seats while Cal took one at the head of the table, still looking as small and skinny as he did in college. Except now he had his hair trimmed close to the skull and just enough of a hint of five o'clock shadow for some women to find him sexy. He had also changed out the thick plastic-framed glasses he wore back when they first met to thin, round, wire-framed glasses perched on his long nose. 
 
    "So, Cal, what are we here for?" Madisun asked right away, sipping her martini again. "Are you gonna fill us in or keep us hangin' on." 
 
    Cal smiled. "I'm going going to stretch out the drama a bit, guys. I have a spectacular meal prepared here and the finest wine and beverages ready for you. Let's catch up on things and enjoy all of that and then we can talk business." 
 
    Justin and Max opened their mouths to protest and Cal held up a hand. 
 
    "I know you all want information about what’s going on," he said. "I get it. But let's eat first. I haven't talked to most of you since we graduated. I know a little bit about what's going on with you because of social media, but let's actually talk. Remember how we used to do that? Those late night dinners at Denny's in college? Before the internet and social media?" 
 
    Cal pushed a button on his phone and suddenly doors opened at the far end of the dining room. Men in white coats poured in with trays of food and decanters filled with wine. Before Madisun could say another word, soup and salad were in front of her and wine was in the glass. Cal proposed a toast and Justin seconded it. 
 
    Soon, as the wine and beverages continued to flow and the appetizers, salad and soup were replaced with prime rib, potatoes, veggies and rice, the stories began to flow, too. 
 
    Max relayed what he had been doing since college. He moved out to California, came out of the closet not long after, and moved into the world of streaming media. He made an investment in some technology that would shift the business model from a company specializing in mailing DVDs to homes, to a streaming service producing original programming. He was very involved in finding talent, developing shows and securing the money needed to produce them. He was very focused on the streaming world, but when you broke it down, he was one of the most prolific producers in Hollywood. Those on the inside of show business knew it, but outside Hollyweird, not many did. 
 
    Justin graduated and immediately moved out of the technology world and into marketing. He seemed to have an innate knack for figuring out SEO and which words people would search for on nearly any topic. This caused him to start his own company, work for a bunch of other companies of all sizes, but somehow really found a home working for a multi-national pest control company. He was now running a department with a half-dozen people working for him and doing quite well. 
 
    Kristin explained that even when she was at the Institute, she always loved to design and draw things. Her father was the one who felt doing it as a career was a waste of her talent. When she graduated, the best thing in the world happened because her father keeled over from a massive heart attack. Not two weeks after she opened her own business, had clients weeks later, a lot more than she could handle on her own within six months and then a staff of 27 people depending on her success two years after that. 
 
    Russell had a similar story, but being an architect at least allowed him to use his math skills to some degree. However, designing things he could eventually point to as something he had created from designs out of his own head was too much of a rush to give up. He went into the Institute thinking he would work at NASA and came out wondering what he really wanted to do. The space race thing was dying down and he no longer wanted to explore the universe. He wanted to do something for himself and this led to an argument with his father. Eventually, after several huge clients and years of successful buildings featured in magazines and on television, his father had come around. 
 
    Madisun explained writing was something she had been doing since third grade. It was always short stories and poems. When she graduated and looked around for something to do while also looking for a job, she started writing a story about a woman looking for something to do with her life. This lead to her getting involved with dangerous people and then became her first thriller, The Waiting Game, which was eventually made into a movie. Her second novel, Wish List, was an even bigger hit and got her back in touch with Max who bought the rights for his streaming service where it became another smashing success. 
 
    Just as Madisun was finishing up her tale of life after college, the dessert came. Ice cream in a wide variety of flavors and dozens of toppings. It was fantastic. She wrapped up her stories just as the sound of spoons hitting bowls filled the air. 
 
    "So, there's everyone else's stories, Cal," Justin said, licking his spoon as if his life depended on it. "I guess we know what you've been up to. We just never get to see you like we are now. So, want to just tell us what we're doing here?" 
 
    Cal had sat there listening for hours. He had barely spoken the entire time and Madisun had watched him while the others talked. He smiled. He laughed, but his face was flushed and he appeared a bit agitated or eager. He bounced in his seat and fidgeted with his silverware.  
 
    "I can tell you're dying to tell us what's going on," Madisun said. "You did your best to hold your tongue and at least pretend you were listening to us, but I could tell you want to talk to us." 
 
    Cal looked at her with a weird expression she remembered from the college. It was a look that sort of said "Oh, Madisun, you fool" mixed with a "well, you caught me.” She always had a knack for figuring him out before the rest of the group. He would speak over their heads most of the time, but she always cut through the bullshit and saw what he was driving for. It was probably one of the reasons he always had a soft spot for her. 
 
    "You always did see right through me, Mads," Cal said. "Yeah, I guess most of you guys have seen the news stories about me. I was working on making computers more useful for people even before we graduated and had inklings about the Internet, too. I mean, there were already online bulletin boards and things and it was just a matter of time before something came along to really make it real for everyone. I was investing with what little money I had almost from the first day. Those all paid off and, well, here I am." 
 
    He paused and looked around. No one spoke. The dessert cups were empty and set aside. The coffee cups were full and steaming, but no one drank. All of them leaned forward waiting. 
 
    "If you don't start talking you son of a bitch, I swear to God," Justin said and winked. 
 
    Cal laughed. "OK, OK, enough dragging this out. Bring your drinks or coffee. Let's go into the living room so I can use the big screen. I know, I know, you guys think I'm going to sell you timeshares or Amway or some shit, but it's much better." 
 
    They stood up and grabbed coffee. Madisun cast a glance at Russell and he shrugged. She looked over at Justin and he rolled his eyes. Cal was being dramatic. As always. 
 
    They gathered around the U of couches and Madisun took a seat with her back to the window overlooking the ocean. The sky was dark now and the amount of stars visible up above them was like nothing she had seen before. She looked to try and find the constellations she knew, but none of them were evident, but she was very out of practice when it came to astronomy.  
 
    "Thanks for coming guys," Cal said and grabbed a remote. The screen lit up and it was obvious a PowerPoint presentation was ready for them. "Sorry for the PowerPoint. Hardly high-tech, but it's still the fastest and easiest way to do this." 
 
    He clicked a button and a title page came up. 
 
    REVISION: USING COLLECTIVE THOUGHT TO CHANGE THE REAL WORLD. 
 
    Justin snorted laughter. Kristin looked confused. Max remained stoic, his arms crossed. Madisun was confused, too, but she had a knack for hiding it. She shifted in her seat uncomfortably and Russell put an arm around her shoulders. She looked back at him and saw he was clenching his jaw, which was the indication he was nervous about this, too, and worrying this had all been a waste of time. Perhaps he even worried they were in the presence, on an island, with a madman. 
 
    "Now, I know you already think ol' Cal here has gone off the deep end by that title alone, but give me a chance," Cal said, holding up a hand to stave off the stares. "Let me start out by asking you a question. What do you know about the theory of collective unconscious?" 
 
    Justin sighed. "OK, I'll play along. Sure. Collective unconscious is the name given to a theory by Carl Jung. It says there are a series of thoughts, ideas, morals and structures shared between people or animals of the same species. They are not even necessarily aware of it, but they all live by it. Humans have one, dogs another. There is also the idea of a collective consciousness, which is basically culture. People of the same country share the same basic ideas and values. There’s a certain collective consciousness in France, and another in America. Freedom and guns, baby!" 
 
    He made two guns out of his fingers and made pew pew sounds. 
 
    "They say you can see it in islands, too," Justin continued. "With primitive cultures. They share the same stories, ideas, values, etcetera. All of those things I just said." 
 
    Cal smiled and nodded, pointing at Justin. "That's a little bit simplistic, my friend, but generally true. We all are part of it, but the common belief is cultures just sort of agree on these sets of values, memories, key moments in history, so forth, consciously. You are surrounded by others who believe the same thing and you believe it too. It's kind of a learned thing." 
 
    He paused, a hint of a smile on his face, holding up a finger. 
 
    "However, let's just say there are differing schools of thought - on thought." 
 
    He paused again to let out the weird little laugh he used back in college whenever he said something he thought was so funny. He liked his little joke. The others uttered nervous laughs, but mostly they were silent. 
 
    "What if I told you there is a school of thought which says the thoughts you and I and the rest of us are having right now do not originate within our own minds," he said. "Our brains are really just receivers. Each of us tuned to our own frequency. We train ourselves to tune out everything else, all of the other thoughts, the ideas of billions of others. Perhaps, says another school of thought, we transmit these ideas into a collective stream of energy. Which, sort of makes a little more sense. When you look at a brain scan you can see that energy. Whether the energy is the brain acting as receiver for brain acting as transmitter, it goes somewhere. Perhaps, just perhaps, it can be picked up, altered, redirected much like you do with radio waves." 
 
    He paused again and walked around. On the screen behind him the images changed. Showing a brain scan. Showing energy. Showing a radio transmitter. Still very much a PowerPoint presentation. 
 
    "This is all well and good if you've decided to go into theoretical science," Max said evenly, but with an edge of irritation hidden beneath the words. "What does it have to do with us?" 
 
    "Give me a few more minutes," Cal said, the hint of a smile still shadowing his face. "Have you and a friend, so attuned to each other, been able to know what the other was thinking without saying a word? What about knowing for certain what song is going to be on the radio? Or knowing you need to go help your mother, out of the blue, while driving, and just heading the car that way? All of those tingles at the base of our necks and the certainty about what another person is going to do, could just possibly be because none of our thoughts are actually our own. They are all a part of a collective band of energy which is all around us, generated by us, tuned in by us, used by us, but still there. Energy. That's all thought is. It's really all anything is. Energy is what is making your eyes and ears see and hear this and then more energy turns it into things your brain can understand. But what if all of our thoughts here were just part of energy around us. Collective thought." 
 
    He let the words sink in and studied the ocean out the window. Madisun followed his gaze, her palms clammy. She had a feeling of dread building inside her gut. Did the others feel it? If so, did it just prove the things Cal was talking about? 
 
    "Now let's shift gears just a little," Cal said and the image changed. Now there was a cartoonish drawing of a cat and a box. Madisun knew what it was instantly. "You guys all know about Schrödinger's cat, of course, right?" 
 
    They all laughed. "Of course," Justin said. "It's a theoretical thought experiment. It's not a real thing, Cal." 
 
    Cal held up a hand. "Let's just not rush into things with whether or not it's a real thing. Just fill us all in, Justin. What is it?" 
 
    Justin sighed. "Well, Schrödinger had this thought problem where you imagined a cat in a box. Also in the box was a small amount of radioactive material. The box is set up to release the material and, ultimately, kill the cat. However, he theorized that until someone actually opened the box and saw whether or not the cat was alive inside of it, the cat actually existed as both alive and dead at the same time. In other words, both realities existed until the box was opened and our minds saw what was there, interpreted the data and all other realities collapsed." 
 
    "A little simplified, but basically," Cal replied, nodding approvingly. "This has given rise to an entire series of thoughts and even experiments about reality itself. What if, for example, all of the other possible realities don't just collapse, but spin off into alternate realities? So, Justin, imagine a world where a version of you woke up this morning and headed down to breakfast, while another reality had a version of you who stayed in bed. Each and every decision creates a series of alternate and parallel realities at all times. Each of us, then, carries with us infinite realities and worlds with us." 
 
    He paused, his finger to his lips. 
 
    "But if the person viewing the cat is just one person, how would the rest of the world perceive the cat?" he asked. "How would the reality become the reality for everyone? Perhaps that's connected to the collective consciousness? One person perceives the cat, the other realities spin off, but the one reality chosen is transmitted to the rest of collective thought and it becomes reality for the rest of us." 
 
    "You are really high, right?" Kristin said. "This sounds like the kind of conversations I have with really high people." 
 
    Cal laughed. "I know. And I won't deny that some of this thought which has led to this discovery of mine was fueled by some drugs. But I am not high and this is not just idle thought." 
 
    "So, let me get this straight," Madisun said. "You began to wonder how the rest of us perceived each of our own decisions and realities? Right?" 
 
    Cal shrugged. "Again, a bit of a simplification. Basically, yes." 
 
    "I'm a little lost here,"  Max said, looking more irritated than ever. 
 
    "Well, somewhere, for example, there's a version of the world where terrorists did not fly planes into the twin towers in New York," Cal said and an image of the smoking buildings appeared. "There's one where several of the terrorists died, got arrested, where the FBI got the right tip at the right time and broke it up. There's another reality where Osama bin Laden died fighting the Russians or where President Clinton made a decision and the right car got bombed and he died then. So, why did we all just collectively agree that this was reality?" 
 
    "We saw it on TV," Justin said. 
 
    Cal pointed at him. "Exactly. However, we all collectively accepted that reality. The collective unconsciousness aligned and we all just subconsciously agreed it to be so." 
 
    He paused again, holding up his hands, as if warding off the questions he could already see forming. 
 
    "What if we could tap into the right minds," he said, "the right thinkers and thoughts and actually change reality?" 
 
    "Jesus," Russell said. "Are you saying what I think you're saying?" 
 
    Cal's smile got wider. His teeth were very white. He had some work done there, at least, Madisun thought.  
 
    "What if we could find the right people, the ones who would have the greatest influence on the collective thought over our heads and actually convince them, through various means, that reality isn't as we see it today. Convince them the reality we wanted was the real one. Remember, the theory is reality is already out there. What if we could convince the right number of just the right people our version of reality was the real one and they pulled the alternate reality out of the ether and made it real? What would happen?" 
 
    Silence from the room. Madisun blinked. If this was headed where she thought it was, she felt chills running down her back like fingers. 
 
    "Cal, what have you done?" Kristin asked, her voice low. 
 
    "Well, it started out simply," Cal said and clicked his button. There was an image of a computer screen. "I was online, just chatting with people in forums and what-not. Then I came across an interesting thread. Let me ask you a question. Did Nelson Mandela die in prison or was he released and did he become the first black president of South Africa?" 
 
    More silence for a moment. 
 
    "He died," Justin said. "I'm sure of it. He died in the eighties in prison, right?" 
 
    Madisun shook her head. "Don't you remember watching the news in the common room at the dorm in college our freshman year? He was released from prison. It was all over the news. I remember him becoming president of South Africa. I remember when he left office and then there was a big birthday celebration and a concert to celebrate at one point. He died just a couple years ago." 
 
    Kristin looked confused. "I sort of remember...both. Both of those things." 
 
    Cal nodded. "Exactly. This has become known as The Mandela Effect. This idea something has changed. Something in history has changed. People remember things one way and some remember them another." 
 
    Russell sighed. "Is thing going where I think it's going? If it's going where I think it's going, this is insane." 
 
    Cal held up his hand again. It was starting to annoy Madisun. "People were already experimenting with it, but the problem is, they were just dicking around on forums and in the few chat rooms still existing out there. Some of them went viral, at least a little bit, and it was causing some of them to believe one reality, but others still believed the accepted reality. Yes, in this reality, Nelson Mandela survived, was released, became president of South Africa and only died a few years ago. Most people, I think, were confusing Mandela with the death of Steven Biko, who did die in captivity. Peter Gabriel even wrote a song about it." 
 
    Silence again. Kristin took a long drink from her glass, polishing off the martini.  
 
    "I began to thinking. About history. About the talks we had about changing things. What if we really could? What if there was a way to, say, use technology nearly the entire civilized population of the world already used and reach out to the right people. Say, using collected data about people's thoughts, beliefs, ideas and use it to find just the right folks. The ones who would be most receptive, and therefore have the greatest influence in finding the reality sought and affecting the collective thought waves. What if you could then use technology to create a story around the desired reality and then use that same tech to implant that into their minds? Do what those people in the forums were doing, but on a grand scale, with technology to find the right people to tap into the thought energy of the entire planet. What if you could get them to truly, deeply, entirely believe the desired reality and get them to affect the collective though, forcing this new reality into existence?" 
 
    Still there was just stunned silence for moments. Cal held the smile on his face, looking from one to the other.  
 
    "But, this is all crazy, right?" Justin asked, but his voice lacked his normal bravado. There was cautiousness, maybe even fear in there. "Cal, this is still all theoretical, right? What you're talking about is insane." 
 
    "Is it?" Cal asked. "How many of you remember the comedian named Salim? He had a sitcom for a while in the eighties." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Justin said. "I remember him. Really tall black dude, right? He was never quite my thing, but he was in movies and shit back in the eighties and nineties." 
 
    "Right, Justin. Do any of you remember him starring in a movie where he played a genie?" 
 
    More silence. 
 
    Max said: "Yeah. I'm sure of it. It was horrible. Maybe even direct-to-video before that was even a thing." 
 
    Madisun replied: "No. Some basketball player dude was a genie in a movie. It was horrible, too, but an actual movie." 
 
    Justin added: "No, no Max is right. I can picture the cover of the fucking VHS box. Him standing there with the turban and shit. Something about a kid finding a bottle and somehow it gets rubbed and he appears. I think the kids' parents were splitting up. Lots of really lame humor and then manufactured poignancy. Awful, but I remember my little brother watching it. Over and over again." 
 
    Kristin shook her head now. "No. That wasn't a movie. That wasn't a thing. I remember the one with the basketball player. I remember even seeing it with my nephew. It was horrible, but not with Sinbad." 
 
    Justin added: "I remember it. I remember the movies. The production values were awful. Jesus, I haven't thought about it in ages. But I can remember the entire plot." 
 
    They all stared at each other for a moment. Confused looks abounded. Then, slowly, they all turned and looked at Cal who stood there seemingly enjoying their confusion. He walked over to a shelf near the window and reached down. A moment later he came back to the center of the room with something in his hand. With an overly-dramatic flourish he threw the object onto the table where it hit the glass with a loud smack. 
 
    "What. The. Fuck?" Madisun said when she realized what it was. 
 
    It was an old, battered, beat up VHS tape. On the cover was the comedian Salim, as he was back in the 80s, wearing a ridiculously bad genie outfit complete with boots with toes curling upward and a bright blue turban. Two child actors stood around him, leaning against him, their arms crossed, looking like smart-asses. Shazaam was the title. 
 
    "How is that fucking possible?" Russell asked. 
 
    "Yeah, that's it," Justin said, his voice barely a whisper. "My head hurts. Why does my head hurt?" 
 
    "No, that didn't happen," Madisun said. 
 
    "OK, before we get lost in talking about the movie, quick, someone tell me what the Ford logo looks like," Cal said. 
 
    All of them looked up at him again. Then at each other. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Justin asked. 
 
    "The logo," Cal repeated. "The one for Ford. Describe it." 
 
    "It's the word 'Ford' written in some kind of fancy font," Justin said. "Like with curly-cues and stuff. Is that what you mean?" 
 
    Cal hit the button in his remote. On the screen on the left side was the word "Ford" written in the fancy font, but with the line across the middle of the letter "F" straight and true. Then, on the right side of the screen, a second logo appeared and this time, the line across the "F" ended in a weird little pig's tail. Curling in a circle at the end. 
 
    "Which one is right?" Cal asked. 
 
    Madisun pointed to the one on the right. "That's the one on the commercials these days. That's the logo." 
 
    Justin stood up. "No way. No fucking way on this one, Cal. My dad was a huge fan of Ford cars and trucks. He drove a fucking Mustang in the sixties. He even had this keychain he kept my entire life and when he died, it was the one thing I kept." 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. Attached to the ring was a teardrop-shaped piece of leather with a small piece of metal attached to that. It was clearly the word "Ford" in the fancy font, but there was no denying the line across the "F" was straight across. 
 
    Cal laughed and hit the button. A series of images flashed across the screen showing modern vehicles with the curly-cue "F" on the logo. Madisun opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. 
 
    "I am calling bullshit," Justin said, but there was fear on his face. "This is a goddamn trick, Cal. What is this, a game?" 
 
    Cal stopped laughing. "Not at all. This is real, Justin. These were early tests. Both of these. Simple things. Little things. Just to see if it could be done and how." 
 
    The chill ran down Madisun's spine again and her head felt like too many ideas were swimming in it.. 
 
    "Wait, wait, wait," she said. "You're trying to tell us you used some kind of technology to pull an alternate reality into our reality, using this technology to influence the collective unconscious? If that was the case, then why do some of us remember things one way and some another? Why are there two different logos? I mean, Justin's key fob is right here." 
 
    She looked at the VHS tape. The tape for a movie she was sure did not exist. Had never existed. She reached out and touched it. It was real. Solid. Beneath her fingers. 
 
    "Well, we were experimenting," Cal shrugged. "We hadn't quite figured it out. That's why we started with some small things. There are a few more. The Volkswagen logo, for example." 
 
    He showed another slide with the logo showing the V and W merged into one and another showing the V with a tiny space between it and the W. Madisun felt another bolt of pain through her head. 
 
    "We had to keep toying with how it works," Cal said. "It turns out, you have to really focus the energy on select people in the collective unconscious. The most likely to have the biggest influence based on the thing you're trying to change. Car people for car stuff, for example. But not always. We tinkered with the code and the technology. Over time, we got better at it. We made a few more minor changes and they took." 
 
    "Wait, wait," Max said. "Is this why you've been collecting all of the data? Is this it, you fuck?" 
 
    Cal stopped, blinked, as if slapped. "Yes, Max." 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "I have documentation and data showing that Cal has been collecting tons and tons of information about the people who use his technology," Max replied, never taking his eyes off of Cal. "All kinds of stuff. He's monitoring and collecting data on behaviors you wouldn't even imagine." 
 
    Cal nodded. "Yes, and who do you think let you find all of that out, Max?" 
 
    Max clenched his jaw and swallowed with an audible click. "Bullshit." 
 
    "Of course I knew you would be looking. That's your nature, Max. I know you have connections with people in Hollywood and regularly use private detectives for all kinds of work. I figured the moment I reached out to you, you'd start probing things. I let the information slip. I wanted you to share it with the group. They should see it, too. Yes, I've been collecting things you wouldn't even imagine. It's almost telepathic, at this point. I can predict what almost any person anywhere is going to do, based on the data we collect about their habits." 
 
    Max looked stunned. "That's impossible," he said. 
 
    "You guys keep saying that word, but these days, nothing is impossible," Cal smiled again. "I bring you - REVISION!" 
 
    The screen filled with a logo all techno-looking and flashy. The word REVISION dominated and there were stock photos of people happily cavorting in fields and on street corners. It was bizarre, to say the least. 
 
    "No, no, no!" Kristin cried out, getting to her feet and holding out her arms like a ref. "What are you saying? We just showed you that this shit doesn't work. Not everyone remembers the logo. Not everyone remembers the movie." 
 
    She looked down at the VHS tape on the table. 
 
    "This is a fake, right?" she asked, pointing to the tape. "This is all a big fucking joke. You brought us all here to make us look like assholes, right? Because of what we did to you twenty years ago in college? Is that what this is all about?" 
 
    Cal shook his head. "Kristin, Kristin, Kristin. Just sit down. Yes, those early experiments weren't successful. Not entirely. They were experiments. What did we learn in school about that kind of thing? You try things, fail, and learn from them. Well, we learned. We learned a lot." 
 
    He put down his remote and began speaking with both hands. Madisun remembered him doing this in college when he was excited about something new he wanted to share. He always had a knack for treating the others like they were idiots, speaking to them like they were kindergartners. He also had a tendency to get overly excited by his own perceived genius. 
 
    "We found it was necessary to have a story to fit the change within the fabric of reality." he said. "It had to be relatively simple, believable, and fit closely to the narrative already accepted. So, we couldn't, for example, just inject a reality that JFK was alive. There had to be a feasible story which would include Oswald, Officer Tippit, the governor and everything else. I couldn't just make nine-eleven not happen. There would have to be a feasible story connected to it which would include bin Laden and other features already accepted." 
 
    "Jesus, those are huge memories," Justin replied. "Those are all moments where people remember where they were and what they were doing. Memories and moments burned into the collective consciousness around the world. You can't just erase those and replace them with something else." 
 
    Cal shook his head. "Well, we haven't yet. I'm still building up to it. We also found there is a certain amount of the population that will never accept the new reality. It's a bit of a problem. They will always perceive the two realities and it can cause some potential health risks for them. The good news there is I have some medications that can help, but it's taking some time to roll them out to the rest of the world and get people to take them. The other thing we found is when you are the person creating the new reality, you create, essentially, a storm in reality itself. Like a hurricane, there's an eye and this one centers around the people who created the storm." 
 
    He looked around the house as if that explained things. Immediately, all of them sat forward and began firing questions. Cal held up his hand. 
 
    "Stop!" Cal said. "Let me show you how far we've come. Because something happened just this year which I changed."  
 
    Silence in the room. 
 
    "Do you remember what happened in this year's Academy Awards?" 
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    The ceremony was over and it was full of pomp and circumstance. Someone spoke at the commencement, but it was some guy affiliated with the new Russia, which is collapsing at the moment. He was nice, but hardly memorable. Madisun and Russell walked down the street near the apartment, holding hands. 
 
    "I can't believe this is it," Madisun said. "When I was in high school there was a teacher who told me college would go by fast. Before that, my eighth grade principal said high school would go by in an instant. I had just spent four years at the school I was graduating from right then and it seemed to take eight years instead of four and I doubted it. I thought four years was forever. Then, in the blink of an eye it’s gone. When college came I was a wide-eyed freshman and I thought I had all the time in the world here at the Institute and now it’s gone, too." 
 
    "Time is a funny thing," Russell replied. He had a dreamy quality to his voice and stared up at the sky. Their apartment was in the St. Louis suburbs, but the light pollution from the city was still bright out this way. Not many stars peered through, especially on humid nights like this one. During the summer months, the air was so thick you had to push it aside with your hands just to walk. The intense heat lurked there, just over the horizon, not quite here yet, but soon. "What about us?" 
 
    Madisun has dreaded this question. "What about us?" 
 
    "Well, I assume you're headed back to your parents. I'm headed back to my hometown. Where does it leave us?" 
 
    Russell had asked her to the movies their sophomore year. Of course, Madisun knew he had a crush on her. She would catch him looking at her in class and he lingered to talk to her alone when the others went to bed back at the apartment. He was shy and nervous, then finally asked her to see a really bad horror movie one weekend. They held hands then, too, just like now, and kissed good night in the stairwell leading up to the apartment. A month later, she went to his room instead of her own and they had been together since. 
 
    She had never been in love. She had had a boyfriend in high school, but she never felt it was serious. Of course, there had also been the date with Cal, but there was no way anyone with half a brain could have called that serious. This thing with Russell was something else. This felt real and like something she wanted to continue. 
 
    "Well, I think we have something, but you know I have no plans to go into engineering," she said. 
 
    "I know. How your dad going to deal with that?" 
 
    "Not well. He's never encouraged my writing." 
 
    "Well, he's crazy because your stuff is great," Russell said and he planted a quick kiss on her lips. "You know, I'm thinking about avoiding getting into the tech industry. I want to do something else, too." 
 
    "I kinda figured," she said demurely, looking down at her feet. 
 
    "So, that brings me back around to the question," Russell said, fishing around in his pocket. "What do you want to do about us?" 
 
    His hand came out of his pocket and Madisun's eyes went wide. He didn't get down on one knee (that was a little too fancy for Russell), but he held the tiny box in his right hand and opened it with his left. The ring sparkled in the dim light from the street lamp under which they stood. 
 
    "What do you think?" he asked. "Want to spend the rest of your life with me?" 
 
    She found she couldn't speak. She had not seen this coming. Not at all. In fact, she had been living in denial about the fact they were separating. She figured either they would just find a way to get back together or end up going their separate ways.  
 
    "But what about us? Our lives? I mean, we're not ready," she blurted all of the words out in a rush. Inside she felt like she was vibrating. 
 
    "Look, we both have money. It's why we both know we can head out of our supposed careers and do something else. We're not poor kids heading out of college with a million dollars in student loans here. We get married, pool our resources. I get a friend of mine who's a goddamn genius at investing to help out and we survive off that until you became a world famous writer and I become the hottest young architect since Gehry. Hell, we can stay here in St. Louis and actually afford a decent house for a reasonable price. Or somewhere else. The world is ours babe." 
 
    She jumped up and down and flung her arms around his neck. 
 
    "So, is that a yes?" he asked. 
 
    "Yes!" she cried out. 
 
    They kissed. 
 
    Then both of them heard a noise somewhere in the shadows. Just a soft sound, like a stick breaking followed by the soft whisper of a shoe against cement. They froze, lips stuck together, but eyes open. 
 
    This was not a bad part of town. However, St. Louis was not big on street lights in this area. There were some and they stood under one right now, but there were so many trees, thick with leaves, and the lights were spaced out so far, it created a lot of shadows. Lots of areas where people could hide.  
 
    Russell detached himself first and peered into the darkness. Madisun felt her heart race like a trip-hammer and looked as well. The street light was very bright and she saw nothing but shadows. 
 
    "Is someone there?" she asked. 
 
    "I don't know," Russell replied. "I could just be a squirrel or raccoon. I heard something. Didn't you?" 
 
    "I did." 
 
    There was another noise, just off to the left. It sounded like it came from the side of a house, set back from the road and surrounded by tall bushes. There was a cement path in the middle of all of the bushes, leading up to the front porch. 
 
    "Hello?" Russell asked. "Is someone there?" 
 
    No response. Now, however, Madisun was sure there were eyes from the shadows watching her. She realized she was holding her breath and she let it out slowly, wishing her eyes would adjust to the dim light, but the brightness of the one goddamn street light within a block radius made that impossible. 
 
    Russell stepped forward just a bit, also stepping in front of her, throwing out a protective arm. 
 
    "Is there someone there?" he asked again. "Show yourself. Let's get this over with." 
 
    Madisun squinted her eyes the best she could. Just as she was about to say something, two things happened at once. 
 
    First, someone did move within the shadows. Someone small and quick. Just a shadow within the shadows, moving off to their left, but then swinging back and heading directly for them. 
 
    Second, the night erupted with gunfire. 
 
   
 
  

 August 2017 
 
      
 
    Everyone remembered the Academy Awards. It had ended up as quite the comedy of errors in an otherwise boring year. Everyone loved some weird movie musical all about Hollywood called Star City. Madisun remembered seeing it with Russell and enjoying it very much. It had won all of the other awards, despite stiff competition from other independent films which were also winning a lot of awards. 
 
    The night came and it was Star City winning everything when it came to the big awards. A few of the other independent films won awards, too, but it seemed like it was all going to come down to Star City winning the big awards. Sure enough, the final award came and David Blanton, the aging, former heartthrob and ladies man in Hollywood came out to deliver the final award. He was accompanied by Francine Donnelly, his co-star in a gangster flick from the 60s which had put him and her on the collective map. The audience appreciated it, stood and applauded. They made stupid, poorly written, jokes and the nominees rolled by. What happened then became the talk of the world for weeks. 
 
    Blanton opened the envelope and stated, "And the Oscar...for Best Picture...goes to...". This was followed by a long confused pause and his co-star fellow presenter made a teasing joke and he shoved the winner card into her hands and she announced, "Star City." 
 
    The cast and crew of the film came up on stage. Then, as a shocked worldwide audience watched, the accountants from the back came out and then the host of the show (some late night talk show host). Confusion reigned for a moment and it was announced the actual winner was Moon Beams on the Beach, some small, independent film about a drug dealer in Africa or something which Madisun had not seen. Cheers. Confusion. Lame jokes by the late night talk show host. 
 
    It turned out the accountant had been taking selfies and handed the wrong envelope to Blanton. It was the backup envelope for the Best Actress award instead of the Best Picture award and it was all crazy. It turned a late night into something interesting and the discussion of the morning news shows and the entertainment shows.  
 
    "Yes, it was a total clusterfuck," Justin said after a long, confused, silence wherein they all stared at each other and wondered if Cal was going to fill in the gaps. Apparently he wasn't. 
 
    "Yeah, that old actor dude read the wrong winner for Best Picture," Max added. "Then they all blamed it on the accounting firm and some poor schmuck got fired for taking selfies instead of paying attention to the envelopes." 
 
    "What really sucked is that the movie they announced should have been the winner," Madisun said. "It was the better movie." 
 
    Cal nodded as they talked. When they were done and a confused and uneasy silence fell, he smiled. 
 
    "What are you trying to tell us, Cal?" Kristin asked. 
 
    "Ta-da!" Cal said and held his hands apart. 
 
    Justin stood up so fast he nearly knocked his glass of booze over. " What the fuck are you saying, Cal? Are you trying to tell me that was you? Or, more to the point this Revision thing?" 
 
    Cal didn't reply immediately. Instead, he hit another button on his remote and the screen lit up. 
 
    This time, it showed the Academy Awards stage. It showed Blanton and Donnelly. It showed the same lame jokes and then the clips. Then, Blanton opened the envelope smoothly and evenly and without hesitation or pausing read: Star City. The cast and crew celebrated, came up on stage, the thank yous were said and then the talk show host did a lame bit with another actor in the audience and the show ended. 
 
    The credits rolled. Cal let them roll and eventually the screen went black. He turned back to stare at his friends. 
 
    "Ta da!" he repeated. 
 
    All of them sat there for a moment in a confused stupor. What the fuck had they just seen? Madisun put a hand to her head and felt a jab of pain from behind her right eye through the back of her skull. 
 
    "What the fuck was that?" Justin asked. 
 
    "This is a joke, right?" Max said. "I mean, this is where you tell me you had that made. You have the money to even get those assholes back and re-do it. This is all a fucking joke!" 
 
    "Why would the tape exist?" Kristin asked. She suddenly looked very, very sober. "I mean, if we even buy your premise that you somehow changed this, why would the video exist. Wouldn't it change everything? Wouldn't the new reality just overwrite all of it, if you're here to tell us you figured out the details and did it the right way?" 
 
    Cal held up a finger and waggled it back and forth like he was scolding a naughty first grader. "Good questions, Kristin. Yes, we figured it out. We had been experimenting and experimenting and finally found out what was needed to make it stick in order to really change reality. You have to target just the right influencers for the collective unconscious. You have to create a believable story. I couldn't just subliminally send out a message saying the other movie won. That's too jarring and even the most powerful influencers won't buy it. So, I had to create a scenario. It was just a matter of waiting for the right situation and then jumping on it right away. So, we waited. We wanted to see if we could influence something big. Something everyone would know. When the Academy Awards came around, it was the perfect opportunity. I wanted to do the big award, too." 
 
    He waved at the screen. 
 
    "So, to answer your question, Kristin, we found there is a phenomenon," he said. "First, the alteration can take time to settle in, if the story is big enough and the memory large and long enough, but this one happened pretty fast. When it happens, the new reality slams into place and it creates, for lack of a better term, a 'reality storm.' It's basically a reality cyclone or hurricane. And, like those storms, there's an eye and the eye is always centered over the people who created the storm. Which, in this case, would be this island. If the story is not right, the timing is off or any of a large number of issues, happens, then you get remnants. Those remnants are the divisions among people who remember things one way and some remembering them another way. Or you end up with keychains with the old logo." 
 
    He studied them then. Everyone was silent. Madisun felt chilly fingers up and down her back.  
 
    "Do you see what I'm telling you?" he asked. "I was able to change the Academy Awards. By creating a weird scenario where the wrong envelope was given, but keeping all of the actors the same as well as the nominees, it was believable. An accountant mistake was believable. We hit it just minutes after what you saw here on the video happened and got it out right away to the right influencers. Within a week, the reality you all talked about just minutes ago had taken hold and replaced this entirely." 
 
    "But you remember it both ways?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Cal gave another nod. "Indeed. That is one of the quirks about this technology. You see, the energy around us comprising the collective unconsciousness is a violent thing. A kind of thought storm. When we toss that thought storm into chaos by creating a kind of hurricane or cyclone, there is an eye which forms. That eye seems to center over the location where the storm was created. Meaning, I remember it both ways. I was able to record it and that recording still remains." 
 
    More silence in the room. 
 
    "So, what does it do to you?" Max asked. "Carrying around both realities has to do something to you mentally? Confusion? Insanity?" 
 
    "Instability?" Madisun added. 
 
    Cal smiled. "It turns out certain drugs can help. They help loosen the connection between the brain and the collective unconsciousness. It doesn't make it go away, but it loosens things up. Makes things easier to deal with." 
 
    "But there have to be people out there who don't remember the new reality, too," Justin said. "I mean, there have to be other people out there remembering both. What about them?" 
 
    "There are indeed others," Cal said. "They tend to be pretty smart, like us. They're the elite. Their brains are evolved in a way where they can believe in multiple realities and accept two at once. There are side effects if they don't take the drug. You may not realize just how vast my company is. I own shares in numerous drug and medical companies. I'm working on ways to get the drug out there. Plus, with this tool, I could create a need for a massive vaccination endeavor, or something along those lines. In the meantime, sometimes just adding things to food for those you don't want to feel the effect is enough." 
 
    His smile widened. It took a minute for it to sink in. 
 
    "Delicious ice cream, wasn't it?" Cal asked and laughed. 
 
    Max jumped to his feet. "You son of a bitch! You have to be kidding me. You drugged us! You motherfucker. Basically, you poisoned us." 
 
    "Do you have any idea what the side effects are?" Justin added, also looking very angry. 
 
    Cal looked surprised. Apparently he felt this would be accepted. "Guys, guys, guys... Do you really think I'd poison you? I've done extensive testing. You will remember both realities while here and as we work with Revision, but you won't experience the confusion and disconnect which comes with it. It's harmless." 
 
    "You should have asked us first!" Russell said.  
 
    Madisun was angry, too, but she was also very curious. She had to admit, this grabbed her attention. It had to be bullshit, right? Yet, there was the videotape. There was the tape of the Oscars. There was the logo. There was evidence here. 
 
    There were things she could change. Things which had happened in the world they could change. 
 
    No, she chided herself. No, this was wrong. 
 
    "You're talking about altering reality," Madisun said quietly. She saw Max open his mouth to protest some more, but she held up a hand. "Whether or not the drugs has side effects and despite the morality of drugging us without our permission is not the point. He's talking about using a computer program to mess with the fabric of reality and history. I mean, changing history. Right, Cal?" 
 
    Cal said nothing. For once, the smile faltered on his face.  
 
    "There have to be repercussions," Justin said, his characteristic joviality missing from this statement. "I mean, what does this make you? Can you alter history? Can you?" 
 
    Cal nodded. "Not all of it, but some of it, yes. I can find the right reality and make it the true reality." 
 
    Max said: "Could you kill someone with this? Could you make someone who was born and did something terrible...not exist? And who are you to say which reality is the ‘right’ one?" 
 
    Cal nodded slowly. "Putting someone out of existence is definitely possible. I haven't done something like that, but it's feasible." 
 
    More silence for a while. 
 
    "Could you bring someone back?" Kristin asked. "Could you alter things so someone who died could still be alive?" 
 
    Cal sighed. "Technically, yes." 
 
    "Jesus," Kristin said. 
 
    "Christ on crutches," Justin said. "Do you know what that makes you?" 
 
    "The most powerful man on earth?" Cal asked with a smile. 
 
    "God," Justin said. 
 
    This sent chills around the room. One after another they all shuddered. Cal's smile returned, but his head tilted down and he made an attempt to hide. 
 
    "I think you're being a little overly dramatic," Cal said. 
 
    "So, why are we here?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "Because, this is something we talked about then," Cal replied. "This is what we sat around at Denny's talking about. We talked about changing the world. We talked about doing good things. Remember?" 
 
    "All kids talk about that," Justin cried and got to his feet, walking back to the bar for another drink. "We all talk about that stuff in college and then the real world shows us nothing can be done. The world is how it is. The future is set." 
 
    "It's not, though," Cal countered and he got up. "I just proved it. The world can be changed. For real. Altered." 
 
    "It's more than that, isn't it?" Madisun asked. "What is it, Cal? I mean, you had a decent life, right? Yeah, you were picked on and stuff, but why focus all of your time, money and energy on this? Someone would only obsess over changing the past because they have something in their past they want to change. We've all known you for years. Why?" 
 
    Cal shrugged and looked down at his feet. "There are a lot of things I want to change. What does it matter? What about the rest of you? Tell me there aren't things you want to change? Max, imagine if we could find a way to bring David back." 
 
    Kristin and Madisun gasped. Max clenched his fists and turned bright red. 
 
    "Don't you fucking dare, Cal," he said through clenched teeth. "Back it the fuck down." 
 
    Cal looked confused. "I don't understand. You guys have been so resistant to this. Why? I don't get it. Imagine being able to change the last election. What about altering the destruction of the space shuttle in the eighties and two-thousands? What about a world where nine-eleven never happened? With Madisun's ability to create a story and the rest of us combined working on this, we could change this world. Make it all better. You asked who gets to decide which reality is the right one? I say WE do." 
 
    The silence fell yet again. The implications were too staggering to contemplate. Madisun couldn't find the words. It was too much to absorb. Then something odd hit her. 
 
    "What do you mean we've been resistant?" she asked. "I think we're confused. A little overwhelmed, I'll admit. Right guys?" 
 
    She looked around the room. Justin nodded, his face strangely pained, looking a bit distracted. Kristin shrugged. Her eyes looked distant and not-all-there. Max looked mad, but he nodded, too. Finally, she turned her head to look at Russell. He indicated yes, too. 
 
    "I think we all just need some time to digest this," Russell said quietly. "Cal, this is a lot to take in." 
 
    "But back to the question, Cal," Madisun said. "What do you mean by us being resistant? How so?" 
 
    Cal looked stricken. His face turned red. "I-I just m-meant..." 
 
    Kristin looked up now and her face twisted in confusion. "You're lying, Cal. Or, trying to lie, to be a bit more accurate. I can tell. I remember the stuttering and the red face from college. You may be pretending to be God and be the richest man on the planet, but you still don't have a clue how to bullshit." 
 
    "Kristin's right," Max said. "Did you drug us and do something else, too?  Have you used your new fucking toy on us, Cal?" 
 
    Cal sighed. He lowered his head and walked back across the room, disappearing through a doorway for a moment. The group sat there and looked at each other, giving shrugs and weird faces. A moment later, Cal walked back in carrying a bunch of papers. He handed a small pile of them to Max. Then Kristin. Then Madisun, Russell and Justin. 
 
    Madisun looked down at what he had handed her. It took her a moment to realize what it was. 
 
    SUBJECT: Group reunion! 
 
    Hey Mads! Hoping you and Russell are open to coming to visit. I have the airfare and accommodations taken care of. I have something really new and exciting for you to see and be a part of. Trust me, you are going to be amazed. Something that can really change the world. 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Cal 
 
    REPLY 
 
    Hi Cal, thanks for the invite, but it looks like Russell and I have something that weekend. A wedding for his niece, actually. We should get together, sometime, though. 
 
    Mads 
 
     She flipped through the rest of the sheets. One after another. Emails from Cal, inviting her to the island. Her always coming up with an excuse. A wedding here. A funeral here. Illness there. Then, near the end, just an outright no. Finally, at the very end of the stack, there was the email she actually remembered. The one where she was excited to see him again, indicating she and Russell would make time to get there. 
 
    "What?" she asked. 
 
    "Jesus Christ, Cal," Justin said. He sat down and put his head in his hands. "Jesus Christ." 
 
    Max stood and advanced on Cal. Cal backed himself up toward the window, his hands out in front of him to ward off the blows he anticipated. 
 
    "What right did you have to do this to us?" he asked. "What did you do? What did you change? It says here my mother was sick. Was she sick?" 
 
    "Yes, Max, yes," Cal sputtered quickly. "She fell and broke her hip outside the apartment she lives in. I just made a subtle alteration in the story. She tripped, but didn't break her hip. She's fine, right?" 
 
    Max had his fists balled like he was ready to pummel Cal into the ground. A very conflicted look crossed his face. He backed off. 
 
    "Yes, she's fine," he said, unsure of himself now. Was he supposed to thank Cal? "You had no right to do that." 
 
    Madisun felt violated. One of the emails said her aunt was sick. She knew for a fact her aunt was fine. Did the same thing happen to her that happened to Max? It felt wrong, but she was also strangely grateful her aunt was fine. But had the aunt excuse been real at the time, or had she been blowing off Cal? Her head hurt. 
 
    "Cal, I don't know how to feel about this," Kristin said. "I feel sort of sick. I feel like I might throw up." 
 
    Cal looked around the room. "I had to get you here. You had to see this. Guys, this is the chance. This is the chance we've been waiting for all our lives. Think of the things we could do now. If you stay here, work with me, help me define and refine this technology, we could change things. Bigger things that whether or not Max's mother broke her hip and the Academy Awards. A chance for us to use the brains we were given to really change the world for the better.' 
 
    "How big?" 
 
    "What was that, Justin?" 
 
    "How big are we talking here, Cal? Could we make it so Hitler never became a dictator? Was never born? Could we erase World War Two? If we did that, think of the things which might not have come to pass. The entire space program came out of it, for example. That's just one." 
 
    Cal shook his head. "No. I think nothing earlier than the sixties, maybe. When computers really started to become important. When the world started to slowly turn towards one which was digital. Plus, World War Two was a global war. The sheer number of people we'd need to affect would be too great. However, could we make it so JFK didn't get shot? I think so, but we couldn't just put out a story he was alive or that Oswald missed. We'd need to affect Oswald. Get him hit by a car, or arrested and in prison or something like that."  
 
    "But each moment in history creates ripples," Madisun said, putting aside the violation she felt from knowing he changed her past. "When JFK died, it led to other things. Vietnam, for one thing. Other stuff Johnson did to foster race relations and get rid of discrimination. Would Kennedy have enacted the same legislation?" 
 
    "But all of the stuff you guys are talking about can be changed," Cal insisted. "Somewhere, out there, JFK didn't die and was influenced by LBJ to create the same legislation. We'd just have to create a believable enough story to find that reality and put it into existence here in the main timeline." 
 
    Cal smiled again. Madisun was getting very tired of his smile. He had always looked like a little boy to her. Small, naive, his face filled with a mixture of wonder and confusion at the world and the way it worked. She couldn't help but think - was he still a virgin? Had he ever been with a woman? Even in college it never seemed like he cared that much, despite their date.  
 
    He really thinks we are just going to he dazzled by this, she thought. He really thinks this is the thing we were all just waiting for. That we'll just jump up and down and be excited to start changing history itself.  
 
    "What do you want, Cal?" Justin asked. "Do you want us to stay here on this island and help you with this? I mean, what is the ultimate goal with this? Who says any of us have the right to decide how history should go, or should have gone? Do you realize what you're proposing here?" 
 
    Cal looked wounded. "Guys, I thought you'd all just jump at this chance. Who better than us to make this happen? We are the best of the best, right? Top of our class? The smartest people in any room?" 
 
    "No!" Kristin cried. "No, we aren't. We never were. Jesus! Did you really believe that shit professors and our parents told us? There are much smarter people out there right fucking now actually making a difference by inventing vaccines and shit like that. That's what really changes the world, Cal. When we talked about changing the world, we meant trying to make the world better for the people who came after us. Kids. Grandkids. Whatever." 
 
    Cal looked like he was about to cry. "I don't understand you guys. Is there a way to make things better for kids and grandkids than changing the things horribly wrong with the world? What if we could make personal computers happen faster than they did? Imagine laptops in the 60s. Or how about the Internet in the 70s? What if we stopped Nixon from becoming the president at all or stopped our involvement in Vietnam in the first place?" 
 
    "But then culture as we know it wouldn't have developed the way it is now!" Madisun said, perhaps a trifle louder than she intended. "No protest songs. Artists who profoundly impacted culture through art, music, literature and movies might not exist without those things. I get you want to remove the bad things in the world, Cal, but the bad things often lead to good things." 
 
    "See, that's why I need you guys!" Cal cried, pointing at Madisun. "What Mads just said right there. I need that. Don't you see? I need you guys. I always have." 
 
    "You didn't need us to build your empire here," Max said, waving his arms around. "You never once talked to us about phones or computers or other things." 
 
    "I did all of those things to get to this and did this to get back to you," Cal protested. "Don't you see? Our time in college was the best time in my life and we were all going to do great things. We still can, but in a way that really matters!" 
 
    Madisun felt sick. She felt the world spinning beneath here in a way she wasn't used to, as if suddenly everything was off-axis. Her stomach flipped and flopped and she felt the drinks she had downed backing up to the top of her throat. She would not vomit in front of Cal, she thought. As much satisfaction as she might get if she ruined his fancy and expensive couch. Somehow, she felt, he wouldn't care. 
 
    The others all started to talk over each other. 
 
    "What did you - ?" 
 
    "Why would you - ?" 
 
    "How dare - ?" 
 
    "I should kill - " 
 
    On and on. Justin was red in the face and balled up his fists. Max had never let his guard down and now seemed emboldened by the fact the others were upset and moved closer to Cal. Cal didn't seem all that flustered. It was as if he expected this. 
 
    Perhaps he did. 
 
    She thought about it for a moment and looked down at the stack of emails he had presented her. Six time she had said no. Wasn't it conceivable that all of these conversations had happened before? Perhaps they had already gone around and around on this already. Perhaps a hundred times. She felt her stomach roll over again and this time it took all of her strength to prevent the food and booze from coming up.  
 
    "Stop it!" she screamed. 
 
    The rest of the group didn't even seem to hear her. So, she stood up and stepped between Cal and the rest of the group to ward them off. She stretched her arms out dramatically and summoned as much strength as she could. 
 
    "Stop it, now!" she screamed and this time the others stopped screaming. All of them looked surprised. 
 
    "What are you doing, Mads?" Max asked. "We should be leaving. We need to beat the shit out of this nerd and get out of here. I'm not staying here one more minute.' 
 
    "Yes, you are, Max," Madisun replied. "Sit down." 
 
    Max seemed surprised. He opened his mouth to protest, but something on her face must have told him it was pointless. He sat down on the sofa. She looked at Justin, who was still advancing on Cal, his fists ready to go. Justin backed down, too, opening his fists and showing the palms of his hands to her in a gesture of supplication. The others got quiet, too, but she could feel their simmering anger in the air. 
 
    "Cal, you need to leave us alone," she said, turning to face the tech mogul. "Give us a minute. We need to talk about this among ourselves. This is a lot to process." 
 
    Cal's face softened when he looked at her and she felt sick all over again. She was definitely going to hurl at some point this evening, she realized. However, Cal nodded. 
 
    "Take as much time as you need," he said quietly. "I have houses here for your guys. Not far from here. If you decide to stay. You won't want for anything. Just wanted you to know." 
 
    He looked like Max for a moment, opening and closing his mouth as if he wanted to say something more. Then he just nodded one more time and muttered something to himself under his breath. He walked out of the room slowly. Madisun waited until he was gone before turning back to the others. 
 
    "Guys, I know everyone's pissed," she said. "I am, too. But think about it. Look at the emails. He got us here and he kept trying and trying until we arrived. Don't you think it might be possible he's had this argument with us a dozen times already? If we leave, he'll just try again." 
 
    They were still angry, but now all of them looked worried. Max's face had a tear running down the cheek. 
 
    "We have to stay," Madisun said. "We have to try and find a way to get control of this. Maybe stop it." 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 December 2020 
 
      
 
      
 
    They stood on the platform of the El train in downtown Chicago. Ten of them. Men and women. Some of them in their forties. A few in their twenties. One just eighteen. They all stared straight ahead. 
 
    Something told them they should be here, but none of them were sure why. Just an impulse. They had a lot of weird impulses lately. Lots of bad dreams, too, and thoughts indicating things were just not right in the world. There were fires burning in the distance from a riot that morning. The park downtown was still rubble and memories of bodies. 
 
    The bombing incident had been the spark, snapping these folks out of the stupor they had been in. The man who blew himself up had said nothing was real. The news said so when it happened. No one knew what it meant, but these ten did. 
 
    For weeks now they had been having headaches. Then the dreams started. Dreams of things they knew hadn't happened. Things their own minds told them were not real, but they felt more real. Images of planes into buildings and assassinations which had not happened. Diseases wiping out huge swaths of the population, but whom, in real life, were alive and well. Nothing made sense anymore and the more they tried to ignore it, the worse it got.  
 
    Then came the nosebleeds. Usually at night, when the dreams were at their worst. 
 
    Somehow, the thought they all needed to be here, today, at this time, just entered their head. Bright and burning like a neon light. They had a lot of those thought, too, and they knew others did, but those others denied it to themselves. There was a lot of denial these days.  
 
    People walked around with their eyes straight ahead, looking lost. Zombies. The number of suicides was... 
 
    Well, there were other things to think about.  
 
    A man had walked into the U.S. Capitol building just this past week and started firing an automatic weapon. The guard stood there and got shot. So did the twenty-five other people who stood still in the lobby. Then the man shot himself in the head. Video footage showed the security team did nothing to stop him. He walked in with the gun locked, loaded and ready to fire. No one moved. As if they had all had the same thought to be there. 
 
    So many thoughts. 
 
    These ten didn't look at each other. Around them were other commuters. All of them staring ahead, but only these ten moved toward the edge of the platform. No one else moved. 
 
    The screeching of the train brakes filled the air and the ten turned their heads at the same time. Saw the headlights of the train coming. It was supposed to slow down now, but the engineer did not hit the brakes hard. Inside, the young man driving the train stared straight ahead, unblinking. 
 
    They turned their heads back, staring ahead. Just as the train reached the edge of the platform they moved at one. 
 
    All ten jumped. 
 
    No one on the platform screamed, even as the blood leaped into the sky and spattered their pants, coats and shirts. The engineer never even moved. The train rocketed past the stop and roared on. 
 
    No one seemed to care, either. Not for fifteen minutes. Finally, someone called the police using their phone. It took forty-five minutes for the cops to come, even though they were right around the block. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 August 2017 
 
      
 
      
 
    The friends sat there for a long time just drinking. Madisun sat on the sofa with her hands folded over her stomach and Russell's hand on her back. She bent over to stare at her feet and suddenly found the carpet pattern and the way her toes wiggled in her shoes fascinating.  
 
    "So, guys, what do we do?" Justin asked. He leaned against the window, balanced on the stool up at the bar. His glass was empty and he had a far away look in his eye. "This is insane, right? This can't be right. This has to be bullshit." 
 
    Madisun slowly turned her head and looked at him. She reached down and grabbed the VHS tape. "Do you see this?" she asked. 
 
    He didn't want to look. He kept his eyes up toward the ceiling. 
 
    "Justin, look at this," she said quietly, but firmly. 
 
    Justin's eyes flicked to her. "Yes, I see it." 
 
    "Do you want me to put it into a VCR and see if this is real?" she asked. "If I can even find a VCR, of course, but I bet he has one somewhere. What do you think's on here?" 
 
    "I think the fucking genie movie is on there," Justin said in a tired voice. "I think the fucking movie is on there. I think the fucking Academy Awards happened." 
 
    "Why do you think that?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Justin looked pained. "Because it just feels right. When I try to think of it other ways, my head hurts. It doesn't if I just accept the things Cal told us." 
 
    "Me too," Kristin added. 
 
    "Yeah," Max said. 
 
    Russell just nodded. 
 
    "So, let's analyze this, guys," Madisun said. "It's been a while since we did the problem solving thing like we did in college, but let's think about this. What do we know?" 
 
    "We know that Cal has some kind of new technology he claims can actually alter reality itself," Russell said in a very matter-of-fact voice. 
 
    "Right. We have evidence which appears to show it's true," Madisun said. 
 
    "He brought us here to get us to help with this technology and to help him change history. Bigger things," Justin said. 
 
    "We also seem to have proof he altered our history to get us here," Kristin said, waving her printed emails. 
 
    "Exactly. He also claims to have drugged us already to help us deal with the things he told us," Madisun tossed into the mix. 
 
    "He wants to alter big things now," Max said. "You can tell from the way he talks. He wants to change shit that would really alter history for the entire world since the 1960s." 
 
    "He thinks that combining our forces will accomplish this," Russell said. 
 
    "If we try to leave, he will more than likely alter things so we stay," Kristin said. "We're trapped on an island with a megalomaniac who can now alter reality like God. Jesus." 
 
    Silence fell again. 
 
    "He has something he wants to change or maybe has already changed," Madisun said. "I mean, why would he do this? Do you believe the altruistic bullshit he spouted there? Did Cal, as we knew him, ever strike you as a do-gooder for real?" 
 
    More silence. Soul searching. 
 
    "Did he ever talk to any of you about something happening in his life he wanted to change?" Madisun prodded. 
 
    None of them recalled it. 
 
    "I mean, I assume he was picked on and made fun of," Justin said with a shrug. "Look at him. Remember how he was back then?" 
 
    "That's a shitty thing to say," Kristin said. 
 
    "Fuck him," Justin retorted. "Look what he's done to us." 
 
    "None of this fucking matters," Max said. "None of it. The question we need to answer is, what do we do about it? Mads is right. We can't just leave. He can just change things. Keep messing with reality until he gets the right one." 
 
    "Jesus, are we really going to help him?" Russell asked. "Are we really thinking about doing this? I mean, we all have lives outside of this place. What do we do about those things?" 
 
    "Do we really?" Madisun asked, looking over her shoulder at him. "I mean, you're between projects. I'm between books. Max, is there really anything so pressing that the world would shatter without you? Justin? Kristin?" 
 
    They all thought for a moment and, one-by-one, shook their heads. 
 
    "I bet he arranged that, too," Russell muttered. "Do we have any idea what this will do to...well, reality?" 
 
    "We have no idea," Madisun said. "None of us do, right? This is uncharted territory, as far as we know. I mean, will the rest of the world ever realize what we've been doing? What will happen? What if reality itself just begins to unravel and the entire universe falls into some kind of chaos or winks out of existence?" 
 
    More silence. It was a lot to consider.  
 
    "You tell me, Mads," Justin whispered. "Tell me what we should do." 
 
    "We have no choice, right?" she answered. "I think we all agree on that. So, we need to consider the fact, we're here and we're going to be working on this regardless of our conversation. Shit, for all we know, we've had this conversation a hundred times before and this is the first time we've agreed." 
 
    "Nothing seems real anymore," Kristin said. She looked ready to cry. 
 
    "Yeah, but now that we're here, maybe we can do something good after all," Madisun said. "If we're careful. If we can find a way to control Cal and guide him the right way, what if he's right? What if we really can do something good?" 
 
    "I don't see what other choice we have," Max resigned himself. "Mads is right. We're prisoners." 
 
    "Prisoners with the power of a god at our fingertips," Russell added. 
 
    "This is insane," Justin said more to himself than to the rest of the group. "This is insane." 
 
    "It may drive us insane," Max said. "But I guess I'm in." 
 
    The rest of them were, too. Of course they were. There was nothing else which could be done. No leaving. No running away. Nothing. Cal had them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Madisun walked through the house and looked for Cal. It was half an hour after the others had decided to go to bed. No one was feeling good. Everyone was worried and everyone felt trapped. As she walked, she looked out the window. It was beautiful. The sun was now setting. The colors in the sky and on the ocean were amazing, but even a pretty prison was still a prison. 
 
    She went from room to room. She couldn't even find an office where Cal might do his work from day to day. Perhaps he just had one in one of the buildings on another part of the island. Maybe he didn't want to do work in his house. That seemed doubtful, but she couldn't find him. Eventually, she decided she needed a drink of water (or something harder) and she found him there. He was sitting at the kitchen island on one of the tall stools. He had a tablet propped up on a stand/cover deal. He was watching a local news feed. 
 
    "I'm surprised to see you in here," she said. 
 
    Cal turned around and looked sort of sleepy. Exhausted. "Where did you think I'd be?" 
 
    "In a office or something," she replied. 
 
    "Ah, well, there is a little one off of the bedroom I use, but I like the light in this room." 
 
    There were a lot of windows and the sunset was even more dazzling. As if the windows had been designed to enhance sunrises and sunsets. Perhaps they had. She had no idea what he was capable of or the kind of resources he really had access to. 
 
    "What did you guys decide?" Cal asked. 
 
    "Well, before I get there, I have some questions," she asked. 
 
    "I figured." 
 
    "How many times did that scene in there happen before now?" 
 
    Cal looked puzzled for a moment and then his face softened. "Mads, that was the first time. I swear." 
 
    "We don't trust you, Cal," she said, matter-of-factly. "Not after seeing the emails." 
 
    He looked embarrassed and a bit frustrated. "I needed you guys to get here. I'm sorry I did that, but I swear, this was the first time you all said yes and all got here. That was the first time I was actually able to explain Revision and what I wanted." 
 
    "Are we really free to leave if we want to?" she asked. "If we had decided to say no, would you have let us? I mean, we all said no in those emails. Yet, here we are. What's to stop you from stopping us from leaving? The way we see it, you have ultimate power. You can just keep altering reality until you have the one you want, right?" 
 
    He looked angry now. "I don't believe you're accusing me of this, Mads. Is that what you think of me?" 
 
    "You have a machine, or program, or whatever, which can alter reality. How can we not ask this when you have just shown us that you manipulated us already." 
 
    "And I told you, I did that to get you here. I am not taking away people's right to free thinking. I am just making the world better.” 
 
    "And yet, one of the first things you did was alter reality so it fit what you wanted. A little selfish, Cal." 
 
    He had no response. 
 
    "So, we've decided to stay," she said after the silence went on for too long. "However, we're going to try and provide you with real guidance. Real help and keep you in check." 
 
    He looked up from staring at the tips of his shoes. "Fine. I appreciate that." 
 
    "Cal, what is it?" she asked. "Just between you and me and the wall. What is it that made you want to do this? This is... This is a lot." 
 
    He sighed and sat back down on the stool. "I have regrets about things, Mads. I just do. Things which need to change. The world, though, is falling apart. There are people out there who think we're going to wipe ourselves out in a few decades. Maybe shorter. There are people out there trying to wipe out entire races. So much. And all we do, as a species, is chip away at it. Just as soon as we do, someone else comes up and rises up and turns it around and sets us back again. Two steps forward and sixty-three steps back. We have to stop that. We have to fix things." 
 
    "The world is designed so that we don't get a do-over, Cal. I don't know if there's a god or not, but it seems history and this world are designed such a way for a reason." 
 
    Cal smiled his shy smile. It was the smile that softened his face and made him look human and friendly. 
 
    "But maybe there are parts of this world designed in a way to fix it," he said. "Maybe that's why there are parallel universes, Mads. Just sitting out there waiting for us to find them. Why are they there? Maybe for this." 
 
    "But the people in those realities have their own destinies," Madisun suggested. "If we yank part of the parallel world away to change our own, what happens to the people living in the parallel world, Cal? They have their own lives. What happens to that world?" 
 
    Cal shrugged. "I don't know, Mads. I assume it collapses in some way." 
 
    Madisun sighed. She forced herself to stare him in the face. "What does that make us?" 
 
    "It makes us people trying to change things, Mads," Cal answered. "It makes us people trying to do good for everyone. The world. The entire universe, maybe. It makes us people who have gone from talking and maybe changing a little thing here or there to people who really change everything, everywhere." 
 
    She sighed and shook her head. She had never felt so tired. 
 
    "So, we have total freedom?" she asked. "If we get weirded out or something happens we don't like or can't deal with, we can leave, right? You won't alter reality to make us stay?" 
 
    Cal got off the stool and walked over to her. He looked her right in the face, directly into her eyes. She wondered, for a moment, if he was going to try to kiss her, but instead extended a hand. Without even realizing what she was doing, she shook it. 
 
    "I promise you," he said. "Work with me to make sure this is right. Work with me to make sure we change the right things in the right way. If, at any time, you have reservations and we reach an impasse, you can leave. Any of you can leave. I will not do anything to make you come back." 
 
    She wasn't sure if what he said was true, but she shook his hand. She felt some relief. She needed to sleep. 
 
    "Thanks, Cal," she said. 
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    Darrien Moorehouse rubbed his eyes and looked at his charges in back of the bus, through the mirror. He smiled. The kids were pretty well-behaved, given this was a church bus, they still got a little rowdy. Martin, the ten-year-old mischief-maker, tugged on Peggy's braids. That was about as crazy as it got with the First Baptist Church of Plainfield's church bus on its way to a retreat in rural Indiana.  
 
    Darrien was tired, but feeling good. He had been a last minute replacement for this trip. Thomas, the guy who normally did this, had come down with the flu. Darrien didn't mind, except he had agreed to do a week of night-shifts at the mill and had to quickly arrange someone to take over the last night, but then had trouble adjusting his sleep. Whatever, he liked the kids. They were funny and fun. If the worst thing he had to deal with was some hair-tugging by the kids, he was with a good bunch of kids. 
 
    There were four adults back there, too, but they all appeared to be asleep, their arms all folded and leaning against windows. The old, surplus school bus, had terrible shocks, but it didn't seem to stop the older folks from falling sound asleep. Despite the banging of their heads against the window. In front of the adult supervisors were thirty kids ranging in age from eight to fourteen. A mix of boys and girls, all of them excited to spend two weeks in a camp, singing about Jesus and making crafts their parents would pretend were fantastic, then put them away in a closet to forget about them. 
 
    He looked ahead at the slick road. It had been raining for days. The clouds on the horizon looked ominous. Darrien hoped the weather held out so the kids didn't have to spend the entire two weeks inside. Lightning flashed from time to time, but the storm seemed to be ahead of them and not coming toward them. Still, the roads were slick, but the highway was generally empty. 
 
    Heading the other way, toward the city of Chicago, was Colton Carnes. He was tired, too, but he had to deliver the hundreds of gallons of gasoline in the tanker behind him before noon. He was running late. The fucking storm he had driven through the night before slowed him down, plus there was the issue with his back. His goddamn back. 
 
    Colton had injured his back cleaning the gutters of his New England house four years ago. His wife had been passed out inside and didn't hear him screaming as he hung from the gutters, but then they gave way and the entire neighborhood showed up to see him on the ground screaming in pain. Fortunately, the docs had pills to help with the pain and he liked those pills. 
 
    He had changed doctors four times since to keep his supply of pills coming. Colton may not have known the word "opioid", but he knew he liked his pills. 
 
    Working for Gemini Industries Oil Division paid well and it kept him away from his wife who liked to drink. A lot. She had a serious problem and no sympathy for the pain in his back and the fact his job kept him in pain all the time. 
 
    He stretched his arms and popped his neck. He was so sore. He had to get there. If he could get there, he could then get a hotel room for the night and spend it watching porn or something. He had a favorite porn star, too, (Lexi Labia) he was hoping to see later on that night. If not on the hotel room TV, then his laptop. 
 
    With those thoughts in his mind, he shifted into a higher gear and pulled over to the left and around a slow-moving RV. He was tempted to blast the horn and scare the hell out of the gray-haired man driving. He decided not to because he was in so much pain. 
 
    He needed more pills, but he had promised himself he wouldn't take more of them until he got to Chicago. He knew Chicago traffic would be bad. He knew he was running late due to the rain and the rain did not appear to be letting up all. All of this was enough to convince him he would be unable to wait until he got to his destination. 
 
    "Fuck," he whispered. 
 
    He reached across the passenger seat and tried to reach the handle of the glove box. It was just barely out of reach.  
 
    "Dammit," he added. 
 
    He stretched further and the tips of his fingers brushed the handle, but he couldn't hit the button to open it. Why the fuck had he done this? Why had he put his meds this far away? What was he thinking? 
 
    He looked ahead. The road appeared mostly empty. The water from the rain shone in the dull light overhead. There was a low, steady, mist hovering over the pavement, making it look like the clouds had come down and settled across the highway. 
 
    Whatever. No time to be poetic. He needed his meds. 
 
    He hit the cruise control to maintain speed and lifted his foot off the gas. Then he unbuckled his seatbelt and got up from the seat just enough to reach the glove box. With a small shout of triumph, he reached the button, hit it, and opened the box.  
 
    "There ya are, motherfucker," he said to the bottle of pills. 
 
    Darrien popped his fingers and hummed a little tune which had been running through his head all morning. If he were driving on his own, he would have had the radio on and tuned to the old soul station. It was on AM, buried there, but he loved listening to it and considered it his own little treasure, found deep within the ether of radio. He was trying to place the tune and the artist who sang it when he realized the rain was a bit heavier. All of the traffic rushing through the standing water on the pavement was creating a mist over the highway. Plus, it now seemed like fog had rolled in from the fields on either side of the highway. Suddenly, the cars around him were mostly gone beneath a cloud of water droplets, as if they had become phantoms. It was harder to see the vehicles passing on the other side, too. 
 
    This made him nervous. He pumped the brakes just a bit in case a car stopped in front of him and he would need the extra stopping distance ahead of him. He looked in his mirrors, but it looked like he was OK and pretty much on his own.  
 
    Up ahead, he saw a shadow among the white mist. It took a moment for Darrien to realize it was a large truck. The front cab seemed to be dark black or blue and coming on very fast. It threw back a huge plume of water, probably blinding cars on both sides, especially those behind it. 
 
    "Look at this moron," Darrien muttered. He wondered if he should get over. 
 
    He looked into the rear view mirror. The lane to the right was jammed with an SUV which appeared to have a family inside. He frowned. They were obviously frightened by the weather and driving too slow. Why hover next to a bus? He wondered. He was kicking up enough spray he was sure anyone would want to step on the gas and get around him. 
 
    Colton reached further, his eyes now completely off the road. He grabbed the pills, popped the top and dumped three of the fucking things into his mouth. He ground them between his teeth. The bitter powder bit into his tongue and burned down his throat. 
 
    He sat up straight his seat once again and grabbed the wheel. Already he was feeling better. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the warm feeling descending across his body.  
 
    Then he opened his eyes. 
 
    Several things happened at once. 
 
    Colton screamed, then threw his right arm up and over his face, as if doing such a thing would prevent the inevitable. He did attempt to turn the wheel, but in his panic he turned it to the left instead of to the right, which put the truck even further into the path of the school bus. 
 
    Darrien screamed, too. Behind him, the four adults woke up, but none of them had time to realize what was happening. The kids all screamed. A few of them were confused, which was probably to their benefit as they had no idea what was coming.  
 
    Darrien did. He knew it was over. 
 
    The truck hit the front of the bus at full speed. The momentum of both caused the two vehicles to pancake and break apart. Children flew from their seats and into the air. Darrien was crushed when the engine of the bus smashed backwards through the dashboard and into his lap, severing him in two.  
 
    Colton was killed almost instantly. He went through the window and a jagged piece of glass sliced open his throat. As he flew the short distance between his seat and the front of the bus, blood jetted from the wound at the pace of his heart, which was very rapid. He had time to marvel at how slowed down the world looked, but also how good the pills were making him feel. Then he smashed face-first into the bus and his brains spattered across the hood. 
 
    For Darrien and six of the kids, who were flung out of the bus and onto the pavement, it was relatively quick. For the four adults and most of the rest of them, the crash was just the start of the nightmare. Although things did happen fast, it was in fire. 
 
    The back end of the truck was running at full speed even as the front end came to a dead stop once it hit the bus. The back end of the bus did the same thing, but the bus was old and broke apart as it continued to move forward, into jagged pieces. Although the fuel tank was made of tough metal, it was no match for all of that jagged metal. A piece ruptured the tank and the metal on metal contact created a spark. It was enough to light the fuel fumes, which made the air around the fuel burst into flame, which then ignited the fuel itself. Since the truck and its load was headed right for the bus, the wall of flames engulfed the bus from the front end to the back. 
 
    The remaining adults and kids had enough time, despite being flung forward and sideways as the bus broke into pieces, to see the wall of flame. They felt the fire as it burned their clothes and blackened their skin.  
 
    In the SUV next to the bus, the flames also engulfed them. Inside was a family of four. The youngest was eighteen months and strapped to a car seat. Although the SUV was struck by the bus as it was hit by the tanker, it was the fire which consumed them like a beast. 
 
    Not long after that, there was an explosion. One heard ten miles away and felt by farm houses further away than that.  
 
    According to Indiana State Police, it was one of the most horrific crashes they had ever seen. 
 
    *** 
 
    The office building they used was just down the road from the main house. Although all of them soon found smaller houses had been built and decorated for them, they were still mostly clustered around the place Cal had invited them to a couple months before. The houses were fine, small, but outfitted with everything they could need. Cal said arrangements would be made for them to get paid, to attempt to compensate for the lives they were giving up back on the mainland. Promises of information sent to families were made, as well.  
 
    For the first month they insisted on stepping back, much to Cal's disappointment. He wanted to move forward and just change something more significant. Instead, the team insisted they wanted to see how the technology worked and they would start small. So, they began going to work, finding little things to change. Madisun, recruited to create believable stories used to replace the current reality with a more palatable one, instead spent the time writing down the rules.  
 
    "Rules?" Cal asked one day. "What rules? Why hamstring us with rules?" 
 
    "Because of what this does," Madisun explained. "This changes the fabric of reality. If there was ever a tool in need of more rules, it’s this one. This is bigger than an A-bomb. This is bigger than anything, Cal. We need rules so we don't hurt the entire planet or the universe." 
 
    Cal did not seem convinced, but the rest of the team persisted and relented. 
 
    They agreed they would not try to change anything before the sixties. Even that was a bit sketchy, but all of them thought it was possible. They did a quick test, and found they could change something in the sixties without too much trouble, although it did take longer for the new reality to take hold. 
 
    The group would not use the service just for themselves. They would not try to change their lives anymore than they had been changed. The one exception being if something they changed hurt their family or loved ones or, in any way, hurt them so they couldn't continue their work. 
 
    The team all agreed that whatever they changed they would have to agree upon unanimously. They would do the research on the incident they wanted to change to try and find every angle in order to find the most likely story the collective unconscious would believe and accept. Every effort would be made to ensure their new reality would not make the situation worse. This meant trying to research, for example, what happened after the particular tragedy, the good things which came from it, and how to tailor the story to mitigate or change the outcome, but still get the benefits. 
 
    One thing was very certain - each time a great tragedy happened, for the most part, humanity created good things after it. It was a kind of equal and opposite reaction kind of deal with a tragedy balanced by something wonderful. It was not a hard and fast rule, but it was pretty close. Lessons were always learned after tragedies, so those lessons would still need to be learned.  
 
    This meant the stories Madisun created had to take in all of those factors. This, in turn, meant very complicated and detailed stories and realities. It had to be believable. 
 
    For example, it would not work to simply write "Harry did not die" if someone named Harry was deemed important enough to bring back from the dead. Sch an abrupt change would adversely affect too many minds and do potential harm - even to Harry. Instead, finding the reality where Harry turned left instead of right, or the one reality where he still got into the accident, but ended up in a short coma and had to recover from the injuries was better. That way, the family and those around him would still learn the lessons they learned and it would be enough of an impact it would match the residual memories of the death. 
 
    Despite all of these efforts, they knew there would still be those who would remember both realities. All of them here on the island would still remember. Even those who did not remember both realities fully, would still have remnants. The closer they could get the new reality to the old reality  (but with the new, more desirable outcome) the better it would be.  
 
    This basic set of rules took weeks to establish. It still felt weird, but it was better than nothing. Until they actually got into trying to change things, none of them were sure what further rules were needed. 
 
    The team started slow. They altered the name of a popular brand of children's storybooks about a family of bears. It was a very subtle change, but the story they created didn't take as long as they hoped and soon the internet was filled with people arguing over whether or not it was real.  
 
    So, the group made adjustments. 
 
    They found something else small to change and considered multiple options. Before long, the group were in agreement a certain show which had only one season should get another shot. Madisun wrote the story and injected it into the collective unconsciousness using the Revision software. Just a day later, the television show they all agreed needed a second season (a sci-fi cowboy show) suddenly had one and then a third and fourth. 
 
    As for the software, it was contained entirely on a flash drive Cal carried with him on a keychain. The power to change reality compacted to a device he could fit easily in one hand and tuck into a pocket. It was a marvel to behold. 
 
    "I think it's time," Cal said one morning, stepping into the room set up as their workroom. "I think we've dicked around long enough and we should change something. Something which happened right now, perhaps just a few hours old." 
 
    Max opened his mouth to protest, but Cal held up his hand to silence him. 
 
    "I know you guys are nervous, but this has to move forward or there's no point," Cal stated. "Let me show you." 
 
    He grabbed another of his remotes and hit a button. A screen descended from the ceiling and all of the bright, clear, windows surrounding them in this mostly-glass office dimmed. The lights dimmed, too. As soon as the screen was all the way down, it filled with a news report from CNN. 
 
    "Repeating our top story now. A horrific traffic accident on an Indiana highway this morning," the announcer said over footage which appeared to be from a helicopter showing a lot of burned wreckage, virtually unrecognizable as anything, and burned pavement. "Our sources say a tanker truck crossed the center line and hit a school bus filled with thirty-two children and five adults. There was also an SUV containing four people, next to the bus which was also hit. We are also told the driver of the truck was killed, making this a fatal accident with forty-two people believed dead, most of them children." 
 
    The person operating the camera on the helicopter, perhaps knowing all too well the cliché "if it bleeds, it leads" zoomed in to a disturbing close up of tiny bodies covered in white sheets. The bodies were scattered across the road, onto the shoulder and into the fields nearby.  There was a quick shot of a state trooper removing his hat and wiping his eyes.  
 
    "This is an unspeakable tragedy," the announcer continued as the ghoulish images continued. Now the burned out school bus was more evident. More sheets cover the bodies inside there. Madisun turned her head when the camera picked up what she instantly recognized as a small burned hand peeking out from beneath one of those sheets. "We are trying to get details as they come in. The Indiana Highway Patrol is setting up a hotline where family members can call to find out if their loved ones were on this bus. We have been told there were no survivors, making this accident one of the most horrific stories we have covered." 
 
    Cal muted the sound, but the images stayed hovering over his shoulder. 
 
    "What do you think?" he asked. "Is this something you think we can change? It's only a few hours old. The impact will likely be minimal, but we have to act fast. The longer we let this sit, the more impact it will have. This has the potential of being one of those burned-in memories for a lot of people if we don't make a change fast." 
 
    Madisun replied: "I'll get to work on the new story." 
 
    Max added: "I'll start researching." 
 
    "I'll start finding the influencers and get those over to you in fifteen, Cal," Kristin said, her face grim. 
 
    "We'll help with the research so we can come up with the best alternate story, right Justin?" Russell said. Justin affirmed. 
 
    Cal managed to suppress his smile. "Good. Let's get to work. Let's get this changed." 
 
    *** 
 
    Colton Carnes woke from his sleep with a start. Shit. When had he pulled over and into this rest area? When the hell had he fallen asleep? He was supposed to be in Chicago this afternoon and now he was going to be really late. He was in trouble. At least the weather looked good. The sun shone and the pavement was dry. A gentle breeze sent the scent of the woods around him into the cab, since he had fallen asleep with the window open. 
 
    He sat up straight and reached into his center console compartment. He came up with a bottle of pills. Speed. He took a few and started the truck. He checked to make sure no one else was coming and moved into traffic. By the time he was rocketing down the road, the speed kicked in and he felt very awake. He was going to need to take more pills very soon to take a bit of the edge off. Already his right hand twitched a bit. 
 
    Just as he got onto the road, he noticed a school bus fly by in the opposite lane. The driver, a pleasant-looking fellow, actually tipped him a wave. The bus was painted blue, but if you looked close you could still see the yellow it had been before the church bought it. Unconsciously, without even thinking about it, he waved back. 
 
    He got a very powerful sense of deja vu. Something about all of this was very familiar, but he wasn't sure why. He had driven this route before, but that wasn’t the feeling. Something...weird. 
 
    He shrugged, shivers running up and down his spine. He stepped on the gas and soon everything on both sides of the highway streaked past at incredible speed. He was pretty much alone on the highway, which was good. He liked it that way. He hit the cruise control at eighty and decided now was a good time to search for those other pills. 
 
    Where had he put them? 
 
    He feared it was in the glove compartment, which would mean contorting himself to reach them. 
 
    "Dammit," he whispered,  taking his foot off the gas and reaching across the dashboard. He took his eyes off the road. 
 
    Just for a second. 
 
    A moment later, the tanker truck skidded off the highway into the field to the left. Although it crossed the center lane, it was blessedly empty. Some five miles down the road, a family in an SUV saw the distant image of a truck cross into their lane, then into the field on the other side. A moment later, a huge explosion and fireball lit up the already bright morning. 
 
    "Son of a bitch!" the dad cried out. 
 
    His wife gasped. 
 
    "Sonavabeech!" his young son parroted from the back. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" his wife asked. 
 
    "I don't know," he replied. "We'd better pull over and call someone." 
 
    *** 
 
    Madisun stared at the screen, biting her thumb. She felt a strange numbness which started at her feet and was now slowly working its way up her legs. Her head felt as though it were swimming. She remembered a time, when she was young, she had her appendix removed and how she felt when she came out of the anesthesia. This feeling was a lot like that one. 
 
    Then came a shot of pain right through her head. She saw the others also reach up, instinctively, to their heads.  
 
    "Repeating again," the newscaster said, "we have footage of a tremendous explosion in rural Indiana. The accident appears to have been a crash involving a tanker truck. We have no word on any injuries, but look at that tremendous fire." 
 
    "Jesus Christ," Madisun whispered. 
 
    They had done it.  
 
    Really done it.  
 
    It had taken five hours. Only five. To change reality itself. 
 
    She felt elated. She felt sick. She felt like she wanted to laugh. She felt like she wanted to puke. She thought she might do one and then the other. 
 
    "My God," Russell said. 
 
    "What the fuck did we just do?" Justin asked, speaking barely above a whisper. 
 
    Kristin gave a very faint sob and put her head in her hands. "Jesus. Oh Jesus." 
 
    Max said nothing, so Madisun turned her head to see what he was doing. He had his back to them, staring out the window, even though it was still dimmed and little could be seen outside. Both of his hands were clenched into fists and he was muttering something over and over. She couldn't tell what it was. 
 
    Cal seemed confused. "Guys, this is cause for celebration. We did it. I told you it worked, but this was even more effective and complete than the Academy Awards. Why are you so upset?" 
 
    No one replied. Kristin continued to sob, but she had her head in her hands and muffled them. Justin got up and walked out of the room, saying nothing. 
 
    "I don't get it," Cal said. 
 
    "It's a lot to take in, Cal," Madisun said. "Realizing you just changed reality and history and - fuck - everything, is a lot to take in. Maybe you just accept it, but it was one thing to hear about, another to do it." 
 
    "We're going to pay for this," Max said, still facing the window. 
 
    "What?" Cal asked. "What did you say, Max?" 
 
    Max turned around and when Madisun looked at his face she realized he was crying, too, the tears making silence tracks down his face. It was the first time she realized he hadn't shaved in a few days. His clothes were wrinkled, too. 
 
    "Think about it, Cal," Max said. "For once, think about it, you sociopath. You did this because you could, but never asked if you should. I know, that's a borrowed line from that movie about the cloned dinosaurs, but it applies here, too. You did it because, Mads is right, there's something YOU want to change." 
 
    Cal started to protest and Max held up his hand. 
 
    "I don't give a flying fuck what it is you want to change," Max continued. "I do not care. However, you've been so blinded by your desire you haven't thought about science and the basic nature of the universe. For every reaction, there is an equal and opposite reaction. That is immutable. Everyone knows it. People who aren't even into science or who truly understand what it means have heard about it. Do you realize it?" 
 
    Cal shook his head. "But it's not true. We've done the research here. We've talked about and run the simulations." 
 
    "Nature finds a way, which is also borrowed from the fucking movie!" Max said. "Jesus Christ, can't you get it through your thick fucking skull. We just changed the fabric of reality. Something is going to happen. Somehow, some way, we are going to pay for it. The scales have to be balanced. Those people who died originally need to be balanced. The universe needs it. Don't you see?" 
 
    Cal barked out a weird noise Madisun realized was a laugh. "That's a whole different movie, Max. You've spent too much time in Hollywood." 
 
    Max slapped his hands together. The echo rang in their ears. "Stop it, Cal! Don't fuck around with this. Look, we're here. None of us are leaving. We gave our words. But we have to face the fact something is going to go wrong. Something will happen to balance out the things we change. If we do something good and beneficial, something equally as bad and non-beneficial will happen. That's just science."               
 
    Madisun just nodded when he looked toward her. Kristin never raised her head. Cal still look stupefied.  
 
    "How long have you been changing things without us, Cal?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Cal blinked as if she had slapped him. "What?" 
 
    "You look so surprised we have questions," she added. "Why? You seem to feel Max is incorrect here. Why? If this is brand new and this is the first time anyone has changed something so dramatic, how can you know if he's right or wrong?" 
 
    Cal's face turned red. Slowly. It spread like a rash from his neck and up his face. 
 
    "I haven't," he said. "I just think from the few changes we've made nothing will happen. We've done research and simulations. I mean, what happened in response to the award swap out? Nothing." 
 
    "How do you know?" Russell asked. "Can you be sure? Have you really checked? I don't know what the counterbalance would be to such a thing, but can we be sure?" 
 
    Max shrugged. Madisun said she didn't know. 
 
    "You guys, we saved those kids' lives!" Cal said and he pointed at the screen. "We saved them and the family in the SUV. I am not going to sit here and cry about a hopped up truck driver or feel bad about saving them." 
 
    "But we killed the driver," Kristin said from behind her hands and Madisun realized what was upsetting her so much. "He's dead and we made it happen." 
 
    "We looked and saw it was the best way to make the story fit," Cal protested. "He had prior arrests for driving under the influence. He had disciplinary actions against him for driving his truck too fast and had failed drug tests in the past." 
 
    Kristin raised her head a bit. "And that means he deserved to die? He was married, too. He had a kid." 
 
    "He was divorced," Cal countered. "His kid barely saw him. He was behind on his child support. We did the world a favor." 
 
    Kristin gasped. "Who put YOU in charge? Who put us in charge of such a thing?" 
 
    "You knew how this was going to work," Cal said. "You knew it. I told you why it had to be us. Because we're the most qualified." 
 
    "Goddammit, Cal!" Kristin snapped. "I've been arrested for DUI. I've had drug problems, too. Things haven't been easy since graduation. I've broken hearts and done things I'm not proud of. I'm no better than him. What if we had spared him, he went into rehab and straightened his life out? What if he became a good father to his son afterward? We never even tried. We just let him die because the data showed this whole scenario required a blood sacrifice. Someone had to die to mitigate the echoes in time and reality." 
 
    Cal shook his head again. "This is how it works, folks. This is what happens. This incident here, isn't even the biggest thing I think we need to change. What are you going to do if we want to change something even bigger? Something even more impactful?" 
 
    No one replied. All of them stared at Cal. Cal began to wilt under the silence. 
 
    "I think that's enough for today," Cal said. "Take the rest of the day off. Figure out what you want to do, people. Figure out if you really want to do this and then come back tomorrow prepared to really change things. You've seen how it works now. We saved a lot of people today. Let's not forget that. We saved all of those kids. Those kids who will grow up to be leaders and scientists and other things. We saved a family. I think one misanthrope dying so the rest of them can live is a pretty safe and sure balancing of the scales. Not sure about the rest of you. So, relax. Go to the beach. Sit in the sun. If you want to leave, then do it. If you come back here tomorrow, then it had better be so we can make some real changes. Big ones." 
 
    He looked them up and down. 
 
    "The ends justify the means, huh, Cal?" Russell asked. 
 
    Cal looked him straight in the eye. Not embarrassed. Not ashamed. No doubts. "Yes, Russ. Yes. They do if the right outcome is achieved." 
 
    Then he tossed his remote away, letting it bounce off the sofa, and left. They listened to his footsteps vanish down the hallway.  
 
    "What do we think here, folks?" Max asked. 
 
    "I think I need to spend the rest of the afternoon pondering that very question," Madisun said. "I don't know what to think. He has a point, you know." 
 
    Kristin lifted her head again and stared at Madisun. "Don't tell me you think the truck driver needed to die. Why didn't we try to find a way where he could live, too?" 
 
    "Because we did calculate the odds, Kris," Madisun said gently. "You were there. You agreed to it. Cal's right. If he has planned what I think he might have planned, it's just going to get worse. We're going to have to make decisions which will affect thousand, perhaps millions, of people. If we really are going to try and change history, the calculations we'll need to make will dwarf this in ways you can't even imagine." 
 
    Madisun stood up. Russell followed. She walked across the room like a robot. She was planning to head to her room, get changed, sit in the hot tub. Maybe she and Russell would fuck until they couldn't anymore to let out the energy building inside of her. She wasn't sure, but it sounded good. Then she would drink wine with dinner and think. Think long and hard about this road they had headed down. Then she would probably drink a lot more. Too much. 
 
    "Can you live with it, Mads?" Kristin asked. "Can you?" 
 
    "I don't know yet," she replied. "I think it's possible, but I'm not sure. I need to think about it, Kris. We all need to. Let's get back here tomorrow and figure this out." 
 
    Russell grabbed her hand as they walked down the hall. She gripped him back, tight, and felt hot tears against her eyelids.  
 
    Perhaps a good cry was in order, too. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun set behind them and over their heads in spectacular fashion, although, on the horizon, lightning flashed as a tropical storm moved in. Nothing severe, the handy in-room weather channel told them, but it might mean a stormy night. Madisun and Russell held each other, naked, beneath their sheets, letting the air dry the sweat on their skin. They had been at it for hours, as she had predicted, making love with a fury they had never had before. Both of them barely focused on the other, just wanting to get into some primal headspace where they wouldn't have to think about the implications of what they had done. 
 
    Now, with with it over, he held her in his arms and she wrapped herself around him, but in the silence the thoughts came. The worrying about what they had done. What were the full implications? 
 
    There was a knock at the door and both of them jumped. Madisun got up and put on a thick white robe. Madisun reached the door and when she opened it she found Max standing there. He was dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt, as if he had attempted to go to sleep, but been unsuccessful. 
 
    "Hey, guys," he said, "sorry to interrupt things here, but I need to talk to someone and I think this means you two. You both seem to have your shit together a bit more than the rest of us. Can I come in?" 
 
    Madisun let him in and they headed for the living room area. Then Max paused and indicated the patio out back. It was a warm night, so they agreed. They gathered in a loose circle around a stone table. Madisun leaned against Russell and tucked her legs up under her and Max produced a large manila envelope from somewhere. He tossed it on the table. 
 
    "He stole my thunder there a while back, but this is the stuff I found through my various contacts," he said. "I started to hear Cal was gathering very personal data from people who used his technology. He was gathering a lot more than the social media sites, it seemed." 
 
    "Didn't he testify in front of Congress about this?" Russell asked. "I remember him and some other tech people in front of a bunch of senators. All of them promising they were not stealing people's identities and prying into people's personal lives." 
 
    "Yeah, he was there." Max replied. "Star witness, because public appearances like that were so rare for him. They covered his testimony live. I watched from my office. All the while, I had started to gather information showing me everything he was saying was total bullshit. He was gathering not just identity information, but psychological profile stuff. Prying into databases and gathering up data to store in a massive database I could never trace. Thousands of people at the time, but probably millions now. He's managed to increase his empire since then, diversifying into other areas like medicine and pharma. He's got his fingers in a lot of pies." 
 
    "What kind of pies?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "All of them, from what I can tell. It's to the point nearly every single human in the remotely civilized world touches something which has something to do either directly with Trove Industries or some subsidiary." 
 
    "Christ," Madisun said, taking the folder and looking through some of the data. She handed some of it to Russell who also started reading. "This is amazing stuff, Max. How long did it take to get all of this information?" 
 
    "A few years," Max said. "I had my suspicions for a while and then just started exploring things. I had just gotten enough so I was tempted to do a documentary or release it in some way when all of this happened. I thought he was up to something nefarious, but I never gathered it was anything of this magnitude." 
 
    "It's terrifying," Russell said, closing the folder he held. "But what does it mean, Max? He confessed to us he was doing this. What's on your mind?" 
 
    "Well, I just keep wondering about the questions Mads brought up," Max said with a sigh, looking up to the sky and closing his eyes. He bore a profound sadness about himself and Madisun remembered the stories she had read about Max and his husband David. How David had gotten so sick and died a short time ago and Max had been devastated. "I keep wondering what it is in Cal's life he wanted to change. I mean, he has it all. He's become the most powerful person on the entire planet and, yet, he spends his time inventing a program and method of changing reality itself. I also can't help but think he lied to Congress, so, what else has he lied about or is he lying about? What do you think?" 
 
    Russell let out his own sigh. "I think Mads is right. Something hidden there. Something's wrong. He isn't telling us the full story. When he talked, he kept looking up and to the left, which is supposedly a telltale sign of someone lying. He did it over and over again when we were questioning him right at the start. He did it again tonight. He's hiding things." 
 
    "I can vouch for that." 
 
    Madisun, Max and Russell turned their heads to see Kristin standing behind them. She had streaks down her cheeks from crying and her eyes were red and puffy. She was dressed in a long T-shirt and little else. Another one trying to sleep away the nightmare they were in, but unable to do so. 
 
    "What can you vouch for, Kris?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Kristin stepped out onto the porch and sat down near Max. Her face was haunted and distant. 
 
    "My room faces the rest of this compound." she said. "I keep seeing helicopters coming and going from the area where the rest of his staff works and lives." 
 
    Russell shrugged. "What does that mean? We're on an island that's only accessible from the air. Helicopters come and go all the time." 
 
    "These are Medevac choppers," Kristin said. "I worked for a time at a hospital in St. Louis. I saw them coming and going all the time. You can tell the difference. These have been painted so they don't look like medical copters, but I can tell. They're bigger to contain stretchers and all of the medical equipment." 
 
    "What the hell does that mean?" Max asked. "What is going on down there? Have you noticed we're closed off from the rest of his disciples?" 
 
    "Of course," Madisun said. "He wants us untainted, right?" 
 
    "Tainted by what?" Kristin asked. "What would his regular employees do that would taint us?" 
 
    "Maybe he doesn't want us tainting them," Russell suggested. 
 
    "Who are the people working here?" Kristin asked. "I mean, he has offices all over the world. What do you have to do to warrant a ticket to the Island?" 
 
    "From what I understand, the cream of the crop," Max replied. "From what I've read, his most ardent employees. Those most dedicated to the Trove vision of the world and the brightest around. The innovators and inventors. Supposedly, his greatest innovations and inventions came from right here." 
 
    "It's like a cult," Madisun said. "I remember thinking as much when I watched one the Trove presentations on TV. The audience just sat there, beatific, smiling, clapping and excited by everything and anything said. It was like a worship service, not a business meeting." 
 
    "That's the cult of Trove," Max confirmed. "Most of the rest of the world agrees with you. There have been people who've commented on it. It goes beyond his employees, too. People in the real world line up for days to get the latest model of his phone. They pre-order his latest laptop, software installation and music device months in advance. He limits the number of each of those produced to increase the demand and then keeps it going for as long as he can to keep the demand rising. He's mastered the art of marketing. But, it's a cult in all but name. It's a religion in all but function." 
 
    "So, let's get back to what Kristin said," Russell said. "Why are air ambulances showing up here? What are they picking up or dropping off?" 
 
    They were all quiet, pondering. No one had any answers. 
 
    "How much do you think he's listening to us?" Max asked. 
 
    "I've been assuming he's got eyes and ears in all of the rooms and on every device in here," Madisun said. "He seems the type. He didn't become immersed in designing these new technologies without being paranoid. He's probably watching us now, if not listening..." 
 
    They all took a moment to look around, as if the microphone would suddenly reveal itself. It didn't. 
 
    "Can you find out more information, Max?" Madisun asked. "From the same people who got you the information here?" 
 
    "I can try, but it's going to be tricky if he's monitoring everything," Max said. "I carry a portable server I can use, but he may have a way to track that, too. You know what we really need to do, right?" 
 
    He let the question linger. Madisun felt she knew what he was going to say, but didn't want to admit it. 
 
    "We need to get into the buildings down the lane, folks," Max said. "We need to find a way inside to really see what they're working on. We need to try and talk to one of those diehards." 
 
    "If they're cult members, it could be dangerous," Madisun said. "If they're as ardent as you say, they may defend him." 
 
    "I think I can handle them," Max said. "What about you? You want to come with?" 
 
    "You bet your ass," Madisun added. 
 
    "Not without me," Russell asked. 
 
    "Well, we can't all go," Max said. 
 
    "Well, I don't think Mads should," Russell objected. 
 
    "Shut up, both of you," Madisun said. "Max is right. We need to break in and he and I know how." 
 
    "How is that possible?" Russell asked. 
 
    Madisun gave a look to Max who actually smiled. "We studied the stuff back in college. As a lark. Just to amuse ourselves. Picking locks. Being sneaky. Breaking and entering." 
 
    Russell pushed away from Madisun and looked at her with wide eyes. "When was this? Why wasn't I aware of this? Did you actually break into anything?" 
 
    Madisun and Max laughed. "I don't remember exactly when. Sophomore year? Yeah, that was it. I don't know. Max found a book somewhere." 
 
    "In one of those spy stores," Max said. "Remember? They had one at the mall downtown?" 
 
    "Yeah, supposedly told you all you need to know about breaking into just about anything," Madisun added. "Max even bought a lock pick set. Yeah, we broke into a few classrooms and stuff. I think we did it once to get some answers to a test." 
 
    Russell looked shocked. "What? Madisun! I am shocked." 
 
    Max and Madisun laughed. "Yeah," Madisun said, "we knew you would be, even back then. We knew you wouldn't go along with it." 
 
    "Look, it doesn't matter," Max said. "The fact is we have some experience with it. Granted, I haven't tried to use any of those skills in about fifteen years, but I bet I can remember most of it." 
 
    "Me too," Madisun added. "We need to get the standard dark clothes they all wear like a uniform and try to figure out which building to get into, though." 
 
    "And the fact is this entire neighborhood is bugged and monitored and watched all the time," Russell said. "I don't like this idea. Can't we, I don't know, hack into his systems and find the information?" 
 
    "I doubt it," Russell added. "Cal loves the modern technology, but he's smart enough to know no matter how much you throw up there to defend digital data, someone can always find a way through. It's what hackers do. He's too meticulous and scientific in his thinking not to save data on whatever's going on, too. He'd consider any failures or problems to be learning experiences. Things he can do to make technology better. His paranoia and fear of hacking would mean..." 
 
    He paused dramatically. 
 
    "He would keep paper copies of everything somewhere," Madisun finished for him. "How old fashioned." 
 
    "That's our Cal," Max said. 
 
    "So, what do we do?" Russell asked. "Create some kind of video we can loop and feed into the video system?" 
 
    "We could do that, but it might take some time to get in there and he may have some way to detect it," Max said. "I bet we can do things a little more simply. We just make it look like we're in bed, sneak out." 
 
    "Hard to do without knowing where the cameras are and where the dead spots are," Kristin added. "How do we figure that out?" 
 
    "I have a scanner which can find the cameras," Max said. "I'm getting just as paranoid as Cal these days. I can figure out where they are. I'll try to do it carefully without being seen." 
 
    They all thought for a moment. Madisun felt a flush of excitement at the idea.  
 
    "There's a good chance he can watch us out here," Madisun said, the realization dawning on her. "He may know what we know." 
 
    Max reached into a pocket and pulled out a small black device. It looked like something Madisun had seen on a ghost hunting show once. There was a dial and some lights at the top. It was black, about the size of a small remote for a small TV, perhaps. It wasn't blinking at the moment. 
 
    "This is dead," he said. "There's no devices out here. So, I guess we've found one dead zone." 
 
    Russell looked up into the sky, scanning. "He could have drones or something." 
 
    "Then we're fucked," Max said. "If he's gone that far, then there's little we can do and we're fucked." 
 
    "When are you going to do this?" Kristin asked. "And what are you going to do? You don't even know what building to break into." 
 
    "I'll do a little research on that on my own," Max said. "There are ways I can find out. If need be, I'll head down there on my own and see if I can find someone to tell me.” 
 
    "That's pretty risky," Russell said. 
 
    "What's he going to do if he catches me down there? He says he needs all of us, right? Kill me?" 
 
    "I don't know," Russell said, looking worried. 
 
    "OK, give me a few days," Max said. "Let me see what I can find. Maybe I can figure it out. If it's been a week and I'm still lost, we abandon the entire plan." 
 
    "So, let's meet here one week from now," Madisun said. "Right here. Talk about it. See what you've found." 
 
    They agreed. 
 
    "Someone will need to tell Justin," Russell added. 
 
    "I'll stop by his room before I head to bed," Kristin said. "What do we do in the meantime?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" Max asked. 
 
    "I mean, what do we do about Cal and this Revision thing?" Kristin asked. "We're supposed to all meet again tomorrow. He wants to move forward. Really change things. Big things in history. What do we do about that?" 
 
    Max shrugged. "What was our original plan? We do what we can to mitigate the damage, right? We stall and we slow things down. We have to try and figure out every single angle. He's going to push and push and want us to move faster, so we just have to be prepared to fight him on it. Slow it down." 
 
    "And if things have to change before next week?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "Then they have to change," he replied. "Maybe if we can figure out what's going on down there, an answer will appear. Something we can use to force Cal to destroy Revision. Or use it to revert lives back to the way they were." 
 
    "That's a big order," Madisun said. 
 
    "I know, but we're talking about altering reality and history," Max said. "We have to start thinking big or we're screwed. The whole universe may be." 
 
    *** 
 
    "The assassination of John F. Kennedy." 
 
    They all sat in stunned silence for a moment. Cal had a shit-eating grin on his face, holding his ever-present remote. On the screen was a still from the infamous Zapruder film showing the President's head being blown to pieces. 
 
    "Oh man," Justin whispered. 
 
    "Are you fucking serious, Cal?" Max added. "Really? This is the thing you want us to tackle first?" 
 
    "You realize, Cal, this is one of the most debated and complicated moments in American history?" Russell asked. "I mean, there are people who believe with all of their heart and soul there was a conspiracy here. There are people all over the world who remember where they were the exact moment they heard about this. This is a moment in time where history changed. There are a few of those in time, but this is an immutable moment." 
 
    "I think what Russ is saying, is that this is a moment that cannot be changed, Cal," Madisun said. "I mean, so much happened because of it. So much that was bad, yes, but there were good things, too." 
 
    Cal let them talk. "Yes, which is why I brought you guys here," he said calmly. "Think about the good which could happen if JFK was still alive. What would he have contributed? What would have been done if he had survived the attack? I think more good would have happened had he been alive than had he died." 
 
    "But think about it," Kristin spoke. "LBJ may have gotten us deep into Vietnam, which we can debate at length, but he also passed sweeping equal rights legislation. Legislation about discrimination in housing and other areas of our lives. He did a lot for civil rights by becoming President." 
 
    "Exactly," Cal said. "Which is why we need to alter history so JFK survives, but LBJ still becomes President." 
 
    That silenced them as the thought sank into their heads. 
 
    "Then there's Vietnam, as Kristin said," Justin added. "It was a disaster for the country, but how much culture, music, movies, and other things came out of it? Our country changed because of the war, too." 
 
    Cal nodded. "See why I needed you guys here for this? The people who work for me down the hill there, are mostly millennials. They don't even remember the seventies, let alone have any concept of the sixties. To them, Vietnam was something they saw in the movies. Something their grandfathers talked about. They have no clue who Kennedy really was or why their parents and grandparents go on and on about him." 
 
    Cal was getting warmed up now. 
 
    "JFK was hope in a time when the country needed it," Cal said. "He was a bright light. Yes, we have since learned he was a shit husband, but none of that changes what he did. When Kennedy died that day, in such a violent and tragic way, things changed around here and not for the good. The country lost its innocence and maybe losing it was a good thing. But think of the things which came after he died. Manson, for example. The era of the serial killer. The downward trend of New York City. The loss of American superiority in the world ultimately can be traced back to that day in Dallas in 1963." 
 
    "That might be a bit of a stretch there, Cal," Max said. 
 
    "Cal, you realize this is going to be extremely complicated, right?" Madisun asked. "In fact, what we need to do is build software which can run a simulation of each possible scenario. We need to find the one which works best, has the most similar outcome, but still achieves the desired result." 
 
    Cal looked disappointed. "But we can insert a reality and then change it again. We can just keep doing that." 
 
    "Can we?" Justin queried. "You seem to assume the universe will just let us hit the reset button an infinite number of times. You invented this thing and started playing around with it without adding the proper safeguards. You have no way of testing or knowing what doing this over and over again does to the fabric of reality. We have no way to even detect or understand the fabric of reality." 
 
    Cal's face got red again. "Guys..." 
 
    Madisun held up her hand. "No. No excuses, Cal. We're in uncharted territory, aren't we? How do we know what will happen? Hell, can any of us be sure experiments like this haven't been done before only to lead to even greater disasters?" 
 
    Silence from the group. Cal looked like he was going to protest again. He was a kid on Christmas morning who wanted to play with his BB gun even though he had never shot the thing before and had no idea how it worked. 
 
    "Enough, Cal," Max said. "I can try and come up with something if you give me access to the mainframe in the main building." 
 
    Madisun gave a sideways glance to her compatriot. He gave a quick wink back. She had just inadvertently helped them along with their desire to gain access and find information at the main hub. It had not been her intention, but she realized it when she saw the wink. 
 
    "Why do you want that?" Cal asked, instantly looking both guilty and cornered. 
 
    "I need access to whatever Revision does," Max replied. "I need to see the programming and understand how it works. I need access to the databases and power you have at the main hub, Cal. If we want it to work." 
 
    Cal muttered a curse under his breath. "How long do you think this will take?" 
 
    "It could take weeks, it could take days," Max said. "Mads, you have some programming experience, right?" 
 
    She really didn't have much, but she saw where he was going. If he could lump her in with this, the fact they might be found at the main hub together might not be suspicious.  
 
    "Yeah. I mean, not quite as much as you, but enough to be dangerous," she said.  
 
    "The more eyes we have on this, the faster it will go, Cal," Max added. 
 
    "Fine," Cal said. "I'll get it set up this afternoon. You guys get to work right away. The rest of you, though, start concocting alternate stories." 
 
    "Remember, we need the blood sacrifice," Kristin said, her voice sounded haunted. 
 
    "Exactly," Cal said as if he hadn't really heard. With that, he was gone and they were left alone in the silence. 
 
    *** 
 
    The building was nondescript, to say the least. Just a low brick building with virtually no windows. Since the Island was self-contained, there was no receptionist and no lobby. Only metal doors leading to white hallways were set into the walls. Inside the halls were tiled, the walls and ceilings white, with brown doors of pressed wood. It was like being in a hospital.  
 
    There were plants, however. 
 
    Cal told them, as he walked Max and Madisun to the office they would be using, he had learned about something called biophilia and how it was supposed to enhance creativity. The basic idea was people had an innate desire and need to see nature and the colors of nature. Of course, given they were on a tropical island, having windows would help, but Madisun decided now was not the time to get into a logic argument with a potential madman. He had plants, walls containing plants, pictures of plants and outdoor scenes and this seemed to please Cal, so Max and Madisun nodded like any of this made any fucking sense. 
 
    They turned down a number of large corridors and up a flight of stairs before finally coming to yet another nondescript door. Cal waved a keycard and gave each of them one, too. He told them they were limited entering the building and this room only. All of the brown doors had keypads and would require a unique card for each.  
 
    Inside was a low table set against the wall. There were keyboards seemingly built into the table and computer screens. There were laptops, too, but they were bolted to the walls.  
 
    "This is it?" Max asked. 
 
    "Look, I still don't quite get why you guys need this," Cal said. "However, if you insist and this is the only way to get you guys to move forward with Revision, then these are the computers you'll use. They've been limited and will be monitored. You have access to all of the Revision files and will be able to work within the mainframe, but just with Revision. You will also have access to the simulator environment we used when we first started with this. It's pretty basic, but I think you can use it as a base to start building this prediction program you're talking about. Let me know if you need any software or hardware." 
 
    "Do you have files for the experiments you did before we got here?" Max asked, sitting down in front of one of the monitors, studying the desktop. 
 
    "Why?" Cal asked. 
 
    "Because it would be good to see what you did before," Max insisted. "We can use it as a base, too. Maybe see what worked and what didn't. Is it all digital? Somehow I figured you'd keep hard copies to make sure nothing got hacked." 
 
    Cal got defensive. "There's no way to hack the Island." 
 
    "I'm not criticizing you," Max held up a hand. "I just figured you'd take every precaution. Am I wrong?" 
 
    Cal spoke calmly and carefully. He was not used to being questioned like this, Madisun could tell. "Yes, Max," he said, "I've taken those precautions. We scrub the server regularly of things we don't want to risk getting out. There are printed files, but I'm not sure you're going to need them." 
 
    "Maybe not right now, but as we get going, possibly," Max said with a shrug. Although Madisun could tell he knew he was getting under Cal's skin, he was keeping the conversation casual, as if he had no clue. "Just saying. Mads and I can get started on this, but we may have questions and letting us have access to those files might be easier than us sending questions to you so you can send them to some low-level employee to look up the information and get it back to us. Right? I mean, a process like that would just slow things down even more?" 
 
    There was a twinkle in Max's eyes Madisun had not seen since they first saw each other again on the Island. He did not trust Cal. Somehow, Madisun couldn't help guess it was deeper than just the things he had found about Cal collecting user data. Such practices were common in the digital world, although probably not to the extent Cal had done so. Max seemed to have a very deep-seated hatred she did not remember being there in college. What had happened? Had they crossed paths since? 
 
    "I can see what I can do about getting you access," Cal said in a resigned sigh. "Anything else?" 
 
    Max looked at Madisun. She shrugged. He looked back at the computer screen for a moment. He let the moment drag on for a bit, just to get Cal aggravated again, and when he noticed the mogul shifting from one foot to the other, he turned back around. 
 
    "I think we're good for now," he said. 
 
    Cal nodded, turned on his heel and walked out of the room. When the door closed, it did so with a loud click which sounded to Madisun a lot more like a jail cell door than an office. They waited, listening to his footsteps echo down the hall. When they vanished, Max got up and tried the door. It opened. He peered into the hall for a moment then came back in. 
 
    "No one in the hall," he said. "Jesus, have you ever seen offices like this at any tech company before?" 
 
    "I've seen hospitals like this, never an office," she replied. "This is like a prison or something. Everyone in their own little compartment. This can't really be how his entire company works." 
 
    "This building is still set apart from the rest of his main offices," Max said. "I was trying to create a mental map of this Island. I don't know if you know this, but the satellites don't have a good image of this place. At least not any of the ones you can access online." 
 
    "It doesn't surprise me." 
 
    "So, we have to figure out where the cameras are in here," Max said, looking around the room, staring up at the ceiling. "My guess is up there in the smoke alarms, at the very least. Probably in the vents. Good guess there are mikes, too, so I should probably stop talking." 
 
    Madisun nodded. "We may need to design hand signals or something." 
 
    Max laughed. "We aren't going to get much spy work done today," he said in a whisper. "I guess we should actually see what we can do about building this software." 
 
    "You picked me to help, but you have all of the software-building experience. What the hell do I do?" 
 
    "I'll give you a quick overview. It's not as hard as you might think." 
 
    Max went over the principles of the coding they would be doing. He was right, it wasn't as hard as she thought it would be. She had picked up some coding methods over the years and this wasn't anything too different. Amazing, she thought. Here was technology to actually change the fabric of reality and history and the code which would help guide them was the same one most companies use to build websites, manage their databases, store files in the cloud. It took about three hours of tutelage for her to set to work building the overall structure of the program. 
 
    "So, you see what you can build and maybe even run a few tests to see if it works," Max said. "I am going to nose around the system a bit. I wonder just how far I can probe into things before the roadblocks appear." 
 
    It didn't take long before Max cursed under his breath. Madisun moved slowly. It was tough to pick up the methods and pattern necessary to build the code, but she was really starting to get into it after an hour. However, she kept things moving slowly, to try and allow Max as much time as he needed. All the while the skin on the back of her neck was broken out in goosebumps because there was the constant feeling of being watched. There was also the feeling each keystroke was being monitored, stored and saved somewhere. 
 
    "Is he tracking everything you're doing?" she asked, eventually. 
 
    Max sighed. "Probably. However, I think he would sort of expect me to see how much I can gather. I mean, he knows I've been researching him. He's already paranoid about me and what I'll find. So, if I didn't start nosing around, it might be even more suspicious than me actually doing it." 
 
    "Are you able to find anything?" 
 
    "A lot of information about Revision. The programming to alter reality itself is just weirdly easy to understand. I mean, if you've had any experience with code and the Internet, you understand what this is. It's just a slight advancement over the software used to tailor ads to people on social media, or when you do searches. There's some new code adding in more detailed personality traits. There's a little bit of coding here into what appears to be some form of A.I., which keeps mining users to find people with just the right belief systems and traits necessary to find the right influencers. Once they're found, the system starts sending them messages through a variety of outlets. Audio, digital, subliminal and more. Phones, streaming devices. Even watches and car Bluetooth systems. It's amazing how plugged in most of the world is." 
 
    "There are a lot of people who aren't, though," Madisun added. "They don't have an influence on the collective thought?" 
 
    "Well, it seems once the right people are influenced and the correct reality drawn into place, it becomes part of the collective. So, it filters down even to tribesmen in outer Mongolia or whatever. They're as tapped into the thoughts of the universe as anyone else. They aren't even aware they've been changed to think of the new reality as the real reality, but they are affected, too." 
 
    "Jesus," Madisun said. "Even if you're in the middle of the desert, Cal's technology messes with your head." 
 
    The kept working and the day and days flew by. Each day, Max ventured a little further and tried to come up with ways to get around the cameras, microphones and other methods they knew had to be there to spy on them. One by one, he found ways around them. He was as wizard at coding, it turned out, and Madisun had to wonder why he didn't got into the same industries Cal went into, perhaps offering a yin to the yang, instead of the entertainment and production world, but it was what it was. 
 
    The urgency pushed them forward. The JFK assassination was waiting and so was the rest of the team. They were going to have to find a way to explore the rest of the Island and fast. Already, Madisun felt, the alterations done to reality were rippling. Just the change they had made with the truck accident had spread like a pebble in a pond. She had no reason to believe this other than a nagging feeling at the base of her skull. At the same time, she now knew the collective conscious and unconscious existed and she wondered if those at the center of the storm also felt when things changed in this way.  
 
    They had to find a way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 January 2018 
 
      
 
    Jesse Killkins was a bright boy. All of his teachers said so. He did well in high school. While not particularly popular, he was far from a nerd. He was a middle-of-the-road kind of student. He may not make a huge mark for himself at Stilson High, but he would do well in the business world. The teachers liked him. His friends liked him. He passed his classes. 
 
    No one knew of his obsession with writing. He hadn't ever shown the novel he wrote all the way back in sixth grade. It was bad, he knew, but also showed a kind of brilliance. He wondered, often, if writing was his thing. Perhaps he was some kind of writing prodigy. He wasn't sure, but letting that out of the bag was not in the cards. Guys were good at football and sports or they were really good at things like playing the guitar, but writers did not have groupies. They were not popular. They did not get the hot cheerleaders. 
 
    So, he kept it hidden. He was smart. He knew it and was glad to keep it hidden, do well enough to pass and move on. He figured in college he'd let a little more of the smarts out and end up with a good job, make a lot of money, and eventually retire before the age of 30 to a place out in the Northwest and have a beautiful wife and a bunch of spoiled kids. It sounded perfect. 
 
    He read a lot. During his evenings, while others were heading off to parties, he was home reading anything and everything. Another disturbing talent he had was remembering, in exacting detail, everything he read. Some people called such a condition a "photographic memory", but Jesse knew the technical term was actually eidetic memory. It wasn't so much photographs as total recall of anything he read. If he watched a movie with subtitles, he could easily repeat the entire thing without pause to himself if he so wanted. Overall, his memory was above average, but if he read anything, his recall was perfect. 
 
    So, it was disturbing when he remembered, for certain, the morning he saw a news story about a truck hitting a school bus in Indiana. He was certain the truck had hit the bus, there was an explosion, and a whole lot of kids and a family riding near the bus had died. It was horrific. He could mostly recall the footage, taken from the air, but he really remembered the descriptions. The "flaming wreckage" and the "bodies covered" and the "blood smears" on the road. He recalled it perfectly. However, when he searched for it just a day later, all of those stories were gone. When he brought it up to friends at school and told them about the bodies and the kids and the explosion, they all looked at him like he was crazy. 
 
    It was a little thing. Just a little story in a place of the world he had never seen about a bunch of people he didn't know, but he could not stop thinking about it. He was so certain his recall was perfect. He brought it up to his mother and she shook her head, felt his forehead, said maybe he was sick or maybe he had had a nightmare. 
 
    The problem was no one believed him. Jesse would go to sleep and remember the images and then wonder if he really had hallucinated the whole incident. He also remembered the way everyone told him it happened. He could easily remember the news footage of the accident and the fact only the driver died. The bus wasn't even an issue.  
 
    Why? 
 
    He was worried. Jesse was a smart boy and he knew about things like schizophrenia. He also knew he was at the right age for the disease to manifest. He spent a lot of time online looking up the symptoms and the more he read, the more convinced he was he was going crazy. His head hurt all the time. The more he tried to push the thoughts aside, the more the memories came and the more he thought about it. 
 
    He told his mother he thought something was wrong. She told him he was working himself too hard with his classes. He insisted he needed to speak to someone about it. She convinced him he just needed to relax and maybe spend a weekend working with is hands and doing something he enjoyed instead of working on homework or reading. Of course, he actually enjoyed reading, but it wasn't worth arguing about it. 
 
    When the weekend came, his head was worse. The more he tried to push it away, the worse it became. He awoke Saturday with a splitting headache. He stayed in bed the entire morning and when his friends called, he insisted on staying home. There was even a girl he was sort of dating who called on him and wanted to know if he wanted to go to the movies that night, but he turned her down. That night, he had more nightmares about the children burning on the bus, the fireball from the explosion of gasoline rushing up the aisle and burning everything to a crisp. When he awoke, he tried to find that story one more time, but found nothing. 
 
    That afternoon, Jesse, a bright boy with a bright future who would go on to do great things, walked into his back yard with a long length of cord he got out of the garage. He fashioned a loop on one end and then managed to get the other end over a tree limb near the garage and beneath a picnic table his family had in the yard. The table itself was barely holding itself together, but it was strong enough to support him as he stood on top of it and slipped the loop over his neck. It was strong enough and held together even as he stepped off the edge of the table. 
 
    Jesse was a smart young man, but he got the length of the drop and the cord a little off. He was too far from the table to get back on, so he dangled there for some time, his brain confused and getting more confused as he strangled and twisted in the sunlight. He would stay there until the evening when his mother looked out the window and screamed at what she saw. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 December 2017 
 
      
 
    Max and Madisun soon worked out a simple system for getting information, distracting Cal and figuring out where they needed to go. Madisun worked on coding for the software, but she would go to the restroom several times. Each time, she would wander just a little bit farther down the hallway. Max figured they were being monitored this entire time and her wanderings would set off alarms, At that point, all attention would focus on her instead of whatever he was doing. As each trip got a little bit longer, he was able to enter more code, burying it deep within Trove's systems until he was able to bypass whatever security measures were set up in the terminal he used. 
 
    It turned out it wasn't quite as hard to build the break-in code and set it up to work out of sight from security. Despite the fact Trove Industries was one of the most advanced technology companies in the world, they were regular office drones during the day and as prone to laziness and arrogance as any other. The scrubbers they used did not notice the code and Max was soon able to wander through the files and systems without being noticed. 
 
    Cal never did mention Madisun's wanderings, either. Did she learn anything from them? Not at all, which was probably why Cal never worried either. The building seemed to be made up of endless corridors which looked like the ones before. All of the doors required the key card save for the bathrooms. There appeared to be no lunchroom. There was no cafeteria. There were no public, open, meeting places. Rarely did she even see other employees. If she did see any, they always ignored her and she began to wonder if this entire building had been emptied out to provide a space just for them. Perhaps those other employees were just security. 
 
    Back at the building where the rest of their team worked, they had already constructed a possible story to force a reality which allowed JFK to survive. They just waited for the program Madisun was working on to be ready so they could adjust it as needed. Madisun, being the writer, was consulted and did a lot of work on the story via emails. 
 
    It turned out, building the program was not as hard as she thought it would be once she got the hang of it. Max helped out and he appeared near exhaustion when the day approached where the software would be ready. It would be just days and then he was certain they would be removed from this building, their security passed revoked and he'd be back in the main house again with the rest of the group. Max, Madisun and the rest often met in the backyard and discussed their progress in hushed tones. It looked like they were going to have to give this JFK thing a shot. Even if Max found just what he was looking for as far as the rest of the company, they were not going to be able to find more information of any use before Cal would expect them to try it. 
 
    They were all nervous. Scratch that, they were terrified. They were all unanimous in their fear trying to alter this would lead to some catastrophic event somewhere else in history. The scales had to balance in some way and the chain reaction they would set in motion with this one could ripple across the entire planet. The possibilities they tossed around in their late night discussions were enough to chill them to the bone. 
 
    What if saving JFK led to a nuclear war between the U.S. and the Soviet Union? What if it made the Vietnam War longer? War with Cuba? Cuban terrorism in the U.S.? More and more deadly race riots? Any and all of them were proposed and discussed. 
 
    The day was close. They all knew it. They all slept horribly and worried.  
 
    Madisun and Max began running simulations with their new software. It seemed to work, but until they could really bring it live and test it out with the assassination, it would be hard to tell. The fact was, they could no longer delay things. Cal would know they had a working version. Whether or not it worked the way they wanted, would not stop him from wanting them to run simulations regarding the assassination and then proceed with Revision. Max and Madisun, on a random Thursday afternoon, announced their software would be ready for real-life use by Friday afternoon. That night, Max came to Madisun and Russell's room and they sat out on the patio. Max did a quick scan to confirm there had been no listening or video devices installed since the night before and they talked. Eventually, they were joined by Kristin and Justin. 
 
    "Can we at least roast some marshmallows or something?" Justin asked as he went about setting a fire in the pit. Despite the tropical environment, it was surprisingly cool and they all huddled close. 
 
    "I think I saw some in the kitchen," Madisun said and got up to get them. She returned a moment later with marshmallows and a bunch of long metal forks they could use to roast them. "I think these handles will prevent the heat from burning your hands. If not, we can always find some sticks." 
 
    They sat around stuffing marshmallows on the forks and roasting them over the fire. After they ate a few of them, it was decided s'mores would be needed and soon graham crackers and chocolate were added to the mix. They joked and reminisced about their time in college. 
 
    During their discussion, even as she laughed at the memories, the headache started up again in Madisun's head. When she looked at Russell, she noticed he winced in pain sometimes, too. She knew his body and his reactions as well as her own. 
 
    "So, enough of this," Max said, stuffing a s'more into his mouth and munching away happily for a moment, then he licked chocolate off his fingers. "We need to discuss business. The software will be ready by tomorrow afternoon, we figure. That means, by Monday, we'll be running simulations back at our own building and probably changing history by the end of the week. I don't think there's any way around this, guys. We are going to have to take this seriously and find the right solution. All that being said, Madisun, you and I need to sneak out of the office we are working in and explore once and for all. We need to do what we said we'd do." 
 
    Madisun gulped down her own chocolate and then coughed. "We don't know how to circumvent the security." 
 
    Max smiled. "Oh, I have ways. Some of it is delightfully cliched and old fashioned, but it will work. A looped video of us working which will at least let the video cameras think we're still there. I have also created a blank security card which will open the doors in the office building we're in without registering anywhere." 
 
    Madisun smiled back and decided it was time for another s'more.  
 
    "So, what's the plan, then, Stan?" she asked. 
 
    "Well, let's spend tomorrow morning finishing the software," he replied. "Then we can upload it. I'm betting Cal and his people will be so preoccupied looking at it and seeing what it is, he won't even notice us. All that being said, however, we'll start the video loop and head out. We'll check out the rest of that building - or as much as we can - and then see if we can find something in the other buildings." 
 
    "There are a lot of other employees there," Kristin said, looking nervous and biting her thumbnail. "They're going to see you." 
 
    "I'm betting Cal hasn't told the people down there much about us, anymore than he's told us about what those people down there do. He doesn't want the two sides to know the other exists. He thinks not telling anyone what's happening will accomplish this instead of making everyone more curious and more likely to explore. Besides, we know his people all wear the black shirts and jeans thing he does, so we can wear it, too. We'll just look like other employees." 
 
    "This is a small population," Justin said. "Don't you think you'll be recognized?" 
 
    Max laughed. "I doubt it and for all of the reasons I just mentioned. What do you say, Mads?" 
 
    Madisun swallowed the last bit. "I say we go for it." 
 
    *** 
 
    That night Russell and Madisun held each other, naked, pressed flesh to flesh, the sweat drying on their skin. Russell's breathing finally slowed and Madisun had her eyes closed, still basking in the glow of the orgasm. It took her a moment before she realized Russell was crying. 
 
    "Hey," she said. "Hey, babe, what's wrong?" 
 
    Russell wiped his eyes. "I'm worried about you. I don't want you to do this. If you get caught, what's he going to do?" 
 
    Madisun crawled up his chest and kisses his lips. She wiped at his eyes. "What is he going to do? He wants all of us here. He says he needs all of us. He's not going to kill us. We're already prisoners. What can he do, is more like it?" 
 
    Russell held her tight for a moment. "This whole thing feels bad. It all feels wrong." 
 
    "What does?" 
 
    "Everything. Being here. We shouldn't have come." 
 
    "Apparently we turned him down a few times," Madisun said. "He was going to keep adjusting reality until he got what he wanted." 
 
    "Doesn't that just make you mad?" 
 
    "Of course it does, but it also puts things into perspective, right? If he doesn't like what's happening, he just changes it. Until he gets what he wants. So, he isn't going to kill us. He isn't going to lock us up or torture us. Look how far we've come to doing what he wants us to do. At this point, to throw all that away would be a disaster. He'll yell and threaten, but he'll send us back here and tell us to behave." 
 
    Russell grabbed her more tightly. "I hope so. I mean, if he could just kill you and then rewrite history, wouldn't he do that, too?" 
 
    Such a thought had never occurred to her. "I suppose so. I mean, Cal could kill anyone, I guess, if he wanted to, and just find an alternate history to replace it. As long as he found a comparable sacrifice to take its place. Or, do it right away, so the repercussions didn't ripple out too far." 
 
    "This is all too fucking crazy to think about," Russell said. "This is uncharted territory and we're just making up the rules as we go." 
 
    She snuggled in closer. She liked the smell of him. She wanted to stay here and not head back out again. She didn't want to change history. Not this way. Never this way. The fact they could do so (their friend had made it possible for them to do so) was beyond imagining. Terrifying. Too much power to be wielded just by a few. There were smarter people out there than any of them. There were scientists who would be better. Poets and authors better than she. Engineers and programmers smarter than all of them. 
 
    Why had Cal insisted on them? When she thought about him and the time they spent together in college, she was not filled with nostalgia. Not for Cal. For the others, yes, but Cal was always creepy. She had gone on her one infamous date with him because she initially felt sorry for him. She had known kids like him while growing up. She attended the smarter schools where the classes were filled with people like her and people like Cal. Smart kids who were so lost in numbers and figures and knowledge, but completely unable to relate to another human being. The kids who were more likely to be able to recite entire passages of a Tolkien novel, but be unable to ask a girl on a date or to even carry on a conversation of small talk. 
 
    She had to ask him. She had seen him looking at her. When she would turn her head and smile, his face would bloom a bright crimson and he would look down at his feet. When she tried to talk to him, he mumbled. It was Madisun who convinced the others to let him join them and rent the big apartment which would have been far too expensive for them to rent out without him (despite their generally wealthy families, they were all on their own for housing if they left the campus).  
 
    The others all teased him or barely tolerated him. At the same time, they also used him to help with homework and were the first to step up to be lab partners or work on projects with him in classes they shared. He was crazy-smart, but the crazy part was always the portion Madisun worried about. 
 
    As she ran her hands over Russell's chest absently, enjoying the scent and feel of him against her, there she was thinking about Cal Trove. Thinking about the date. How awkward it was. The long pauses. The weird conversation. This was not how she wanted to spend an intimate moment with Russell. 
 
    It was Max and Justin who would make jokes in private about Cal being unstable. He was wound very tight. They would call him Clock-Tower Cal, for example. "He's going to just snap someday," Max would say. Max, the one who was the hardest to convince to let Cal join them and the one who never really liked him or trusted him. 
 
    "Where did you go?" Russell asked. "I can tell. You're mind is wandering." 
 
    "Just thinking about Cal in our college days," she said. "Thinking about us and how we treated him and how odd he's always been." 
 
    "Clock-Tower Cal," Russell muttered.  
 
    "I was just thinking about those words, too," she said. "Do you think Cal would really do something like that?" 
 
    "He's talking about changing history in ways no one has ever done before," he replied. "People are going to die when it happens. For big changes, it's possible hundreds, maybe thousands, maybe millions of people might die." 
 
    "And we're helping him." 
 
    Silence fell between them. Eventually they both fell asleep, but Madisun fell into troubled dreams about her and Russell walking down a darkened street. Something or someone followed them. Something dangerous. Russell wanted to get it into the light, but Madisun knew doing such a thing would cause them both to die. She knew it for certain and tried to keep whatever it was in shadow. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 November 1990 
 
      
 
    Madisun waited for Cal in the living room. The others, knowing she was taking him out (or he was taking her out, as she was trying to convince them was the case), had all left for the night. Max and Justin were keen on being there to give Cal hell, but she begged for mercy for the hapless kid and they had relented.  
 
    She was dressed in a modest skirt that ended below the knee and a sweater since it was chilly out. She didn't know if Cal had any nice clothes. He mostly wore his jeans and sometimes it seemed like the same pair over and over and over again or there were permanent grass stains on the hems. He had promised to take her to a nice place to eat and then maybe a movie. Simple, but she found it sort of charming. 
 
    She had noticed him checking her out quite a bit just a few months ago. Up until then, it seemed as if Cal had no interest outside of his classes, studying and maybe watching old movies on TV. He buried his nose in books most of the time and rarely even participated in the things they did together as a group. As far as anyone knew, he had never gone on a date and had never mentioned anything about being attracted to men or women. All he talked about was sci-fi movies, TV shows and his classes. He had a weird fondness for the movie Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. 
 
    Then, about four months ago, the weird glances started. Madisun had been in the living room wearing her long T-shirt nightgown, barefoot and without makeup. They were all watching a horror movie on TV (on VHS!) and laughing. Cal, for once, had joined them and Madisun got at tingle at the back of her neck indicating someone was watching her. She turned and saw Cal turn his head away. Even with the lights off and just the glow of the TV screen, she saw he was turning red. She had smiled at him and he smiled weakly, but they went back to watching the movie - until she got the tingle again. This time he looked her in the eyes for a moment and then down at his shoes. 
 
    After that night, she found him peering at her at breakfast, or at dinner or other times when he was supposed to be reading something or working on homework. Cal, being a bit awkward in general, was quickly spotted by the others. Kristin had said she thought it was adorable, but Max and Justin teamed up to tease him. 
 
    "There goes your girlfriend, Cal!" Max would say when Madisun headed off to class or out with friends. 
 
    "Cal and Madiun, sittin' in a tree!" Justin would cry in his juvenile way, summoning up the ancient nursery rhyme and making kissing noises. 
 
    Cal would usually respond by being embarrassed and a lame "shut up." 
 
    Madisun had no idea what to think. She did not find herself attracted to Cal in any way. She considered him a friend, but not even a particularly good friend. He barely spoke to her and when he did, it was always a little awkward and stilted. She found him a little bit cute, in a weird way, but mostly she felt sorry for him. She also realized she knew very little about him. Maybe he was different when he was away from the rest of the group. She thought, maybe, if she got him alone and in a conversation, she would learn a little bit about him. She had no romantic interest. She was going to make it very clear from the start, but maybe they could become decent friends. Maybe something was there below the surface and he was really more than numbers, assignments and homework. 
 
    She had been waiting for about half-an-hour before he finally came out of his room. His hair was combed (a small miracle) and he did have a pair of slacks, nice shoes and a decent button-down shirt on (a slightly bigger miracle). He had even managed to find some cologne somewhere and smelled nice.  
 
    "Hello, Cal," she said, getting up from the sofa and walking over to him, her low heels clacking on the hardwood.  
 
    "Hi, Mads," he said and then he cleared his throat. "Madisun." 
 
    She smiled. "You can call me Mads. I don't mind." She did, but why quibble now? 
 
    She reached out her hands and he cautiously put one in her's.  
 
    "Shall we?" she asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    They put on their coats and headed out. Madisun had the car, as Cal was unable to afford the payments even for a beater. She had to drive. He guided her into The Hill area of St. Louis which was famous for its Italian restaurants. He had picked Giuseppes, which was considered one of the best - and not cheap. He barely spoke in the car. 
 
    "So, what do you like to do besides classes and stuff?" she prodded. 
 
    "I watch a lot of TV," he said. "I like to read, too." 
 
    "What kind of books?" 
 
    "Fantasy stuff. Some sci-fi. Some horror, too." 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. "Really? Stephen King?" 
 
    "No, Lovecraft. Matheson." 
 
    She had heard of Lovecraft, but not Matheson, so she pretended like she was impressed. 
 
    "I just realized I don't even know where you're from, Cal," she said as she slid into a parking space. The restaurant did not look too overcrowded. They must have beat the dinner rush.  
 
    "Minnesota," he said. "St. Paul." 
 
    "Ah, so you must like winters then." 
 
    He laughed. "Not really. It's part of what brought me down here. The winters here are nothing like up there. When everyone down here gets freaked out by the dusting of snow or when the temps get into the thirties, I just laugh. Those are things we deal with every day for three months or more up there." 
 
    "Are your mom and dad still alive? Still together?" 
 
    He shifted a bit in his seat. She could tell he wanted to get out of the car. 
 
    "Yeah. They are." 
 
    He didn't wait for a follow up. He pulled the handle and stepped out of the car. Madisun frowned a bit, but then followed. 
 
    Inside, the restaurant was crowded and it buzzed with activity. The inside was not very big and the tables were close, but the entire dining area smelled of amazing food cooking in the kitchen. The large woman who met them at the door looked like someone's grandmother and she smiled broadly and welcomed them in.  
 
    "Welcome, welcome!" she said. "Do you have a reservation?" 
 
    Cal had called ahead and Madisun was impressed. She realized she had set a very low expectation. He looked down at the toes of his shoes as they walked to the table. Once they sat, Madisun put the napkin in her lap and laid out the silverware bundled inside of it. Cal watched her and repeated the process. 
 
    "How did you hear about this place?" she asked. 
 
    "I asked Justin about it," he replied. "He told me this was one of best restaurants on the Hill. It's a little small." 
 
    "That's part of the charm, I'm sure," Madisun replied. "It's nice. I've heard about it, too. I think it's a good place and I'm sure the food will be fantastic. Should we look at the menu?" 
 
    They did and she noticed when his eyes went wide at the prices. When the waiter came and asked if they wanted wine, Cal began to sweat. Madisun stepped in and ordered a bottle for them and they sipped it as they waited for their salads. The salad was great and Madisun knew the rest of the meal would be, too. Even the bread was awesome and freshly baked. Cal ordered nervously and chewed his lower lip as she place her own. She chose something she thought sounded great, but wasn't too expensive, either. 
 
    "So, what movie are you taking me to later, Cal?" she asked once the order was all placed and their wine had arrived. 
 
    "It's a new comedy about that kid who gets left home alone by his parents," he said. "I heard good things about it. You know. Not sure a comedy about a kid being abandoned by his parents is actually funny, but we’ll see. Sounds kinda scary to me." 
 
    She was not the biggest fan of comedies, but it was his choice. This was not a real date, she reminded herself. This was not a romantic partner.  
 
    "Sounds good. Do you see a lot of movies?" 
 
    He cleared his throat and sipped from the glass of ice water. "My dad was a big fan of movies and he used to watch old black and white movies on TV all the time. We didn't have cable and he watched old Westerns and Bogart flicks and things on the regular channels. He'd pull me into the room, sit me down and tell me to watch these movies, particularly the ones he really liked. So, I've seen a lot of the old stuff, but we never had the money too often to go see the new stuff." 
 
    "What's your favorite movie?" 
 
    He thought about it for a moment. "I really like this old movie with Peter Lorre - M. It's about a child serial killer. It's in German, but it's so good." 
 
    That threw her a bit. She was expecting Citizen Kane or Casablanca or something along those lines. A movie about a child killer. OK, she thought, a little strange, but everyone had their thing. She also hadn't seen the movie. Maybe it was good. 
 
    "Do you like crime movies?" she asked. 
 
    He smiled and got a little more animated. "Yeah, I guess I do. I like heist movies. I like old gangster movies. Cagney and Edward G. Robinson. Yeah, see." 
 
    He launched into his gangster-speak/Robinson impression for a few moments. It was pretty funny. He was such a skinny little shrimp, seeing him try to act like a big, tough badass was pretty funny. They laughed and it seemed to break the ice a little. He warmed up and asked questions about her favorite movies. She tended to like war movies and also action films. Her favorite movie surprised him because it was The Road Warrior. A movie she had seen with her entire family and it was a scandalous thing because her dad had agreed to take her to a rated R film even though she was probably too young to see it. She had been captivated by it, cringed during some scenes but was also thrilled by it. It was the first time she remembered feeling the full magic of film and she loved it. Since then movies with cars, chases and lots of action had been one of her things. 
 
    "What about music?" she asked. 
 
    He liked old rock and roll. The classic stuff, but with a penchant for the progressive rock bands which had been all the rage in the 70s. She liked a mix of music from country to rock and pop. They found a mutual love of some old blues and the Rolling Stones. 
 
    Their meals came. She had ordered a simple pasta dish which ended up loaded with so much cheese and cream sauce she felt a bit ill the moment she dove in. It was such a huge amount of food, she knew she'd be bringing more than half home. Cal had decided on the veal, and ate like a bird.  
 
    They continued to talk and she learned he had built a computer at a very young age and that his favorite store had been Radio Shack. He had a job mowing lawns and shoveling snow and saved up enough to get the first Apple computer, which the purchaser had to build themselves. He built it, attached an old TV to the box for a monitor and created programs for it. He saved up to get a chemistry set and burned a hole in the carpeting in his bedroom, which earned him a punishment from his mother. But he soon got really good at mixing the chemicals. He even bought an old, beat up, microscope just before high school and began creating his own slides of things he found around the house, fascinated by how objects were built and put together even at a molecular level. 
 
    Before long he was doing most of the talking, but she sipped wine, ate a fantastic Tiramisu and listened. She learned about his life being poor, using his mind, being picked on and set apart from the rest of the world around him, but becoming more and more determined to use his gifts to succeed.  
 
    "I just foresee a future where someone like you or me become the people with all the power," he said, sipping the last of his wine and refilling his glass. "I mean, it's not like the world is going to go backwards with technology. It's just going to get more advanced. People like you and me can be at the forefront of the revolution or we can be run over by it. I plan on being at the front." 
 
    Madisun noticed Cal seemed to like the wine. He had downed two glasses now and poured his third. However, he was not a regular alcohol drinker and he was already a little buzzed. This loosened him up a bit more than she expected. He was on a roll now and would not stop talking. 
 
    "All of the times I was pushed around in grade school and high school is nothing," he continued with a wave of his hand. "Even now. The things I sacrifice and stay away from now. The stuff all of the other college students seem to think is so fun, is stuff I can have again later. When you have all the money in the world, you can do anything and have as many parties and girls as you want." 
 
    He took another sip and smiled a smile Madisun could only describe as sinister. 
 
    "You can get away with anything, too," he said. "Even murder." 
 
    She laughed in order to break the sudden tension. "C'mon, you wouldn't really kill someone, would you?" 
 
    Cal smiled broadly and also laughed. "Of course not. When you get to be rich enough, you pay other people to do that for you." 
 
    He let out a loud laugh and she joined in, but a weird fire in his eyes told her he was not really kidding. She felt the tingle in her skin again. This time it was a warning. She was sure of it. Cal was just a little unhinged. 
 
    "Did you get teased a lot as a kid?" she asked once the laughter died. 
 
    "Oh you know how it is," he said, waving his hand again and slurring just a little. Yeah, he was a total lightweight with the wine. "Pushed around and knocked down. Lunch and lunch money taken away. Laughed at, mocked and called names. All the things the jocks and people who have muscles and think they'll be hot shit when they get older do to people with brains. At the same time, I also was the guy who helped them get answers to the tests, wrote their papers for them and got them through school. When we were in private, they were all thankful and grateful, but in front of their friends, it was back to pushing the geek around. You know how it is." 
 
    Madisun had seen it, but she had been lucky. Yes, she was smart. She had excelled in her classes and did well enough to get into the tech college easily, but she was also fairly popular with the other kids. She learned, at an early age, to hide the smarts when she needed to and just be a kid. Of course, there were times she was picked on. Everyone was picked on during their formative years, but she had never had it as bad as Cal described.  
 
    "I'm sorry you had to go through all that, Cal," Madisun said and she meant it. 
 
    He looked down at his plate, pushing the crumbs of what remained of his dessert around. He seemed to venture inward for a moment, then he looked up at her and smiled. His eyes were a tad unfocused. 
 
    "What about you, Mads?" he asked. "I've been babbling on and on for a while here. What was your childhood like? You came from a pretty rich family, right?" 
 
    "Well, I wouldn't go so far as all that," she replied. "I had a normal suburban upbringing. I had parents who were both doctors and we were pretty well off, but not millionaires."  
 
    Cal cocked his head to the side and smiled. "Come on, Mads. I know your dad has a wing of a hospital named for him, right? Your mom has won international awards." 
 
    She was shocked he knew those things. Russell didn't even know about those things and she was probably closer to him than any of the others.  
 
    "How did you know about that stuff?" she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. "You can find anything in the library." 
 
    "You researched me?" she asked, incredulous. She had never in her life thought about doing research on her friends. "When?" 
 
    Cal seemed to understand he had gone too far and maybe was treading into dangerous territory. "A while back," he said. "Not long after you reached out and asked me to move in. I can't really afford to hire a private eye to do background checks. So, I searched the online magazines and newspapers and found stuff based on your last names." 
 
    Such a thing would take hours, Madisun guesses. "Wow. That's a little weird, Cal." 
 
    Cal shifted in her chair. "Sorry." 
 
    She wasn't sure how to respond. She didn't want this to go south. She didn't want to spoil this meal or date. She wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, but she also felt violated. 
 
    "You could just have asked us these things," she said. 
 
    "I've never been good at talking to people, Mads," he said to his plate. "I'm a shy guy. I don't feel comfortable asking questions. Maybe it's something you're good at. Maybe you're the type who can pick up the phone and just call people and ask them things."  
 
    He looked up at her and there were tears near the edges of his lids. He blinked and two of them drifted over the edges and down his face. He looked angry and his face twisted up in anguish she had not expected. 
 
    "When I go into a store, for example, and start looking for things, I can't even ask for help. Even when I'm lost and the guys come up to me and ask if they can help, I tell them no. I'd rather spend hours just wandering the aisles, looking around and leaving with nothing than to ask and be made to seem stupid for not knowing where things are. I never call people on the phone because I'm always afraid of interrupting. What if I'm calling and it's dinner or the person I'm trying to talk to is in the middle of something? I'd die of shame." 
 
    Madisun couldn't imagine living life this way. Although she was hardly an extrovert, she was not afraid to call people or step up and ask for something if she was lost. She couldn't imagine what it was like to be so alone all of the time. How did he ever make friends? Did he? 
 
    "Making friends was always hard for me," Cal said as if reading her thoughts. "I remember, when I was about six, we managed to get enough money together to get a house in a new neighborhood. A better one. I spent over a year inside. It wasn't until my father lured me out of the house and shut the door behind me that I went wandering and met people. Even then, I had to wait for them to come to me. As you can imagine, dating was a non-existent thing for me during junior high and high school." 
 
    He paused, cleared his throat. The blush to his cheeks was so intense Madisun could tell it took a lot of strength for him to just raise his eyes and look at her. The shame there was like a burning laser. 
 
    "This is really the first date I've ever been on," he said. "This one. Here." 
 
    Madisun was thunderstruck. It was also the moment she realized this was probably not going to go the way she had hoped. He was going to take this much more seriously than she was. He was going to follow her around like a lost little puppy. He was going to take this as a much more romantic gesture than she was. She could see it all now and she wanted to just get out of here. She wanted to go home. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Cal," she said. "I wish I knew what to say in response. I mean, I'm honored to be the first person to at least try and see through your shell. You shouldn't be so shy. You're a good person. You're handsome, too. You have things to say and people will want to hear it." 
 
    He laughed. "That's nice, Mads, but I know the truth. You only get listened to if you look like Max or Justin or if you had money. Since I'll never be in their league when it comes to the looks department, I'm just going to have to get rich, right? I mean, even if you and I were to start going out for real, I wouldn't have the money to do anything with you. Do you know how long it took me to save up for this night?" 
 
    He looked around the fancy restaurant and the remnants of the food. What did that imply? Was he going to make a real pass at her or was saying this supposed to make her want to take things much further than she ever intended? 
 
    "We should probably get going," he said, looking at the check and laying down a bunch of bills. "The movie starts pretty soon. We don't want to be late. I like seeing the previews, don't you?" 
 
    She was taken aback by the sudden change in both topic and demeanor, but also grateful. "Yes, sure," she said. 
 
    Although Cal continued to chat, he avoided anymore topics about his own life. He talked about movies and TV shows he used to watch. He asked her about her favorite books, music and other pop culture things like that, too. It was pleasant, but awkward. The entire time his skin on the rim of his ear had a soft red hue to it as if he were permanently embarrassed.  
 
    They arrived at the theater. The line for the movie was surprisingly long. Cal bought popcorn and a package of Twizzlers along with a large soda. They stood in line and he made some jokes about the film having a terrible premise and she laughed in all of the right parts. The movie itself was pretty brainless and stupid. It was a living cartoon with the kid committing horrendous acts of assault against two would-be robbers, any one of which would have killed them only for the burglar to bounce back and try again. There were a few funny parts, but mostly she found herself staring sideways at Cal. 
 
    His eyes were wide and he seemed entranced by the film despite his comments about how stupid it was. The film grabbed him, embraced him and he laughed more than she did. He was like a little kid and she couldn't help wonder how many movies he actually went to as a kid. He pictured him in his house, with the threadbare rugs and rundown paneling on the wall, begging to go see movies other kids were talking about only to be told time and again they didn't have the money. So, he made due with the old black and white films shown on the local non-cable, broadcast channels. Old monster movies hosted by garishly costumed hosts and the gangster films and cowboy movies.  
 
    She realized she had no idea if this was really what his life was like. She was making it up. Constructing a character like she did when she wrote one of her stories or tried to write a novel. It came naturally to her, though. Given the little she had gotten from him, though, she was impressed with the images she was able to put together. 
 
    She had not had the same kind of upbringing. She had not been quite as wealthy as Max, for example, but her family had been well off. She had pushed back against what Cal had said, but he wasn't too far off. He had a way of seeing through the bullshit and find the reality. It was unnerving. She had had cable TV. She had always gone to the movies, seeing the biggest blockbusters when they first came out. She and her friends had spent the weeks after quoting from them, making each other laugh, sharing a common bond. Cal would have had none of that. No action figures. No Star Wars. 
 
    She felt bad for him. What did it amount to, though? She didn't love him in any romantic sense, but now she knew he had been harboring feelings for her even longer than she realized. Madisun was going to have to have a long talk with Cal when this date was over and she was afraid of being yet another thing that hurt him. He would build more of his internal wall and that was a bad thing.  
 
    She managed to get through the movie, but didn't bother to pay attention. They left and the people around them were still laughing and giggling, talking about the movie. Madisun just stared at her feet, making sure Cal was close by so they didn’t get split up. She wanted to just leave. She wanted to go home, but she also didn't want to be rude. 
 
    They headed home. Cal talked about the movie and knew quite a bit about film techniques and film writing. He said it was ridiculous, but could understand why people liked it more than the critics. It was a human cartoon, just like Madisun had thought, and people were in the mood for that kind of thing right now. There were rumors of wars in the Middle East and other places. Terrorism seems to be on the rise and the world was still recovering from Reagan. 
 
    Just before they got to the apartment, Cal got very quiet and nervous. He shifted in the seat and stared out the window. Madisun was fine with it, really. She didn't know what she wanted to say, but she deliberately found a parking spot about a block and a half from the apartment. She shifted into park and turned to look at him. She was surprised to see he was breathing heavy. 
 
    "Cal, look at me," she said. 
 
    He looked down at his hands, which fidgeted in his lap. "I'm nervous, Mads. I think I know where this conversation is going. I'm not stupid." 
 
    She felt a twitch inside. He wasn't going to go crazy on her, she guessed. She was just going to hurt him, break his heart into a million pieces. Had he been through such a thing before? It didn’t matter if he had, she felt like a bitch for doing this. 
 
    "Cal, please, don't let this make things weird between us," she said quietly and she reached out a hand, put it on top of his, forcing him to be still for a moment. "Look at me." 
 
    He turned his head and his eyes were bright. The streetlight overhead reflected back at her. A single tear flowed over the edge of his left eye and tracked down his face. 
 
    "Don't be sad," she said. "Look, I like you. I do. I am very flattered you asked me out and you have feelings for me. But, the fact is, I think of you as a friend. I'd like to still be your friend. Maybe even a good one. You can always come to me and talk to me without buying expensive meals, you know. You don't have to go through the rest of your life alone and friendless." 
 
    "I knew you wouldn't want this to be a real thing," he said, his lip quivered. "I mean, look at me. I'm never going to be anyone's idea of attractive. I know it. It's why I want to make all the money in the world. At least chicks dig the money." 
 
    She put a hand to the side of his face. "Stop it," she said. "You're not ugly. You need a little confidence in yourself, is all. Maybe I can help you there, too. Just put yourself out there. Do things. Get out from behind the books. You're a kindhearted and good person. The women will come. They will." 
 
    Cal leaned his head a bit into her hand and closed his eyes for just a moment, then he pulled away. "Don't patronize me, Madisun," he said and wiped his eyes. He fumbled for the door handle, found it a second later and stepped out into the street.  
 
    "Cal, wait!" she said and then did her own fumble and exit.  
 
    He was already walking fast down the street, the shadows from the street lights playing across his body, his hands stuffed into his pockets. Madisun ran after him, her shoes clacking against the pavement. She caught up to him, put a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it off with surprising strength and kept walking. She ran after him again, this time grabbed his shoulder hard and spun him around. She saw the tears shining in his eyes, flowing like rivers down his cheeks and his lower lip quivering like a child. She grabbed both sides of his face and kissed him. He was surprised, tried to pull away for a moment, but she held him fast and let the kiss linger. Their mouths remained closed and they didn't really hold each other, but it was about as passionate as a friendly kiss could be. When she pulled back he blinked several times and wiped his eyes. 
 
    "Why did you do that?" he asked. 
 
    "Because it's obvious you needed it," she said quietly. "Because you probably deserve that first kiss, Cal. You are not the hideous troll you seem to think you are. You just aren't." 
 
    "Just not someone you're interested in romantically," he said, his head down again. 
 
    "No. Not with me. I am not the woman who is going to be your first girlfriend, Cal. I'm sorry. But I am your friend if you still want me and when the right woman comes around, I'll be sure to celebrate the fact you found her." 
 
    He kept his head down, staring at his shoes. He nodded. "OK," he said. "OK." 
 
    He nodded one more time and started walking. This time he wasn't walking quite so fast. When she watched him, this time he turned around and looked at her over his shoulder. 
 
    "Are you coming?" he asked. 
 
    "Yeah," she said and walked after him and then beside him. 
 
    They didn't speak, but walked back to the apartment. When they got upstairs  Cal said good night to her and walked off to his room. He didn't slam the door, but he shut it and the place was silent. The rest of the roommates were still out.  
 
    Of course, the teasing started the next day. Cal kept to himself for about two weeks and all of her attempts to invite him to or include him in things were rejected. The others teased her and made kissing sounds, but she brushed them off. She had a hard outer skin and it all just washed over her. When Cal finally emerged, she noticed it took him a long time to make eye contact with her or even start talking to her again.  
 
    She never did see him date anyone else. As far as she knew, he never had a girlfriend. He did sometimes go out with the group and she always tried to encourage him to go up and talk to girls, but he would turn bright red and say no. She would sometimes catch him looking at her, but he didn't seem to moon over her or pine away. If he did, he never showed it and no one ever told her about it. 
 
    She found him rather sad and always wished he could break open his shell and find someone. Instead, after the night of the date, he dove even deeper and harder into his studies and his work. He became laser-focused on succeeding and inventing things. He foresaw the coming of the internet not long after he and Max tried out a few online chat forums when something called Prodigy became a sensation briefly. 
 
    The next year, however, Russell asked her out. This time her heart fluttered and her breathing got faster and she could barely mouth the word yes. They had a fantastic night at a fancy restaurant, dancing, and more. Not too long after the first night, she spent the night in his room and they had been together since. She had never wavered. 
 
    There was just the one night right after graduation which her mind continually came back to. The night she and Russell had gone for a walk and talked about the rest of their lives. Something happened, but she couldn't put her finger on it. When she tried to push herself to think about it, it led to headaches and she stopped. It was just this weird black mark, but she was certain something had happened. Something important.
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    The next day Madisun and Max went into the office like they always did. They spent the first four hours finishing the software. They ran a number of simulations and analyzed the data to test it. It was impossible to know for sure if the software presented every possible alternate reality, but it was a lot of data. It presented the options with the best chance of working with the Revision program, along with the data it used to determine that, up at the top with the chance of success. Getting a 100% replacement was pretty much impossible, but they could get pretty close. 
 
    "I think this is done," Max said with a certain sadness in his voice. 
 
    "I know," she replied. "I guess we'll have to let Cal know and we'll start running it through the JFK situation on Monday." 
 
    "If he doesn't want us to work through the weekend." 
 
    "True." 
 
    Max looked up at the camera. It was a quick glance, but she saw right where he looked. Her entire body felt filled with electricity like she had stuck her finger into the light socket. She wondered if the hair on top of her head stood up straight. Her heart hammered against her chest. 
 
    "I guess we need to do this," she whispered, trying not to move her lips in case the cameras could see it. 
 
    "Yep," Max replied. 
 
    He reached into his bag and came out with something looking like a circuit board. A moment later he opened the drive of his computer and spent a few moments attaching cables and wires. He typed some code, the screen turned black, then came back up with a screen resembling the one which had just been there. He continued to type, but nothing appeared on the screen and Madisun realized he had a tiny digital readout in front of him on a separate, hand-held unit. The computer screen was a mask, fooling the system into believing he was doing nothing and hiding his addition to the system. He typed for a while then sat back. 
 
    "That should do it," he said and looked back at the camera again. He reached back into his bag and came out with a small tablet. "Let's do a quick check." 
 
    A moment later the screen filled with a black and white image of the two of them in the room. How it had been recorded Madisun had no clue and figured it would take too long for Max to explain. What she saw was them working away, at their computers, typing and typing. It just replayed in a seamless loop. 
 
    Madisun and Max got up to change into the standard black shirts and jeans which seemed to be the standard uniform for Trove Industries employees. This company was like a cult and they both admitted to each other they felt weird wearing the uniform. It was like they drank the Flavor-Aid or something, admitting they were part of this whole bizarre machine.  
 
    They exited the room a moment later and made their way down the hall. Max handed Madisun a key card once they stepped out.  
 
    "What will this do when it goes through?" she whispered, even though it was unlikely the hallway was bugged. "I mean, doesn't the key card get recorded somewhere?" 
 
    Max smiled his devious smile. "Not this one. It opens the door but doesn't register anywhere. Kinda cool, huh?" 
 
    She admitted it was. 
 
    They reached the first door about fifty yards down from where they had been working all of these months. They heard nothing, but the soft electrical hum any office building has from the lights and electrical components in the walls or through the floors.  
 
    "Let's see if what I've begun to suspect about this building is true," Max said. He spoke in hushed tones. The hall and entire building was so quiet it just automatically seemed natural to speak such a way. The place was like a hospital or library.  
 
    He swiped the card through the reader. There was a beep and a light turned from red to green. He pushed down on the lever and opened the door slowly. Max peeked in and smiled, nodding his head. Then he pushed the door open so Madisun could see in. 
 
    The room was empty. In fact, the room wasn't even finished. There was a latticework of metal which would have held the ceiling tiles in a normal office, but they were empty and barren here. It was like looking at the skeleton of the building. They could see the pipes, vents and interior workings of the building built into the ceiling. There was concrete on the floor, but no carpeting. Nothing on the walls.  
 
    "What the fuck?" Madisun asked the empty room. 
 
    "Let's keep going. I think they're all like this. Well, most of them." 
 
    The next room was the same way as was the next and next. Finally, they reached a stairwell and headed up a level. They checked out a few more offices and there were a few with walls and ceilings, but no desks. A few more with some desks and half-built cubicles. No people. 
 
    "What about the people we've both seen in the halls before?" Madisun asked once they had exited another partially-built office.  
 
    "I think this building was built a while ago, but never used," Max said. "When we requested a place to work, Cal had the room we used built and instructed some of his security force to wander the halls and make sure we're where we say we are. I bet the people we saw only come out when we leave the office and they see us do so on the cameras. With the loop going, we look like we're still in there, so they haven't come out to check on us. Come on, this building is literally a fucking ghost town. Let's get out of here and see if we can see the rest of the worker village and other buildings." 
 
    They headed down the stairs. Once they were down on the first floor, they admired the lobby again. They had come through this way their first day, but then through a side door from then on. There was a reception desk with a phone and computer, but no receptionist or guard. There were plants and chairs as if people were supposed to wait there. No directory. It was all very sterile, like looking at some stock photo of an office building lobby. Despite the entire lobby being a facade, it was still elegant and beautiful. 
 
    Just as they exited the stairs, the front door squeaked open and they ducked back into the stairwell. They waited, peering through a crack as two young, twenty-somethings in their black shirts and jeans waited for the elevator. Max and Madisun had not gone to the top floor of the building and she wondered if maybe the top floor was all security. This entire building might be for the security force. 
 
    "You may be right," Max said when she expressed the thought to him as they exited the building moments later. "I wonder how many security people he needs to keep the rest of this place in line." 
 
    "This is feeling more and more like a cult as we move along." 
 
    The building was separated by a large wooded area. It was jungle, really. There were birds squawking sounds they were unfamiliar with back on the mainland. There was a narrow dirt road leading off into the wilderness. As they walked along it, the ancient tropical trees towered over their heads on trunks which seemed cartoonishly skinny - like something out of a Dr. Seuss book. 
 
    The air was thick with humidity. Dressed in black, it felt as if the sun were right on their backs and both of them were sweating just a few moments after setting off down the road.  
 
    The road bent to the right and then there was a clearing. It was a bizarre and abrupt change in scenery. Trees, trees, trees and then what looked like a college campus right there in the middle of the jungle. Concrete, sidewalks, lawns, what looked like a quad, office buildings with tinted windows, paved roads and even electric cars. 
 
    There were young people in their blue jeans and black shirts walking everywhere. Max and Madisun ducked off to the side of their path for a moment and watched. It was hard to deduce anything about what was happening from this distance. In the end they decided if they were going to get caught, so be it, but they were going to see if they could gather any information before it happened. 
 
    They headed back to the path and walked down it until it became paved. They were soon among others in the uniform, but none of those drones gave them a second glance. They moved with such precision and seemed so in time with each other Madisun has the disconcerting thought they were looking at androids instead of people. The employees moved in small groups or ones and twos, bent over and talking to each other in hurried, but hushed tones. 
 
    Madisun and Max stopped at a corner and took in the scenery. A this spot on the Island, there was no way to know they were in the middle of the ocean. Paved roads, a coffee shop with stores down the road, plus a restaurant and grocery store. A sign half a block down indicated a dentist, a doctor and a chiropractor. Electric cars slid nearly silent across the paved roads. There was a traffic light, too, and a police car wandered past. It might have been the downtown area of any city anywhere on the mainland. 
 
    "There's no indication about what buildings house the various parts of the company," Max said. "I looked and looked online, but no one has any maps or done any kind of story where they laid this place out. The people who work here get intensive orientation and, from what I've been able to figure out, stay close to whatever section or segment they work in. So, they only need to know a few buildings and offices. The stores are marked, as you can see, but the rest, I don't know. How are we going to find anything out?" 
 
    Madisun scanned the area again. Not far away was a relatively small office building compared to some of the towering ones in the mid-distance. It was hard to tell just how many people were in there, of course, but it looked to have a small lobby and she didn't see a guard.  
 
    "We have to get moving," she said, "so, let's try that building there. I think we if we can find an open computer, I can get into the system and see what we can find." 
 
    "What are you looking for?" Max asked. "And you're right, by the way. They're going to come looking for us at some point. We have to walk all the way back, too. So, we'd better figure out something fast." 
 
    "When I worked in an office, the people who always secretly had all of the intel about the company and the employees was HR. They know it all. How much everyone gets paid. How much vacation time everyone has. They know their benefits, keep track of sick days and shit like that. If you have a self-contained situation like this, they probably know even more." 
 
    "Like maybe if they have a serious medical problem and needed to be airlifted to the mainland?" 
 
    Madisun grinned. "Exactly." 
 
    "OK, we got there. What do we do when we get inside?" 
 
    "Just walk like you know where you're going. I just hope this card gets us into rooms down here. We have no idea if the system in the building we were in is entirely different from down here or not, right?" 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    They walked briskly. A minute later, they merged in with a crowd of black-shirts and walked in step, their heads down. To try and look even more convincing, they leaned in and whispered to each other. They had no real plan. It was going to rely on luck and complacency to work. If they got in there and a hard-ass receptionist, secretary or security guard came out and stopped them, they were just going to have to abort to high-tail it back to the building they had come from and hope for the best. 
 
    They walked down the street and Madisun was alternately amazed and freaked out by what she saw. There was a coffee shop right here and it looked just like any coffee shop in any small town, except all of the people inside were all dressed the same. There was a hair salon next door that serviced the men and women.  
 
    "Jesus, how many people actually live on this island?" Madisun whispered as they walked past a small flower shop. 
 
    "A lot," Max said. "The exact number has only been guessed at, but it has to be a hundred thousand at least. This place is like a small city." 
 
    "He has an army, Max. He has an army of devoted people. Have you ever heard of anyone leaving his company and saying anything bad about him?" 
 
    Max shook his head. "No, they all say to the press he's a great guy and they had the best time. He had a partner who left the company and started his own competing brand and the worst thing he could say about Cal was he was a ruthless businessman. Even he admitted Cal took great care of his employees." 
 
    They stopped at the front door of the building. Three stories high, with brown stone and tinted windows all around. In the lobby there was a security desk, but it was indeed empty. Marble on the floors and walls. Just the desk and some elevators beyond. No directory on the wall or anything of that nature. It was almost like a half-built office building lobby. Just the very basics and nothing else. 
 
    The pushed through the doors. They were immediately blasted by air conditioned air. Once the doors closed behind them, the sounds of the traffic and people on the streets died. Madisun thought if they were in a medical building or something which provided outside-Trove-Industries services to the people living here, they were screwed. This was the one shot they had to try and find something and if she had sent them to the wrong place, she was at fault. 
 
    They walked past the desk. There was no place to swipe their badges, which they thought weird, until they got to the elevators. Here, there were pads built next to the doors where they used the key cards to summon the elevator. Max used his and the door dinged open a moment later. 
 
    The stepped inside and the doors closes silently. It took them both a moment to realize they were holding their breaths. They laughed and released the air, trying to breathe normally. 
 
    "This is easily the craziest thing I have ever done," Madisun said. 
 
    Max laughed. "Hah, I wish it was for me. I have done so much worse." 
 
    They went up two floors. When the doors opened, Madisun half expected it to do so on the floor with desks and cubicles. Instead, it was another hallway. When they stepped out and looked right, there was a glass door and beyond it they could see cubicles and offices. What they were not seeing a lot of - was people. 
 
    "Why are there no people in here, either?" Max asked. 
 
    "It's weird. Are we hitting this place at lunchtime or something?" 
 
    Max just shrugged. "This whole place is weird. I have no idea what's going on around here." 
 
    They walked down the hallway to the glass door on the right. Max pushed on the metal bar and the door swung inward. They stepped inside, moving quietly, their eyes wide, holding their breath. Once inside, Max let the door close slowly and quietly. Then they stood there, just inside, waiting for someone to come around the corner or for a head to pop up from above the cubicles.  
 
    Nothing. No one. 
 
    Madisun decided it was time to go big or go back and they rounded the corner and stepped into the cubicle on the right. There was a laptop open there, the screen dark. She sat down and typed quickly. The screen popped to life and she smiled seeing it was not password protected. Typical. Complacency. 
 
    "What are you going to try and find?" Max asked. "I guess I mean, how are you going to find it more than what?" 
 
    Madisun ignored him and pulled up several files. She found a community directory. Again, no password protection. Sure, why not? No one but those on the Island would have access to this drive. No one who worked for the Island and on the work they did here would ever need to access this drive from some remote location. Why add a password? 
 
    She opened the file tree and whistled. 
 
    "Shit," she said. "There are a shit-ton of files here. The employee files would have to be password protected, right? It has to be. There are laws about making those kinds of things public." 
 
    "Do any of those laws apply when you own your own fucking island?" Max asked and looked around. He shifted from one foot to the next, nervously. 
 
    "Good point." 
 
    They searched and opened files. She found lots of technical manuals and schematics, but nothing resembling employee files or HR. Finally, buried beneath a number of seeming accounting files, she found an HR folder. This was, indeed, password protected. 
 
    "Just as I figured," she said.  
 
    She opened the drawer to the desk. Sure enough. Techies, you could always count on them to have stuff like USB drives lying around like other people had pens and pencils. She grabbed one, shoved it into the slot and copied the folder.  
 
    At least, she tried to copy the folder. 
 
    "Fuck," she said. "This folder is huge. It's going to take a while to transfer this to the drive." 
 
    Just then they both heard the door to the office open. It was a soft sound,  just a soft bonk of metal from the hinges, slamming into place. Then the whisper of the glass door across the thick carpet. No chatter from multiple people, just the hushed tones of feet across the carpet. Not moving fast. They hadn't been caught, this was just a guy headed back to his desk. 
 
    "We need to move," Max whispered. 
 
    Madisun stood, glanced back at the laptop and the progress of the file being copied and saved. It was moving too slowly.  
 
    Max grabbed her arm and hauled her to her feet, dragging her into an office directly across from the cubicle. She tried to protest, but he slapped a hand across her mouth and shut the door. She nodded to him and he released her mouth. 
 
    "The USB drive is still downloading," she whispered right into his ear. 
 
    He leaned in and whispered directly into her ear. "There's nothing we can do now. If he sees it, he sees it." 
 
    He opened the door just a fraction of an inch. Just enough to see into the outer office. Around the corner of the cubicle walls came a man wearing the standard Trove uniform. He looked more middle-aged than most of the other employees they had witnessed throughout the day. He was wide in the chest and had pushed his sleeves up to reveal bulging biceps. If he wasn’t just a standard employee, he was one who worked out a lot. 
 
    He walked right past them, not looking left or right. They heard his heavy footsteps down the hall a bit and then the sound of a desk drawer opening and shutting. A moment later, his shadow fell across the floor where they could see it. He walked past the door once more. Just as he was about to turn the corner and walk past the cubicle walls again and out the door, he stopped. 
 
    Ashley held her breath. Max clenched his jaw and gripped the doorknob tighter. He did not waver his gaze, however. He kept staring at the man's back. 
 
    The bulky man lifted his head, almost as if he was sniffing the air. What could it be? Had he heard something? Madisun didn't wear perfume and Max wasn't the kind to wear cologne, so why did he act like he smelled something odd? Did the laptop make a noise in the cubicle? 
 
    The man slowly turned and now he looked at the door behind which they stood. Max lifted his head so it was hidden behind it. Madisun did her best to melt into the tight corner she was crouching in, but she also kept her eyes fixed on the small crack in the office door. She couldn't see him in his entirety, but could see his shoulder and one leg. He still stood there, facing them. She held her breath and looked around at the desk inside the office in which they stood.  
 
    A stapler. A phone. A computer monitor and keyboard. There was a letter opener, but it was on a side-desk far away from where she stood. There was no chance to head over there and get it before he would throw open the door and catch them. If he had a gun or anything on him, he would be able to use it before she could even think about defending herself.  
 
    She realized the world had gone hazy and she was still holding her breath. She let it out slowly and looked back at the crack in the door. He had turned back around, but was not moving. Then, suddenly, as if whatever he had noticed or smelled was no longer worth his time, he walked on. A moment later they heard the glass door open and shut. 
 
    Madisun pushed past Max and dashed over to the cubicle. The download was complete so she grabbed the USB and slammed the laptop shut. When she turned around, Max was right behind her. 
 
    "Let's get out of here," she said. 
 
    Max led the way and they were out of the office a second later. Just as they entered the hall, Madisun looked to her left and saw the bulky man standing there. She froze for half a second and locked eyes with him. A slow, sly, evil smile crossed his face. 
 
    "Jesus," Madisun whispered and grabbed Max's shoulder. 
 
    "Hey, you!" the man said, as if he needed to identify them. "Stop! Let me see your I.D. What are you doing in here?" 
 
    "Run," Max said. 
 
    He pushed Madisun out of the way and down the hall. Without even thinking about where she was going, she ran. At the end of the hall there was a stairwell and she flung the door open, hoping the door at the bottom of the stairs was not locked. She heard Max behind her, his breathing rapid and frantic.  
 
    "Stop!" 
 
    "Keep going, Mads. Keep going!" 
 
    What else was she going to do? She just hoped she wouldn't miss one of the steps and go head-over-heels down the flight and break her neck or split her skull open. 
 
    The steps flew by and she barely heard the door up above them smash open and hit the wall. She did hear the bulky man bellow again for them to stop, but then there was just the sound of six feet pounding down the steps. It seemed as if the stairway expanded with each step and somehow the door at the bottom got further and further away. 
 
    "Just stop!" 
 
    Finally she reached the bottom and reached out to the metal handle. She had not heard the security man talking to anyone on a radio. He just ran after them. She reached the handle, twisted it and was relieved when it turned. Outside was just the hall and she turned left, heading toward the daylight. She could see others in the jeans and black shirts out there, streaming by like nothing was happening. If they could just reach the river of people, maybe they could join it and get lost in the multitude. 
 
    "Keep going, Mads!" Max repeated himself. 
 
    He was right behind her and they both heard the door at the bottom of the stairs banged open like the one at the top. Now they were on a flat surface and Madisun knew the big muscular guy likely had the advantage. He could catch up to them fast on a straightaway. She put on a burst of speed and hit the front door. For a moment, the door did not move and she pushed again before realizing she needed to pull. She flung it open and was outside a moment later 
 
    Several employees looked startled when she and Max burst onto the sidewalk. Out of breath, Max pointed across the street where the crowd seemed thickest, so they ran into the street and to the opposite side. 
 
    Despite the interruption and disruption, most of the other workers were still so deep in conversation, they barely moved out of the way. Madisun quickly let her hair down and over her shoulders. Max produced a pair of sunglasses and put them over his eyes. They shouldered their way into a thick group of twenty-somethings who were laughing and chattering about things they could not understand. When they were among them, Max cast a glance back. 
 
    "He's outside the building, but I don't think he sees us," Max said. "But we should duck into a building here a quickly as possible." 
 
    The first opportunity turned out to be a small grocery store. Max ducked in and quickly ventured down the nearest aisle, which was filled with coffees of all kinds and from all countries. He quickly set about trying to look like he was searching for just the right kind of K-cup. Madisun stood next to him, taking a box down and acting as if she were reading the writing on the side, all the while keeping her eyes up and looking out the front window. 
 
    After a moment the lumbering hulk showed up at the window. He paused there for a second, turning his head to look through the window. He put one hand up against the glass and Madisun quickly turned her eyes to the box of coffee cups in her hand. She studied the drawing on the front as if her life depended on it, all the while waiting for a hand to fall on her shoulder and feel the grip of the massive man hauling her away. Where would he take her? Was there a jail on the island? There had to be, right? 
 
    After what seemed an eternity Max leaned over and whispered. "He's gone." 
 
    She looked up and saw just people milling past. The crowds had lessened, however. Perhaps it really had been lunch time.  
 
    "We better get back," she said. 
 
    "Do you think we have anything we can use? I mean, we probably aren't going to get another chance. Unless you want to try and come back here at night?" 
 
    She shook her head. "Haven't you noticed all of the security cameras around here? I bet at night this place is lit up with electronic surveillance like a Christmas tree on Christmas Eve. I'm betting this area is all but sealed off. There may not be an official curfew, but I bet all of these people know not to wander too far from their homes and neighborhoods once it gets dark." 
 
    Max frowned. "I hadn't noticed, but I'm glad you did." 
 
    "I think there have to be employee records on here," she said, holding up the flash drive. "There has to be something we can use." 
 
    They headed for the door and stepped out onto the street. They could not see the lumbering hulk of a security guard anywhere, so they moved fast back the way they came. The streets still had people bustling, but there were definitely less of them than when they first got here and it made them both nervous. 
 
    They walked down the streets as fast as they could without drawing suspicion. They did not see the bulky security guard again, but there was the feeling he had run to some more advanced security hub to raise an alarm. Would Cal know it was them? Were they searching for them using the cameras on the light poles all around them? More than likely. 
 
    "Just how advanced do you think the cameras are around here?" Madisun asked quietly, casting a quick glance up to a rather obvious camera perched above a street light. 
 
    "Probably pretty advanced, why?" 
 
    "With everyone wearing the same clothes all the time, don't you think they'd be able to scan and track people using other methods? Heat signatures, for example?" 
 
    Max swallowed hard. "Never thought of that, but it holds up to reason. Do you think they have our heat signatures and body patterns stored somewhere?" 
 
    "I'd bet money on it." 
 
    "We are running out of time." 
 
    They reached the edge of the woods, finally, and Madisun felt just a little bit of relief. Just then, the air began to beat with a steady rhythm they both knew very well. A helicopter approached from the West. They froze on the path. 
 
    "Get off the path," Madisun said. 
 
    They ducked into the brush on the side of the little dirt road. Both of them crouched down and peeked through the leaves and brush. Sure enough, there came a fast, black helicopter. It swooped down over the city and then circled around, slowly descending to a spot they could not see from this angle. Madisun studied the helicopter it is vanished behind the buildings. 
 
    "Does it look like a regular passenger chopper to you?" Max asked. 
 
    No, it did not. It did from the front, just a bit, but the back end had some kind of extension to it. Madisun recognized it from time spent in the hospital when her grandmother was sick and dying. The back end could open into a ramp and inside was all of the accoutrements of an ambulance. It did not bear the red cross of a standard air ambulance, but it was definitely outfitted for an emergency and someone must have been sick or injured. 
 
    "No, medical, for sure," Madisun said. "But where does he take them? I mean, it's not outfitted on the outside with the medical cross. I don't know all of the legalities of air travel, but I think they put that stuff on there for a reason." 
 
    "Some private hospital," Max said. "Cal bought an old insane asylum about two years ago. I found out doing my research. It was kept very quiet, but it was definitely bought by one of his shell companies. He outfitted the place with all of this modern medical equipment. A local reporter in Pennsylvania found out about it and was doing story after story for the local paper, but it never spread beyond that. Then, just out of nowhere, he stopped writing about it." 
 
    "Threatened or “revised” into submission, I'm sure," Madisun said. 
 
    "Or he just bought the newspaper. That's a little more Cal's style. So, we don't really know what the hospital does now." 
 
    They watched a moment longer and waited. The black and blues kept walking around down there, but no one else moved up by where they were. The wind rustled the trees and the tall grasses and somewhere a bird chirped over and over again. Eventually, the air began to chop and the helicopter rose back into the air. It swung back the way it had come and vanished, moving much faster than Madisun remembered seeing the medical helicopters fly when she was at the hospital. 
 
    They watched it disappear into the distance, getting smaller and smaller until it was just a dot and then gone. Slowly, they stood up to make sure they were alone and no one else was there. Once this was confirmed, they moved at a quicker pace, trotting down the path, their feet crunching on the loose gravel and dirt. The unseen bird continued to make its odd call over and over again somewhere among the trees. 
 
    "So, what does any of what we just witness prove?" she asked. 
 
    "Just that they do have medical helicopters arriving and departing here. They are not painted to look like air ambulances, either. So, Cal is transporting people away to some unknown location, possibly an old asylum, and he doesn't want anyone to know it's what he's doing." 
 
    "So we have Cal covering things up, basically," Madisun concluded and she held the USB drive up to the sunlight. 
 
    "So it seems. What do you think we have on the drive?" Max asked. 
 
    "I copied as much as I could, so we might end up risking things for nothing," she said. "However, if I got lucky and grabbed the right employee files, it might contain information about the number of employees suddenly on medical leave, for example. If Cal's trying to run a cover up, he won't just say they're going to an asylum. He'll use something else. Medical leave, family problems, addiction treatment. Something. Exhaustion, maybe. Everyone seems to like to use that one these days." 
 
    They rounded the bend and Max looked up at the sky. The sun was a lot further along than he had thought it would be when they headed back. Madisun had always been able to read him well and she knew he was worrying about the time. They had taken longer than planned. It made her walk faster and Max did so as well. 
 
    "Do you think Cal knows we're gone yet?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "I don't know what to think," he replied. "I just have a really bad feeling. I don't like the fact we got seen by that security guy. He's going to put in a report and they are going to search for us." He looked up into the sky again and this time she could tell he was looking for more than the sun. 
 
    "What are you thinking?"  
 
    "I think he might have drones," Max said. "Ones which can fly really high and take really close-up photos and infrared and shit. Maybe even satellites." 
 
    "Great, thanks for putting that in my head, Max," Madisun replied and they started walking a little bit faster. 
 
    It seemed to take longer to get back than it did to get into the city. However, moments later they rounded another corner and saw the building they had been using as their office for weeks now. Through the door and up the stairs to their office. They saw no one. They heard nothing, and somehow the less people they saw, the more disconcerting things felt.  
 
    "No one here," Max said. "Why does this not make me feel any better?" 
 
    "Because the whole idea of the calm before the storm thing," Madisun said. 
 
    Max quickly undid the video loop, detached his bypass system and they sat down at their terminals. Madisun realized she was sweating and when the door opened behind them roughly five minutes after they sat down both of the jumped. 
 
    "Hi guys," Cal said. 
 
    "Hey, Cal," Max said, and Madisun hoped only she heard the slight quaver in his voice when he said it. 
 
    Cal strode into the room and smiled. He looked pleasant enough, but Madisun couldn't help but feel there was some sort of menace in his walk. No one else came in after him, so he wasn't barging in with an army of his security forces, at least. 
 
    "What's up, Cal?" Madisun asked. "We're almost done here. Just a few more minutes and we can unveil the software and start running the simulations. Start on the JFK thing." 
 
    "I know," Cal said. "I've been sort of following your progress." 
 
    "Thought so," Max replied, managing to hide the quaver in his voice and sound indignant. "I figured you were spying. How many cameras on us at our houses, Cal? How much are you recording for your own perverted needs?" 
 
    Cal looked surprised. "Max, your houses are not bugged. Not monitored, but all software and work done here is property of Trove Industries and, in particular, anything regarding Revision. You guys have been taking your time." 
 
    There was a sudden silence. How much does he know? Madisun asked herself 
 
    "Well, we wanted to be sure we got it right," Madisun said. 
 
    "Yes, and you've been wandering around this building a bit, haven't you?" Cal asked. His smile slowly faded. "Wandered a little further today, right?" 
 
    "What are you talking about?" Max asked. "We were here all day finishing this up." 
 
    Cal laughed and began to wander around the room. He rubbed his hands together in a nervous tick they had both seen before back in their college days. When he was nervous. When he was angry. When he had an idea and was trying to explain it, Cal's go-to tick and nervous habit was rubbing his hands together. As if he were trying to generate heat or form the idea out of thin air. 
 
    "Max, you think you hooked up a device to play a loop which made it look like you were here working your little butts off, but you forget I can check the actual progress of the software," Cal said, his head tilted back at a weird angle, staring at the ceiling. "You guys haven't made an update in over an hour. Plus, there was the weird call I got from a security officer down in Trove City about two people he didn't recognize, a man and a woman, he saw in one of the offices. He said they ran when he tried to stop and ID them.” 
 
    Silence fell. Madisun swallowed hard, unsure of what to say in response. Max just stared at Ca, who just kept rubbing his hands and smiling his infuriating smile. 
 
    "Weird," Max said. "Sounds like you might have a problem keeping track of all your employees. I mean, it can be hard when everyone is wearing the same fucking clothes. You know?" 
 
    "I have ways of knowing who's who and where," Cal said. "Are you guys really going to pretend you weren't down there? It wasn't you? I mean, if you guys want to see Trove City, you can, but do it when I can arrange a proper tour. There's a lot of work happening down there and if people disrupt it, it can throw things off for days. Weeks. I have deadlines to keep." 
 
    Madisun cast her eye sideways at Max, who blinked and said nothing. Was Cal really going to let them slide this easily? Was it prudent to just go along with this? Come clean? What was the play here? 
 
    "I don't know what you're talking about, Cal," Max said. "We weren't down there. Never left this room." 
 
    Cal's smile faltered and his right eye twitched. "Is this really the story you're going to stick to, Max? Really?" 
 
    Max held out his hands and shrugged. "What are you going to do, Cal? Gonna find a reality where this never happened and just replace this one with that one? Kill me? What?" 
 
    Cal's eye twitched again and this time he held a hand to his forehead. He winced for just a fraction of a second. Madisun noted it with a tad bit of concern. What did it mean? It wasn't normal, for certain. She had never quite seen an expression like it before on his face. Actual pain for a moment, like a spike through his head. 
 
    "Headache?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Cal blinked and looked at her, momentarily confused. "What?" 
 
    "Do. You. Have. A. Headache?" 
 
    Unconsciously Cal put a hand to his forehead again and his smile returned. It was pained, obviously, and far from warm.  
 
    "A lot of stress," Cal said. "I mean, I've only invented a device which can change history. Which can remake history into a way I want it - we want it- and you guys have been delaying it and dumbing around for weeks. We could have already brought JFK back to life and changed Vietnam, Nixon, the 70s and so much else. I bring you here and give you a gift. Multiple gifts. Hand you the ability to change the world and what have you done?" 
 
    The volume of his voice had been going up since he started the rant. Now he was shouting and the red on his face crept up from his neck to his chin, up to his cheeks. 
 
    "You've questioned me. You've fought me. You delayed me. Then you insist on creating some other kind of companion software down here. Like I haven't thought about all of this already! Like maybe you think you know better than me about creating new technology!" 
 
    He paced now, his hand still up to his forehead. A vein popped above his right eyebrow and he rubbed his fingers across it as he paced. 
 
    "I give you everything we ever talked about and more. I give you homes on a tropical island, for Christ's sake! Do you have any idea how many people would pay huge bucks just to be here? Just to get a look at this place? A lot of people and a lot of money. People all over the world would give anything to be here, to see the things you've seen and you just delay things again and again. Some people would pay millions just to meet me in person and you still delay and fight me. Why?" 
 
    Silence for a moment. Madisun and Max stared at him. He was all nerves and twitches now and suddenly, from his left nostril, a slow trickle of blood dripped down over his upper lip. He flicked out his tongue, tasted it, then wiped his hand across.  
 
    "Goddammit," he cursed as he stared at the bloody smear. 
 
    "What is going on here, Cal?" Madisun asked. "What are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm trying to run a fucking empire," Cal spat through clenched teeth, blood flying from his upper lip. "I am trying to change the world! What are you doing, Mads? What the fuck are you doing? Wasting my time? Wandering around down where you're not supposed to be? Why? What do you want?" 
 
    "What's going on around here, Cal? Is this a company or a prison? All of the surveillance and all of the cameras? All of the security? And what about the helicopters, Cal?" 
 
    Madisun threw all of this at him in a rush and she felt Max put a hand on her shoulder. She ignored it. Cal wiped at his nose, but now the blood came from the other nostril, too. He didn't seem to notice and each time he wiped his hands across his nose, they came away redder and more slick with blood. 
 
    "What are you talking about, Mads?" Cal asked and this time he spit blood onto the floor. "What are you talking about? Have you gone crazy?" 
 
    "The helicopters," Madisun said. "The ones coming and going from the island. The ones that look like medical helicopters." 
 
    Cal's eyes got wide and he wiped at his lip almost distractedly. He looked first at Max and then at Madisun. He seemed confused and the vein in his forehead bulged and shrank, bulged and shrank. 
 
    "I don't know what the fuck you're talking about," he said, his voice cracked a bit. "You're making shit up and trying to confuse me." 
 
    "Jesus, Cal," Max whispered. "You're fucking nose is bleeding all over the place. Look at the floor." 
 
    Cal shook his head, but now his chin was covered in gore and dripped more steadily. He looked down at his hands and the floor and seemed very surprised at what he saw.  
 
    "You two had better be done with this bullshit," he said, his voice calmer now, quieter. "We HAVE to get to work on this with the software right away. Please don't lie to me again." 
 
    Without another word he turned and exited the room. He left smears of blood across the doorknob. The door closed behind him and Madisun reached out and barely made it to a chair before falling into it.  
 
    "Jesus Christ," she whispered. "What is happening here?" 
 
    "I have no idea, but Cal is losing it," Max said. "We need to get back to the others and see what we've found on those files." 
 
    "Yeah, but then tomorrow we have to work on saving JFK's life." 
 
    *** 
 
    They sat around the fire and talked about what they had seen in Trove City. They told the others about the big burly security guy, their flight from the building, seen the helicopter. Finally, they related their disturbing talk with Cal who was dripping blood by the end of the conversation. 
 
    “Jesus,” Justin said. “He's gone loco.” 
 
    “Definitely showing signs of instability, for sure,” Kristin added. 
 
    “You look like you have a thought about it, Max,” Russell said. “Care to share?” 
 
    “All hypothesis at the moment, Russ. I want to see if we found anything of interest. Maybe I'll find something to support my theory.” 
 
    “Well, fire that thing up, man,” Justin said. 
 
    Max had brought out a truly sinister-looking laptop. He said it was military-grade. All metal on the outside and shock-proof plastic inside. He also said it had protections against hacking and eavesdropping. It even came with a small satellite dish to give him private internet service. Madisun couldn't help but think Cal would have ways of tapping into it anyway, but it was about all they could do to secure things.  
 
    He hit a switch and set up the tiny satellite dish. It took a few moments and then began glowing an eerie blue.   
 
    Max's fingers flew across the keyboard for a time. After a moment he frowned and put a hand to his chin. He made noises of surprise and concentration and eventually turned the screen to face the rest of the group. 
 
    "Well, you did grab some HR-related files, Mads," he said, "and some of them are employee files. It's going to take a while to sort through them to find any indicating people have taken a medical leave. I can't find a separate file indicating the people just on leave." 
 
    Madisun crouched down and crept closer to the screen. It was a very standard file structure like anyone might see at any office. There were a lot of files labeled Accounting and Administration. There were graphics files and marketing files. Finally, there was the Human Resources file and Max had it opened in a separate window. Dozens and dozens more files appeared there, with names meaning nothing to her and some of them labeled in such a way the characters made no sense. 
 
    "Shit," she whispered.  
 
    The others had crouched around here, too. Justin let out a moan of disappointment. It was Russell who noticed something and reached across Madisun's shoulder and pointed at something on the screen. 
 
    "What is this locked file?" he asked. "See it? What is it?" 
 
    Max turned the screen back and typed a bit longer, but eventually shrugged. 
 
    "Not sure, Russ," he said. "I'm going to have to work on it for a while. Good catch, though." 
 
    "Everything else is open for anyone to look at," Kristin said. "Just the one file, it seems, is locked out. It has to be important." 
 
    "I agree, Kris, but I'm not going to get this open tonight," Max said and there was obvious disappointment in his voice. "I could spend a lot of time on it and there might not be anything in there worth looking at anyway." 
 
    "Cal's porn file or something," Justin muttered and the rest of them laughed nervously. 
 
    "So, what does it mean for us?" Russell asked. He looked worried. 
 
    Max and Madisun glanced at each other. Then Max sighed. 
 
    "It means tomorrow we start working on the JFK thing, guys," Max said and swallowed hard. "It means tomorrow we start working on changing one of the key episodes in the history of humankind." 
 
    "And possibly destroy all reality," Justin said. 
 
    There was nothing more to say. They stayed out there for a while longer, talking about old times and drinking wine. All of them got a little bit drunk. It was early in the morning when each of them started to drift off to bed. When Madisun and Russell got into bed, they made love, but both of them were tired and scared and it was an act of desperation more than anything else.  
 
    Tomorrow reality would change. What would that mean? What would it do? What would the ripples be? 
 
    *** 
 
    They gathered in the office the following morning and began using the program Madisun and Max invented. The software spat out over a hundred possible scenarios at first, including all of the conspiracy theories. Apparently there were realities out there where every single possibility existed. In most of those, however, the software indicated something horrible would happen if JFK was saved.  
 
    World War III came about in several of them. LBJ escalated the Vietnam war sooner and with more casualties. A Republican takeover of the White House and Congress came even faster in some and this led to an extension of the war in Vietnam with nearly one hundred thousand deaths.  
 
    There were a few leading to the total destruction of the United States of America and the Soviet Union. Some led to an invasion of Cuba, which embroiled the U.S. in a massive war which then led to a direct conflict with the Soviet Union. The Cold War expanded in some, with tensions between the U.S. and China growing even colder faster and then turning hot.  
 
    There were a few realities where nuclear war was inevitable. Millions dead. 
 
    Very few outcomes were positive. 
 
    The problem lay in the fact the assassination was an event that shook the entire world. People from all across the planet, even in other countries, remembered exactly they were the moment they knew Kennedy had been shot and where they were when they heard he had died. They remembered the funeral, the little boy saluting his father. All of it. Oswald himself became one of the first people to die on live TV. All of it a long chain leading to profound changes in the 20th century. 
 
    Most of the simulations, in addition to causing serious changes in history, also caused serious problems among people's minds. This part of the software was not quite as solid as analyzing history, but it worked well enough. The problem was simply saying Oswald got caught, died in childhood, missed his targets or anything of that nature created a Time Echo (as they termed it) which was too abrupt. It was too drastic a change from the long established reality and caused mental illness among those who remembered the exact spot at the exact time they heard about the assassination. You simply could not erase such a key memory and historical marker. 
 
    You had to switch out the memory with a different one, but it had to be close to the original memory to reduce the echo effect. 
 
    There had to be a blood sacrifice. Someone had to die. 
 
    Someone had to die who would have nearly the same impact as Kennedy having his head blown off. The Governor was not enough. The police officer Oswald shot was not enough. A Secret Service man was not enough to create the necessary ripples and limit the echo. 
 
    In fact, when the numbers were analyzed, there was not a single scenario which matched the end of Camelot and the loss of the President entirely in terms of psychological shock and awe. No matter which reality they tried to pull out of the ether and make the current reality, some people would feel it. There was just one outcome, which would allow people to remember where they were, bring about similar feelings from the funeral and the profound shock Kennedy himself brought. It wasn't an exact match, but it was very close. 
 
    When the team realized what it was, they realized they were going to get more than blood on their hands. All of them were going to bathe in it. The group were going to upend a bucket and drown in blood. If this is what Revision did, then they all agree somehow the group was going to have to pay for this in a very drastic manner down the road. 
 
    Cal, however, was excited. He insisted they move forward. The group begged. Each of them did their best to cajole. The team offered to look at other things, but Cal refused to budge. He even got mad and stormed out a few times. He said he would enact Revision with others if they didn't do it. 
 
    So, the team chose the blood sacrifice.  
 
    They chose the closest scenario. 
 
    Then they prayed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 November 1963 
 
      
 
    Lee Harvey Oswald has been making his plans for a while now. He has the gun. He knows the right place to be. He knows what he does will change the world. He's been practicing and he's gotten pretty good with the rifle. Now he makes his way to the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository and starts making his sniper's nest. He pulls boxes over to the window which will give him a great view of the cavalcade as it makes its way down the street and then right in front of this building. 
 
    Right here. In front of him. It was meant to be. He was meant to be here. 
 
    The First Lady and President Kennedy arrive in Dallas that morning to bright sunshine. The world, when their local news comes on later, will see Jackie resplendent in her pink outfit and pillbox hat, the vision of American beauty and success. She is the beloved First Lady, full of glamour, a mom and icon of fashion. She ignores the indiscretions of her very handsome husband who smiles and shakes hands as they get off of Air Force One because it’s about putting America first and not about her husband sleeping with movie stars.  
 
    Texas has not been kind to John or the Democratic party. Not long ago a key member was hit in the head by a protest sign while here. Kennedy is hoping making his appearance here with native son, LBJ, in tow he can smooth things over. He has insisted on being seen by the people. He encourages his wife to wear the bright and noticeable outfit she wears so they can see her from a distance and come away from today having said they saw the President and Jackie. 
 
    The world loves Jackie. She is not a politician. She is the beaming First Lady and wife to the nation. The county cannot conceive of a world without the two of them together. 
 
    The governor of Texas greets them. They have events in the morning. Then comes the convoy of limos and cars through the streets of downtown Dallas with the throngs of cheering people on either side. The sunshine is so bright. The sky is so blue. The people are so happy. It is not conceivable for anyone in attendance anything bad can happen today. Politics get put aside because everything about this couple screams hope and change and a bright future for the country. It may take a lot of fighting to get there, but this is a man who will keep the country safe, take it into new ventures, take them to the moon, and turn the U.S. into the most powerful nation on Earth. He's already faced down Castro and the Soviet Union and no one knows just how close the world actually came to nuclear annihilation during the crisis. They just see his smiling face, his perfect hair, the youthful complexion and the beautiful woman at his side and all is right with the world. 
 
    Walter Creed is a man who works at the Texas School Book Depository. He has been working there for years and cannot remember a day when he was this excited to go into the warehouse. He cannot believe the President of the United States is going to be driven right past the place where he has been working and laboring, moving boxes around and making sure books get shipped on time and to the right place, for years. 
 
    In the reality in which Kennedy had his brains blown into his wife's lap, Walter Creed decided to head out into the front of the building to see if he could catch a glimpse of the President and the motorcade. He was unable to catch more than a quick glance at the President's hair, and then the shots rang out.  
 
    In this reality, Walter Creed decides he knows exactly where to go. The sixth floor. There are nice big windows and he will have a bird's eye view of the motorcade. He hopes he can see Jack and Jackie together. So, when he hears the motorcade is on its way, he heads up the stairs. The day is warm and he is old, so he is sweating by the time he reaches the sixth floor. He tries to move a bit more quickly as he hears the crowd cheering and knows the motorcade is nearly there. 
 
    Lee Harvey Oswald is sweating, too. He wipes a few drops of sweat away from his forehead and listens to coverage of the motorcade on a small transistor radio. His hands feel slick against the stock of the rifle. He could get a good frontal shot at the motorcade through one view out the window, but he knows the sharp curve outside the book depository will require that limo to slow down.  
 
    Just enough, he hopes. Just enough. 
 
    In the open-top car Jack and Jackie smile and wave. The sound of the crowd is nearly deafening despite the engines from the limos, the motorcycles and the other things going on around them. At one point Governor Connally leans back, smiles, and has to shout to be heard over the crowd. 
 
    "You can't say Texas doesn't love you, Mr. President!" 
 
    Jack responds that this is true and smiles even wider.  
 
    The limo slows and makes the turn. Further back in the motorcade is the Vice President, chewing on his lower lip and wishing this day was over already. He wants to eat a big Texas-sized meal and relax. He isn't the one anyone notices and this half-assed parade is taking forever. 
 
    Oswald watches the limo make the turn and now he grips the rifle and begins to follow. He remembers his training from his time in the military and adjusts the site. Lead. Factor in the wind. 
 
    As the limo passes, he fires. 
 
    The first shot goes wide and strikes the cement curb well ahead of the limo, fragments of the cement hit a bystander who staggers away, clutching at a cut on his cheek. 
 
    The crowd below has a collective pause. The President looks around, confused, at the noise. Perhaps fireworks? Isn't that something the Secret Service is supposed to prevent? Would the city decide to stage a fireworks show for a moving motorcade right now? His smile falters. 
 
    Walter Creed pushes through the door to the area on the sixth floor and he hears something which causes him to stop in his tracks. He was in World War Two and he knows gunfire when he hears it. Who the hell is firing a gun in here? 
 
    Oswald curses and adjusts just a tad. He takes his time with the second shot compared to the first. He controls his breathing. He sites his target. Distantly, he hears someone walking across the boards of the floor. He fires the rifle. 
 
    The second shot is heard by those in the car the merest fraction of a fraction of a second before it hits and Jackie lifts her head. John lifts his head, too. Then he lifts his hands, both of them balled into fists. 
 
    The bullet enters the back of Kennedy's neck and rockets through unimpeded. It flies out the front of his neck and starts to tumble as it hits the seat in front of him. Kennedy is not directly behind Connally as many theorists think, but a bit higher and off-center. Just as the governor turns, the bullet enters his back.  
 
    "My God!" he cries. "They'll kill us all!" 
 
    The bullet exits, shattering a rib as it hits the bone sideways and then into his wrist, shattering the bone there, too. Since the bullet has hit the bones sideways, instead of head-on, it does not deform, but manages to remain almost pristine, as it buries itself in his thigh. 
 
    Kennedy slides sideways. Jackie cries out and, this time, she stands slightly in the back of the limo. She reaches out both hands, just as Secret Service agents, way too late, but still trying to do their jobs, react to what's happening and start running. She embraces her husband, her head covering his own. She starts to pull him down. 
 
    Walter Creed breaks out into a slow jog. His heart is pounding and he sees the stack of boxes and barely makes out the shape of someone he knows. Is that Lee? The weird guy who's always going on and on about the government and communism?  
 
    "Hey!" he cries out. "What the fuck are you doing, Lee?" 
 
    Lee hears the voice. It is just enough for him to move a bit faster, racking the bullet into the chamber. He tries to ignore the fact some part of his brain is informing him someone is in the room and coming at him fast. He lowers his eye to the site and just sees a mass of pink and brown hair. He has no time to determine what's what. The tree is approaching and he won't be able to see anything soon. Just as Walter Creed's hand falls on his shoulder and starts to pull, Lee fires the third shot. 
 
    Walter is angry now and he grabs Lee. He is still not entirely sure what's happening, but he has to stop it. He has to stop this. He grabs and pulls. Lee snarls and swings the gun around to shoot him point blank, but Walter was a trained Marine and he is still a tough son of a bitch compared to this skinny fucker. He balls up a fist and punches Oswald in the face, hard, sending the wannabe commie back against the window. The gun falls from his hand and blood drops from his lips. 
 
    Down below, the crowd starts to react. They all look up and stare at the window behind them, but some of them hear echoes and look at the infamous Grassy Knoll. It will become a place of legend. 
 
    It will do so because the person who takes the head shot is still one which will cause the entire world to gasp. It is a victim that will still cause the world to pause and weep and cry. It is still someone which will cause Walter Cronkite to take off his glasses, look at the clock, and break down on live TV. People will tune in, from around the world, to see the funeral and the little boy who will place a flower on the casket, his hand held by a relative (the President's brother, Bobby, in the new reality).  
 
    The President will end up in a coma with serious wounds to his neck and chest. His lung collapses and he bleeds so much and so fast, he falls into a coma that will last for almost six months. Meanwhile, LBJ will be forced to take office because the President is incapacitated. Even when JFK comes out of his coma, his shock and the damage to his brain from the coma, means he is unable to retake the office. He is forced to resign in a speech filled with tears both by him and the country. He will advise the President, but LBJ will still push the country into a war which will last more than a decade and result in the loss of more than fifty thousand American service men and women. 
 
    People will still remember where they were when they heard about what happened. They will talk about it for years. Conspiracy theorists will concoct theories about what happened and a Warren Commission will be convened to try and figure out the same thing. 
 
    JFK, however, because he is still alive, is able to lend support to his brothers. He is able to guide the country and offer hope. He is able to raise his son with the idea being a politician and servicing the country in that way is a noble thing. Instead of becoming a fashion icon and magazine mogul, John Junior will enter the political world and eventually become President himself. 
 
    Things are better for the country. The shock is still there, but hope remains. That hope makes all the difference for history. 
 
    Despite this, it still required a blood sacrifice. Someone still needed to die. 
 
    So, when Jackie leaned across her husband and the errant, poorly-aimed shot, rang out and tore through the side of her skull, the world still stopped. The image of her head blowing to pieces, spraying across the front seat will be in magazines and movies for years. When the pink pillbox hat flies into the air to land on the road, rolling toward the curb in a sad tribute to a woman who brought as much glamour to the world as the biggest and brightest fashion designer, the image would be burned into the memories of the world. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 December 2017 
 
      
 
    The group sat in the office and none of them looked as if they had slept. Madisun had tears in her eyes, wiping at them repeatedly with a well-worn tissue. Justin just stared at the monitor on the wall while Max paced back and forth. Max looked as if he had not slept in a while, his eyes red, and there were remnants of a bloody nose around his nostrils. Russell looked lost, his clothes wrinkled and unkempt. Kristin rocked back and forth, looked down at the floor at her feet and refused to look up at the images on the monitor. 
 
    The only one who seemed pleased was Cal, of course. He was in the office before any of them got there. His face looked scrubbed and his eyes were alive and bright, perhaps just a little bit too much. He smiled wide when they walked in and appeared not to notice how much like zombies the rest of them looked. 
 
    "We did it!" he cried out and clapped his hands as they sat down. "Guys, we did it! We changed history!" 
 
    Then he started running videos. After he did this for awhile, he handed out history textbooks and they all flipped through them rather listlessly. "Once JFK came out of the coma, the world embraced him all over again," Cal said, excitedly. "He is a single father now and any rumors of his transgressions as a husband vanished. He was able to campaign for and endorse Johnson for re-election and guided the President in dealing with Vietnam." 
 
    "Son of a bitch," Max said. "Do you see how dangerous this is, Cal? I mean, look at the ripples here?" 
 
    Madisun looked out the window. She fully expected to see a black hole in the sky, like a tear in a piece of paper or something. As if reality itself would just pull apart and everything outside would just disappear. They had shaken things too much. She felt sick. Her head hurt and she knew their heads all hurt, too. Cal had already told them they were going to get doses of the medication, which was supposed to help them deal with this. However, she also had her tablet and she knew what else had been going on just overnight. She looked down at the screen in her lap and the tears spattered against the glass. 
 
    "But look at how great it was!" Cal protested and pointed emphatically at the screen. "Vietnam was cut down in half. We lost a lot of soldiers and we still have all of the fucking music and shit you guys were so worried about." 
 
    "No Woodstock," Kristin said with a profound sadness. "There was no Woodstock." 
 
    "Who gives a shit about one fucking concert?" Cal asked. They all looked at him open mouthed for a while and he cleared his throat. "Fuck, if you really think one fucking concert in a field was such a big deal, we can make alterations, but look at the good!" 
 
    "Fuck you, you turd!" Justin cried and threw a pen across the room causing Cal to duck. "That concert was a cultural touchstone. For Christ's sake, there were people who met, got pregnant or married there. How many people who were Woodstock babies just vanished from the planet? Not to mention the music and the way the culture itself changed. What the fuck is wrong with you, Cal? What about Hendrix? What about Janis Joplin or Santana or Country Joe and the Fish?" 
 
    Cal looked confused. "You know I don't know music, especially hip-hop." 
 
    Justin ran toward the front of the room with his fists balled. He swung one hard into Cal's gut before Max reached him and pulled him away. Despite this, Justin managed to clip Cal's right eye.  
 
    "You fucking out-of-touch asshole!" Justin said. "Hip hop wasn't even a thing until the 80s you fucking moron! This is rock and roll." 
 
    "Why didn't your software catch all of this?" Russell asked and it took a moment for Madisun to realize the question was directed to both her and Max. 
 
    Madisun turned her head to face him. "We tried to calculate as much of it was we could, Russell. I mean, we tried to factor in the political effects and as much of the cultural impact as possible, but the ripples go farther and deeper than we realized." 
 
    Cal staggered against the wall, but steadied himself instead of going down. He held a hand up to his eye, but never cried out. He bit his lower lip and looked at them. 
 
    "Don't you see this is more important than music?" he said. "Than whoever the fuck Janis Joplin is? All of that is not even secondary. The importance is to keep a Democrat in office. Look!" 
 
    He flipped through images showing LBJ in office. Then news coverage of him deciding to run for re-election and staying in office until 1972. During this time, unprecedented equal rights legislation was passed during that time. Equal housing. Voting rights. Employment rights. The outright abolition of Jim Crow laws. Johnson then turned his social focus to equalizing rights for women, but the election season came around and before that he was distracted by escalations in the Vietnam War. 
 
    Bobby Kennedy stepped up and ran against Nixon once LBJ's terms were over. Nixon was soundly defeated, but a sacrifice of a President was evidently needed in 1974, whether it was Nixon resigning or something else. Bobby ended up in California anyway and a gunman in a different hotel and a different name from Sirhan Sirhan shot him down. 
 
    The country went into mourning and it created the profound shock and PTSD that had come with the one-two punch of Watergate and the loss in Vietnam. This time, they were able to get out of Vietnam without the humiliation, but it was not a win. Lots of people in the country who were loyal to the U.S. were rounded up and executed and victory with honor was not even close to a reality. 
 
    Thus, instead of a 70s with a Republican President disgraced, there were Democrats in office and a country in mourning. The sadness that seeped into the culture in the 60s, just seeped in during the late 70s and into the 80s.  
 
    As for Kennedy, he remained active in the public eye. Worshipped in a way approaching disturbing. He was unable to walk right again and ended up in a wheelchair, but he continued to give speeches. He endorsed candidates across the country and got Dems elected. He pushed for legislation to change things and things did change.  
 
    Still, it was not all sunshine and roses. So much missing. So many things shifted. So many cultural touchstones vanished, to be replaced by other things.  
 
    Madisun looked down at the headlines from around the world on her tablet. She felt her breath hitch in her chest and her stomach heaved. 
 
    "Cal, what about this?" she asked, firmly, pushing past the sadness. Had she held a newspaper, she might have slammed it on the table, but since she did not, she set it down. 
 
    Cal walked over and looked down. There was a moment when the happy facade cracked and he frowned. He twitched. It was like a slap in the face. His entire body flinched. The others crowded around and peered over his shoulder and one by one they all exclaimed surprise, disgust and shame. Kristin let out a cry and held her hands up to her face. 
 
    1,000 DIE IN SUICIDES OVERNIGHT, SCIENTISTS BAFFLED. 
 
    That was just one headline. Further down was the actual story. In addition to the one thousand people who had suddenly decided to kill themselves overnight, almost three thousand had wandered into the streets, torn out their hair, or just started raving and ranting. Psychiatric hospitals were flooded with people being committed, ranting about how the history of the world had changed, nothing was real, nothing made sense. There had been instances of violence by men and women who said nothing was real and everyone should die.  
 
    "This is - this is -" Cal stammered as he slowly backed away. He began humming a weird tune under his breath as he walked backward and fidgeted with his hands.  
 
    "Cal, are these the side effects?" Madisun asked, standing up. "These are the people who are too sensitive to the change, right? The people you told us about. The people who can't handle the two realities in their head, right? What about the headaches we all have? What about the nosebleeds?" 
 
    "What about the helicopters, Cal?" Max asked and Madisun whipped her head around in surprise. "Kristin's noticed there are helicopters coming and going here and they look a lot like medical helicopters. How long have you been running these experiments? How many people did you work with before you brought us in?" 
 
    Cal looked like a trapped animal. He turned his head left and right, then looked around. He backed up against the wall, near the monitor where, moments before, he had been so proud of everything. 
 
    "This is nothing," he said, but his breath wheezed. His voice was little more than a whisper. "Think of how many billions of people are on this planet. Just a few thousand is not a big deal." 
 
    "But how many more are going to go crazy?" Justin asked, his hands still balled into fists. "How many more are going to feel this the more we keep fucking with reality?" 
 
    Cal shook his head, moaning a bit. "No, you don't understand. This is a good thing. Revision is a good thing. This is going to work. It has to keep working. We can fix all of this. Don't you see that? We can alter reality itself, which means we can fix it. We can bring back the concert. We can bring back the people who were never born. We can make it so Watergate still happens or Bobby never gets killed. Don't you understand?" 
 
    "And what happens with each revision?" Russell asked, now all three men advancing slowly on Cal. "What happens with each thing we tinker with?" 
 
    "That's one question, but you never answered mine," Max said, reaching back to his spot on the desk and pulling out a small stack of papers. "What are these employees who have all been on medical leave? You were testing this locally, right? Maybe changing things in their lives? You do these extensive background checks on employees and collect all of this information, so you started making alterations. Then it started to affect them. Maybe all of them. Maybe you messed with everyone here on the Island and now you're seeing the effects of it." 
 
    "Stop it," Cal said and he put his hands up to his face. Tears dropped from both eyes and lost themselves on the floor. "Just stop it. Stop saying these things. You don't even know what this is and what this can do. You don't understand." 
 
    Max advanced on his victim. "No. No, this is not the time to stop. This is the time to keep going. Now is the time to get at the truth here, Cal. Why are you doing this? Why did you bring us here to do it? Did you think we'd be able to handle it better? Are we really the smartest people in the fucking world? I don't think so. There are people out there smarter than all of us put together, with bigger brains than any of us. Look at our lives, Cal. Most of us are not in engineering or scientific careers. We don't do much to really change things in our daily lives. We got out because we were all tired of it. We got away from being the smartest people in the room because we had all had enough of it and all of us decided other things were more noble and more important to pursue." 
 
    Max looked around the room, seeking confirmation or some kind of argument. None of them did. Madisun instinctively wanted to protest as her tendency was to defend herself, but if the truth was to be told then what Max said was pretty close. She got out because her parents pushed her and pushed her to be brilliant and to go into some field where she could use it to build gadgets and doo-dads. Things which would make her rich. She protested, wanting to create things for the mine, to write, to do something to spark the imagination in such a way.  
 
    Cal looked around the room. He wasn't quite as desperate as he first appeared, but he had lost control. He was sure of that much.  
 
    "I don't see anyone arguing here," Max said, at last. "So, they agree. They got out because they weren't the brilliant people in the room. I know that's why I got out of it. I got out because I realize I had other things to do with my life. I was not happy with the course of things my parents set in motion. My life had been a lie up until then. I was happier being the playboy in Hollywood and hanging out with celebrities. You know this. You've been following us around for years, ever since graduation. And yet, when you get this thing invented and start testing it out, after your people go crazy and start dropping like flies, so you reach out to your old college buddies, right? Why? And tell me, how many of your employees committed suicide before you realized something was wrong. Are we disposable? Is that the reason?" 
 
    Cal shook his head. "I brought you in because we talked -" 
 
    "About changing the world," Max said with a nod and a smile. "Yeah, you keep telling us that same story, but there's a funny thing about it. I keep pondering it and trying to remember a single deep conversation you and I ever had about anything and I can't recall a single time we talked about changing the world or the future. I can't recall a single time you were ever part of our conversations and all I can remember is wanting to get away from the college we were at and move on to something else. I never wanted to change the world, Cal. I can't remember ever having the thought." 
 
    Max swallowed hard. 
 
    "Or were we just the most disposable?" Max asked. "Were we damaged, but smart? Maybe capable of doing the things you wanted and yet, it wouldn't be so bad if we killed ourselves or went crazy? Is that it, Cal? We were disposable and easy to get rid of if things went south?" 
 
    Cal put his fists up against his ears like a child and his face turned from red to nearly purple.  
 
    "STOP IT!" he screamed so loud tendons his neck stood out.  
 
    All of them backed away. They had never seen him act like this before and Cal had never raised his voice quite so loudly before. The rage behind his eyes made them all pause. Rather than cower from them, he advanced, his hands upturned and bent into claws. 
 
    "STOP IT!" he screamed again. 
 
    Max even froze and backed away. They had never been menaced by Cal before, never once felt intimidated by him. Throughout their history he was a shrimp - a ninety pound weakling. Now, he appeared much stronger. Somehow bigger. 
 
    "How dare any of you question me?" he shouted. His eyes still blazed and Madisun cringed against Russell and he instinctively put an arm around her shoulder. "How dare you? None of you deserve to be here! None of you! I brought you here because I thought this would provide some meaning to a bunch of sad, desperate people who had done nothing with their lives! You all had potential. What were you going to do if you weren't here to do this, Max? Sit in that shitty, sad house of yours and try suicide again? Mourn David some more?" 
 
    Max blinked as if he had been slapped. He took one step toward Cal, but Cal rounded on him and glared with such intensity Max backed down. 
 
    "You've done nothing!" he yelled and pointed a finger in a sweeping arc across the room to make sure he got all of them. "No, you weren't the most brilliant. All of you are damaged and you deserved better. If I brought in the truly most brilliant minds on the planet, they might go crazy faster. They wouldn't have the connection I thought I had with you guys." 
 
    Cal walked over to one of the tables and knocked the laptop over. He kicked the chair across the room where it rebounded off the glass and back into the center of the room.  
 
    "All of you were so pathetic!" he continued. "Wasting away your lives in meaningless jobs. Pathetic, sad, relationships. Some of you should get down on your knees and thank me for even existing! Do you understand what I could do to any of you? I mean, can you stop and think for just a second and imagine what I could do to any of you if I wanted? And yet you have the temerity to talk to me like I'm still the same sad, weakling shit I was back in college. I'm one of the most powerful people on the planet and I have the ability to change reality itself and here you are, attacking me!" 
 
    He looked at them all, slowly turning his head, his jaw working. He bared his teeth like an animal. 
 
    "This discussion is over!" he said. "You will go back to work. Find the things in history you think need to be changed and report to me tomorrow morning with a list. We'll work on it and get things back to where you think it should be. No more of this bullshit! If you continue to question me at every turn, things will go badly." 
 
    He stared at them once more. 
 
    "Very badly," he finished. 
 
    He walked out and the rest of them stood there and stared at the spot where he had been standing. After a moment Kristin put a hand to her face and wiped her eyes.  
 
    "This is fucked up in so many ways, guys," she said quietly. 
 
    "No shit," Max replied, but not with meanness. "We knew this from the start, though. Just how fucked up we didn't realize." 
 
    "We tried," Madisun said, tears streamed down her face. "We tried to make sure it was minimized." 
 
    "That's bullshit, too, Mads," Max said. "How could we have ever calculated this? I mean, we should have known that anything we do would ripple this far. Even changing one life, one thing in one life, causes ripples in reality, right? Something this massive is going to cause a fucking avalanche of changes affecting the entire world. We minimized the impact of the initial change, but did nothing to stop the impact of the other changes." 
 
    Russell sighed loudly. "What do we do?" 
 
    "We have a man who is losing his mind right in front of us," Justin said. "I mean, if you've found shit here, Max, you need to let us know. How long has he been doing this? How many historical edits on Revision has Cal really made? And how long before we're all batshit crazy? I have a massive headache today and by looking at the rest of you, I can tell I'm not the only one. The more we fuck with this, the more dangerous it becomes to our health and sanity." 
 
    "Of course," Madisun said. "The more we fuck with reality, the weaker it becomes. It's like paper, right? The more we cut it or water it down, the more it weakens and falls apart. The more we change reality, the more it damages people. How many people never existed now, because of this and how many people who didn't exist, suddenly do?" 
 
    "How many crimes that weren't committed did now get committed? And how many crimes which were committed, did not?" Russell asked. "The possibilities are endless here, Mads. How do we fix it?" 
 
    "We need to undo what we did," she replied. "I can't see any other way. We need to bring back the other reality and make it the current one in the timeline." 
 
    "Cal will never go for it," Justin said. "You saw him. He's obsessed." 
 
    "Why?" Russell asked. "We still don't know why." 
 
    "There's something in the locked files," Max said. "There's something in the locked files that will tell us what's going on. Has to be." 
 
    "Then how do you get into those files?" Russell asked. "Is there anything we can do to help?" 
 
    Max shook his head. "I don't think so. I'm going to keep trying, but it's going to take time. Maybe too long." 
 
    “Hurry.” Madisun said. “I need to go talk to Cal.” 
 
    “After that tirade?” Russell said, alarmed. “No fucking way.” 
 
    “I need to try and calm him down,” she said. “For some reason he listens to me.” 
 
    "I really wish you wouldn't go by yourself," Russell said. 
 
    She smiled and put a hand on his cheek. "I appreciate it, but I think I can handle Cal Trove. He may have a lot of money, but he isn't going to shoot me or anything." 
 
    Russell did not look convinced, so she kissed the corner of his mouth and walked away before he could say anything else. Behind her, she heard them talk, trying to figure out what to do next. 
 
    *** 
 
    It took her half-an-hour to find Cal. He was not in the office where they worked, it seemed. She headed back to the main house where they first met and did not find him in his kitchen. She realized she had no idea what the other rooms in this house were. She had seen the living room area, the kitchen, and the bedroom where she and Russell had spent the first night, but not much else. 
 
    She began opening doors. She found little side-rooms bearing comic book stuff, movie souvenirs, photos, records and other collectibles. Eventually, after what seemed like forever, she came to a room where she opened the door and froze. 
 
    It was a large office, overlooking his empire. The large picture window was brilliant and bright, in stark contrast to the man who sat behind the desk, his back to the door, watching a small television monitor set into the bookshelf behind the desk. 
 
    Cal had one hand up to his chin, but his face was facing away from her. She paused a moment, unsure of what she was looking at until the sounds coming from the television reached her ears and her brain was able to process what Cal was doing. 
 
    He was watching Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. In fact, he was watching the scene where Gene Wilder sang the song "Pure Imagination" as he walked around his chocolate factory.  
 
    "You can come in, Mads," Cal said softly. 
 
    Madisun jumped even though he had not said the words very loudly. She hadn't realized how long she had been standing there or if he had any inclination he knew she was there.  
 
    She stepped slowly inside, letting the heavy wooden door close behind her. The room was outfitted mostly in books and wooden paneling. It was like stepping into a college professor's office. The desk he sat behind looked like something out of The Godfather movies. Cal did not turn around. He just kept staring at the screen as Wilder slowly sang, prancing across the screen. 
 
    "This is us, you know," Cal said as she walked toward the desk. "This song has always been important to me, but it's taken on particular meaning lately. Pure imagination, Mads. That's what we're talking about here with Revision. Anything we can imagine. Can you imagine?"  
 
    He laughed weakly at his minor pun.  
 
    "Cal, what's wrong with you?" she asked. She knew the question sounded accusatory, but she didn't know how else to phrase it. "We're still working in the dark here. None of us understand why you want this so bad." 
 
    Cal clenched his fists and she could see redness on his neck, creeping up to his face. She couldn't tell if he was angry or embarrassed or a little of both. He tilted his head down as if in prayer for a moment. 
 
    "I need to change things, Mads," he said. "You have no idea what I've already done. The things I have done to change the world, but it's never enough, is it? I already alter reality, don't I?" 
 
    He finally lifted his head and swung the chair around until he faced Madisun. His eyes were clear, but there was a twitch to the left eye which would not stop. He didn't even seem aware of it. 
 
    "I mean, look at what my inventions do. They determine what people see. They determine the news they get. The television they offer is determined by software and algorithms I create. I determine the now. Me. Little nothing me controls the world in ways you don't even understand and can't fathom. I have fingers in so many different technologies and businesses. The apps, the technology. The number of countries and businesses that use what I create is unfathomable." 
 
    He paused and put a hand to his forehead. The eye twitched a bit faster. His hands shook as he pushed it through his hair. 
 
    "And yet there are things I can't change with my technology," he said. "Things in the past that I need to fix. I've fixed some of it, but not all of it. It's not enough to change the things I've done, but the world, too. The world needs to be a better place." 
 
    Madisun had no idea what he was talking about. He had risen to the top of the tech and business world in a relatively short time. The business decisions and ruthlessness required to do such a thing was surely epic. He must have made decisions about employees and companies she could never understand in any way. Was this what he was talking about? Every CEO and businessman who wanted to get anywhere had to make those decision, right? It was part of being an entrepreneur and a success. 
 
    There was something more. She could feel it in her gut. 
 
    "You have everything you could possibly want, Cal," she said. "The things you did in the past don't matter. It's what you do now that matters. We, as humans, have a basic understanding that the past is the past. We have to learn from the mistakes there and move on. If we just go back and back and change things, we never move forward. Every person affects reality in so many ways we can't possibly have technology fast enough or smart enough to understand it all. Every person. Even a newborn with no history affects lives in ways we cannot fathom the minute a baby takes a breath. Can't you see it? Can't you tell from what we just did? How long have you been doing these things, Cal? How long have you been working on this technology?" 
 
    Cal waved a hand. "Technology takes a long time. I worked for years on the first phone we created. It took more years to invent the apps to work for it. We had to run several trials and make it work, Mads. It's what we do." 
 
    "When I create a first draft of a novel, Cal, it feels like I'm creating my own world. I am, in some ways, I think, but it doesn't really kill people. It doesn't change history. It doesn't crack the very shell of reality. This is dangerous. Why can't you see it?" 
 
    Cal put a fist up to his chin. "If it was so dangerous, why did you go ahead and do the JFK thing? You could have fought me. You could have. You all could have left. I said I would let you. You're just as curious as I am where this can go. What we can do with it." 
 
    "Yes, of course," she replied. It wasn't something she had even been willing to admit to herself in private moments with Russell. She was curious. Just how far could they go? "But that doesn't make it right. What we're doing isn't right and it's not something for us to decide." 
 
    "What would you have me do, Mads?" he asked, frustrated. "Just abandon it? We've made the change and now we have to make it stick." 
 
    "No, we undo what we did," she replied. "We bring back the original reality. We pull it back from wherever we sent it." 
 
    "And you don't think it will have repercussions? It may be even more dangerous. We haven't even been able to compare the number of lives lost in the world when JFK was killed compared to now. We don't even know how much was affected." 
 
    "Listen to yourself," Madisun said. "This isn't a term paper. This is much bigger than anything we've dealt with. We did all we could to try and make it as easy as possible, but look at the thousands of people who killed themselves. The numbers are just from this morning. We could add more by the end of the day and it will just keep growing." 
 
    Cal pounded his fist on the arm of his chair. "You don't know that!" 
 
    "I can feel it, can't you?" she asked. "There's something wrong in my head. My brain can feel the two realities fighting with each other. Do you really think you'll be able to immunize everyone to this? If you immunize them against the collective thought too much, Revision won't even work. You can only go so far and reality is going to push back. Push back hard. It already has. Did you see the ages of the people who killed themselves? A lot of them were teenagers." 
 
    Cal pounded his fist again. "We'll fix it. We have to." 
 
    "You have it all, Cal," she said again. "Why?" 
 
    He muttered something under his breath. She strained to hear it, but she wasn't sure what it was, but guessed it was "except you."  
 
    "It's not enough," he said. "I have to change things. I have to change things for the better." 
 
    She realized it was futile. He was gone. She could see it in his eyes. Whatever he had been doing before they got here, he was already lost. Something in his brain was broken. The idea of this kind of power in the hands of a madman made her blood run colder than ice. 
 
    "You have the weight of this world and billions of others, Cal," she said. "How do you affect those, too? How many lives in alternate realities are changed? Countless. Think about it, Cal. Do you really want to keep doing this? How long before we can't try to undo what we've done??" 
 
    Cal sighed. "There is no going back. Not now. We can't. Once you go down this road, there's no turning back." 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "Reality itself, once you've made the change, it seems as if the original reality doesn't just hang out there so we can pull it all back," Cal said. "The original reality just vanishes. It falls apart. Revision seems to sever it from the collective unconscious and conscious. It vaporizes." 
 
    Madisun felt as if she were on a roller coaster - again. Her stomach flipped and then flopped and the floor seemed to tilt beneath her and she reached out a hand to steady herself. They had all worked under the idea anything they did to reality, if it didn't work or made things worse, they could just undo it. They could just revert back to what was, shake the Etch-A-Sketch. Then they could start over.  
 
    Now that tenuous hold on things was yanked from beneath her. 
 
    "Cal, no," she said, her voice quiet and her eyes closed. "No, that can't be right. We have to be able to undo it. We have to be able to hit the reset." 
 
    Cal shook his head slowly. "We've tried. We've tried and it doesn't work. Glitches happen. Horrible things happen." 
 
    "What kind of things?" 
 
    He pointed at a monitor on the wall. It was the coverage of that days suicides and bizarre happenings. People going crazy. Footage of a man with his hair standing up all over running around in the street waving a huge butcher's knife in his right hand. He had blood across his face and was raving about how no one on the street was real. No one was real.  
 
    "You know about this, Cal?" she asked. "You knew about this?" 
 
    "Yes," he said. "Of course I did. Of course I knew there were potential risks, but I thought we'd be able to figure it out. If we put our minds to it, the way we did with problems and classes back in college, we could sort out a way to do it. I thought for sure we'd be able to figure it out." 
 
    "I don't understand you." 
 
    "Don't you remember how we used to put our heads together and come up with problems? Math problems? Logic problems? All of us, at the dinner table, talking. Or over breakfast or just sitting around on campus. Justin would throw out a scenario and we'd work it out and try to consider all of the possibilities. If we could change this, what would happen to that? If we altered X what would it do to Y. Don't you remember?" 
 
    She didn't. She wasn't sure they had ever done it before. She had no memory of them ever being so close they would do such a thing, especially not with Cal. In her mind, he was always the outsider. He was the weird one who crept down the hall and spent time in his bedroom and rarely came out. Had he lost his grip on reality so dramatically he had invented a series of friendships which were never real? Is this why they were all here? Because he had deluded himself into believing they were all closer than they had been? 
 
    "You look confused, Mads," Cal said. His eyebrow twitched again. "You remember, right?" 
 
    What could she say to this? She had to go back and talk to Russell and the others. Maybe they remembered.  
 
    "Yeah, sure," she said, at last. "Look, Cal, we need to stop this. We need to take a step back and determine what to do next. There are so many variables." 
 
    Cal nodded and turned back to the television. On the screen the Oompa Loompa's were doing their dance and singing about something. He seemed to relax a little bit at the sight of it.  
 
    "It's all within our imagination," he said, but it was as if he were talking to himself. Madisun saw his eyebrow twitching again. "It's all right up here, Mads. We just have to focus. We have to consider it all and then find just the right solution. We can fix it. You'll see. We can fix whatever you guys think is broken. We'll make the world what we want it to be. What it needs to be." 
 
    "Right," she said and slowly backed out of the room. 
 
    When she exited the room she shut the door behind herself and leaned against it. She tilted her head back and wiped at her eyes. She felt so bad for him, but she was also terrified. How long had he been fucking around with early versions of Revision? How many things in his own reality, his own timeline, had he changed or tried to change? He was losing it. If he hadn't lost it before they ever got here. 
 
    She felt sick. They were in the hands of a madman. The entire planet - all of reality - was in the hands and mind of a man who had lost his. 
 
    She walked back fast, her shoes clicking down the tiled floor. She felt like the walls were closing in and she was certain cameras were following here at all angles and down all of the hallways. Even the trees, the bushes, the grass, when she got outside, all felt false and she worried there were cameras inside them, following her. 
 
    She had to talk to the others.  
 
    *** 
 
    They spent time walking around the patio and the living room. Max used his device to find all of the bugs. The bugs were hidden in lamps, flower pots, the smoke detector, lights, behind the stove and multiple places. When they found the last one, Max grabbed it, spoke into it (fuck you, Cal) and crushed it beneath his foot. The group sat down around the living room. The night had turned remarkably chilly for it being in the tropics. It was as if the world was entirely turned on its side. Perhaps it was.  
 
    Once they were all seated, Madisun told them about what she had talked about with Cal. She mentioned him talking about deep discussions they had all had back in college about changing the world. No one else could remember them. All of them were afraid he had lost his mind. 
 
    "Well, I was able to dig some things up from the files you copied, Mads," he said. "The files go back years. Most of it is boring employee bullshit, until about three years ago. Then, suddenly, the number of long-term employee absences shoots up. I haven't been able to find details of why, but suddenly the population of employees falls and then they start hiring really fast. The number of payouts for employee benefits, like insurance, goes up, too. In fact, the insurance rates around here are through the roof." 
 
    He sighed and flicked through some digital pages on his laptop. 
 
    "What do you think it means?" Kristin asked.  
 
    "I think you know," Justin replied. 
 
    "I know, I know, but I want other people to say it out loud," she said, rubbing her eyes. "I need to hear you guys say it because the reality here is too terrifying to consider." 
 
    "He started working on Revision three years ago and began trying to make it work here on the Island," Russell said. "Do you think he deliberately started testing on employees, without their knowledge or do you think he asked for volunteers and started experimenting?" 
 
    The thought he did this without their knowledge, using employee files to seek out details about their lives and then trying to change things was chilling. When the people he experimented with started losing their minds, he just quietly shuffled them off, marked them as on leave. It was terrifying to contemplate. Cal just replaced them. Like product on a shelf. 
 
    Madisun sat forward and rubbed her hands across her head. She sighed. It felt like an impossible situation. There was no way out. 
 
    "So, what do we do?" Madisun asked. "Great, we know this, but do we have definite proof? Even if we keep searching and we find definitive proof, what do we do with that, then? I mean, do we send it to the New York Times or something?" 
 
    They all fell silent. Even Max. They had been so focused on finding evidence, none of them (supposedly all the most brilliant people in the world, if you believed Cal) had thought about what would happen once they found it.  
 
    "Mads has a point," Max said. 
 
    "Fucking hell," Justin said. 
 
    "We confront Cal with it," Kristin said. 
 
    "And do what then?" Russell asked. "We've already confronted him with the deaths of thousands of people. He just shrugged and watched that fucking movie. What is he going to do if he finds out, for sure, we've been digging around in his files." 
 
    "I think he already knows," Madisun said. "He didn't really say anything when I talked to him, but if you had been there, you'd have felt the vibe. You'd have known, like I do, he knows." 
 
    "Great, so where does it leave us?" Max asked. 
 
    More silence. Very quiet. One by one, they all got the answer. 
 
    "We need to destroy Revision," Madisun said aloud. 
 
    "Yeah, and we may need to kill Cal to do it," Russell added. 
 
    Kristin looked stricken, her face screwed up in pain. "Guys, what are we talking about here? Please tell me we're not talking about murdering someone." 
 
    "Kris, what other alternative is there?" Justin asked, leaning forward and grasping her hands in his. "I mean, if we destroy Revision and leave him alive, he'll just alter reality and try it all again. This is Cal's brainchild and it starts and stops with him." 
 
    "I don't think I can kill someone," Kristin said.  
 
    "You won't have to," Russell said. "But think about it, Kris. We altered history and a bunch of people killed themselves. History shows a number of people who were alive yesterday, never got born. Not to mention all of the tyrants and other things we've created because of the alteration. Technically, we're all mass murderers already." 
 
    Tears streamed down Kristin's face. She knew it. Of course, she knew what Russell said was true, but she didn't want to hear it. She didn't want to acknowledge it. Hearing the truth from Russell, the most staid and steady of the group, was hearing reality as it was. Reality had been shifted and they were responsible. 
 
    "So, we aren't going to confront him today," she said through her tears. "We don't have enough evidence yet, right? I mean, what do we do in the meantime?" 
 
    "We try to fix things as much as we can," Madisun said. "But we have to be even more careful than before. The more we fuck around with the fabric of reality, the more dangerous it becomes." 
 
    "I can't believe he never told us we can't just hit the reset button," Justin said. "That shit. So, we're stuck with this." 
 
    Madisun nodded. "Yeah, we are, so we have to do what we can to make things right. However, we have to try and think of it all. We have to think of everything." 
 
    "We're going to go insane," Max said. 
 
    "I think we already are," Russell whispered. 
 
    "Then let's get to work and try to fix as much as we can before we're just drooling on each other. The we just get shipped off in an air ambulance to wherever Cal is sending those people," Madisun said. 
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    Clarissa Delevine stared down at her lap and studied the photos. She was certain the man she was told was her husband was not her husband. Charlie was the man she lived with now, but she was so sure her husband was a man named Hank. Hank was a good man. He was big and muscular and worked for the Caterpillar factory. Times were tough and they were worried about the money, but they were happy. They had been married for three months and they were planning a family. They weren't sure how they were going to pay for it, but they were going to work it out. 
 
    Charlie was a lawyer and they lived in a fancy house in suburban Pittsburgh. She was a Midwesterner. Of that she was certain, but he insisted they had met while she went to college in New York. She was sure she had never been to college.  
 
    She also had two children. Mark was nine and Christine was eleven. They were beautiful children and Christine had blond hair like her mother and Mark had the piercing blue eyes Charlie had, but they didn't seem real. 
 
    Nothing seemed real. 
 
    She awoke two days ago and her head hurt worse than she had ever remembered it hurting before. She had always had a problem with migraines. When she called out for Hank and Charlie showed up, she was confused. So confused he nearly called an ambulance. He was worried she had this flu bug going around. There were inoculation centers all over the place and Charlie said they would go that very night and get the entire family vaccinated. 
 
    So, they had. The headache had faded, but not entirely. Her eye twitched a lot.  
 
    She could not connect to these people. She smiled and made dinner, but it felt wrong to be at home taking care of the kids. She was pretty sure she worked in an office for a construction contractor. She kept the books. She was, and always had been, smarter than people thought. Very smart and she tested well, but when the kids looked at her funny in grade school, she started to fail things on purpose. Her family just couldn't handle the tuition and send her off to college. 
 
    When she called her mother to talk to her about these weird feelings, a woman who sounded much younger than her mother answered. She said her name was Martha, but she was sure her mother's name was Irene. She said they were doing fine in their Connecticut home, but the butler had called in sick that morning and things had been thrown into chaos. Everyone seemed to be sick, so it must be the flu.  
 
    Clarissa looked at the spot on her shoulder where they had given her the shot. She had comforted her son when he cried, but she felt nothing as she held him.  
 
    She looked at the photos in her hand. Then she flipped through the album. There she was, smiling, eating cake out of Charlie's hand, wearing a wedding gown she did not remember picking out. There she was with the woman who was her mother and she did not remember her, either. They were laughing and smiling in the photos, too, but she had no memory of this. 
 
    Or did she? 
 
    This was the problem (well, one of them), she had memories of both. One of them seemed real. The other did not. As she thought and thought and thought, the more she was sure the life she was in now was fake. She had been kidnapped, she thought, and brainwashed. It was the only thing which made sense. 
 
    She looked at the photos again. Photos of a mother she did not recognized. Photos of a father doing things she did not remember. Memories of her and her sister going places she had never been. She wrinkled her brow and put a hand to her head. It hurt so much.  
 
    She closed the book, put it aside, and stared at the television for a while. She flipped through the channels, seeing the news about more suicides and people going crazy. She saw another story about the flu epidemic and how many people had died from it and how many had been vaccinated. Nothing about it seemed real. Nothing about today seemed real. Was she asleep? 
 
    She tried to will herself awake, but nothing happened. She was still in the living room. The photo album was still there. Outside, the sun shone and she wondered when her husband and kids would come home. More to the point, she wondered who they really were and whose husband and kids they should have been. 
 
    After a few hours she got up. Working on auto-pilot, she showered and dressed. When lunch time came, she made a sandwich and ate on auto-pilot, too. Inside, her head roiled around and around. Memories of the other life kept sneaking into this one. She wondered where her real husband was. Where had this guy found her? Who was this Charlie guy? Maybe a cult leader? Something wasn't right and she needed to get out.  
 
    When she was done eating she went upstairs and into the hall closet. Up on the top shelf was a big shotgun. It had been his father's gun and he had inherited it, but Charlie had no desire to use it. He just stuffed it in the upper shelf of the closet and closed the door, thinking maybe he'd take up trap-shooting or something. Where all of these thoughts and memories came from, she had no idea.  
 
    She took the gun down and spent time looking at it in the carrying case. It was a double-barreled gun with the barrels over and under each other. She had never held a gun before, but she no longer trusted her memories. How hard was it? She broke the barrel and once she found the shells she stuffed two of them into the barrels and snapped it closed. 
 
    When it was loaded she carried it back down into the living room. She held the gun in one hand, hung loosely, and the box of shells in the other. She sat on the sofa with the gun across her lap and waited for the door to open. The kids would come home first, of course, but she didn't imagine shooting them would take much. Just one shot each. It would be quick. Then she would hide them and wait for Charlie. He would get both barrels right into the chest, she imagined.  
 
    Then she would run. She would find her real husband. 
 
    She would wait. She would wait and then the gun would fix things. 
 
    *** 
 
    Clifton Dally stared at the people in the park and wondered how they got there. How was any of this here? How was he here? He looked down at his hands and they were wrinkled. Much more wrinkled than he last remembered them being when he last looked at them. When had he done such a thing? A long time ago. The time he decided to shoot himself in the head in his parent's backyard. 
 
    It was 1984 and he came home from high school. He had had enough. He was sick of Reagan-era bullshit and he was sick of being made fun of for being gay. He had been found out when someone stole his notebook and saw the notes in the margins declaring his love for the football player named Steven Mills. Not long after, Steven was informed and just the other day, Steven confronted him in the cafeteria. He berated him, yelled at him, called him a faggot. Then the insults came. One after another. The beatings followed. 
 
    He came home that day and found the revolver his dad kept in the dresser drawer in the bedroom. He wrote a note declaring he was done with the world and everything about it. Then he walked into the backyard, put the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger. He remembered, distinctly, looking down at his hands before he put the gun into his mouth, the taste of the cold metal against his tongue. 
 
    He didn't remember anything else after that. Nothing. No bright light. No angels. No God and no devil. Just nothing. 
 
    Now, however, here he was. When he woke up this morning he looked into the mirror and saw a man near the age of 50. Suddenly his head was full of memories of falling for a young man in high school. Memories of a Democratic President who gave rights to gay people, including legalizing gay marriage in the late 80s, and providing AIDS research as soon as the disease was diagnosed. The treatments had come in the 90s and they were saying a cure was coming soon, although the massacre allowed to foster under Reagan had not happened. 
 
    He barely remembered it with the other part of his brain. He had killed himself before the epidemic became all over and everywhere. 
 
    He had a life now. He remembered boyfriends throughout high school and into college. He remembered falling in love after college and meeting a great man named Robert and they had married. He had had a very happy life.  
 
    No Steven. No embarrassment. 
 
    He wondered if he was in a real world or maybe he had just killed himself yesterday and now today he was in heaven. Or he was in Limbo. Was he in some kind of computer simulation? He had memories of something called the Internet, virtual reality and other things he did not remember in the part of his brain recalling shooting himself as a teenager. 
 
    Sometimes the memory of the backyard felt wrong. Other times, this one did. 
 
    He should have been happy. He knew he should have been happy. This was everything he hoped for. It was everything he dreamed about all of those years ago. This is what he always wanted. He wanted to find a man. He wanted to fall in love. He wanted to marry someone and start a family. They were talking about starting a family. 
 
    Yet, it felt all wrong. It felt all wrong. Everything he looked at felt wrong.  
 
    Clifton looked around the park. He looked at the couples walking hand-in-hand. He looked at the mothers pushing strollers, chatting with each other, pushing their children in swings. It was like looking at a movie. It was like seeing something on a TV screen. A very small one. 
 
    He held a hand up to his head and pressed against his right eye. Then he brought up his left hand and pushed against his left eye. He saw colors against his eyelids, swirling and swarming against his lids and in his brain. Even those looked fake to him.  
 
    He opened his eyes and the light speared through his retinas. He winced. His head hurt. For days now, his head hurt so much. His spouse told him it was because of the flu going around and they had gone to get a vaccination.  His husband said he felt better, but he felt worse.  
 
    "Why?" he whispered aloud. 
 
    The two memories conflicted in his head. What was even more frustrating is that since he got the shot some part of his brain was trying hard to forget the original memories. The memories of being bullied and oppressed were pushed further and further into his subconscious, but they never left. They were still there. Since the shot, it was easier to watch the movie, but it was still a movie. He was able to watch it more closely, follow it, smile at it when appropriate and laugh when he was supposed to, but it was still a movie. It was not more real.  
 
    He clenched his hands into fists and pounded them on his knees. He didn't even realize he was crying out until he looked up and saw couples and mothers and walkers and joggers all staring at him, many of them clutching their babies closer to their sides or moving to distant parts of the park. He hadn't even realized he was saying anything out loud.  
 
    "Sorry," he said, tears falling in his lap. The world was blurry through the tears across his eyeballs, but it felt more real like a blur then it did when he saw things clear. 
 
    He reached into his pocket. He felt the metal in there and pulled it out. It was a large pocket knife with a serrated edge on one side. He unfolded it and felt it lock into place. 
 
    To Clifton's left was a man and a woman holding hands. They smiled at each other and had come along after Cliff cried out, so they were not moving to the other side of the park. He gritted his teeth. He needed to know. He needed to know if they were real. If he could touch them, cut them, see them bleed, then he would know. He would know they were real. 
 
    He stood up and held the knife in his right hand. He gripped it tight. The couple turned their heads and looked at him, confusion crossing their face. 
 
    Clifton didn't know he snarled and started to growl. He didn't even realize he screamed something about the world being a movie. He just knew they did bleed. They bled - a lot. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 March 2018 
 
      
 
    Max sat at the desk and studied the data streaming across his screen. He had been doing this for a while now. Weeks. The group had been working on fixing things for weeks now. Things were getting better, but not fast enough. For each move they made, they lost people, and people killed themselves. There was a balance to nature and nothing they did fixed the balance. There was no reset button. You could not truly undo the things you had done and bring back all those lost. No going back to the starting line for a redo. 
 
    He studied the files he and Madisun had stolen. He had been working on those, too, during the late night hours. Trying to get into the encrypted folder. So far, nothing worked. He had even installed some software which was supposed to help decrypt it, but it hadn't worked.  
 
    He tried a few more things. Nothing. No good. 
 
    He studied the other files. The lists of employees who were working and working, then suddenly on leave. Then he opened another folder which indicated which helicopters came and went. Kristin had been keeping track of things out the window of her room. She had tracked the number of helicopters coming and going and the number had been increasing. It went from a few a week to a couple a day. 
 
    The people on the Island were falling apart. Whatever inoculation they had been given was not working. None of the group had seen Cal for more than a few minutes over the past three weeks. He hadn't spoken to them since the day they confronted him after the JFK assassination had been undone. When they did see him, from a distance, he looked distracted, his clothes looked more wrinkled than normal. His hair stood up. His glasses looked askew.  
 
    Max opened more files. He looked at the numbers. The world population was significantly less than it had been when they got here. The number of deaths had been reduced from the initial reality transfer, but now it was going up again. The more they tinkered, the more effect it had on people's minds. The number of people entering mental hospitals increased and the news was full of the mental crisis. Mass murders were up. Suicides were up. 
 
    David was still gone. 
 
    The thought crossed his mind for the millionth time. He had been thinking about him a lot for the past few days. The tedium of dealing with reality warping day after day meant the world he had left behind to be here crept into his thoughts more often. 
 
    He put his hands to his face and felt the hot tears against his skin. He needed to do something. Could he find a way out of here? Maybe he needed to go crazy and get flown off in a helicopter. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Max jumped, surprised. He looked out the window and saw the sun was setting already. The sky was a brilliant orange and purple near the horizon.  
 
    It wasn't as late as he thought it was, but time had lost all meaning. Time did such a thing when you were messing with it. We’re time travelers, he mused. They never had to leave the room they were in to do it, but essentially, they were traveling back in time and messing with things. What was the first rule in the short story about time traveling? The one where the people went back to see dinosaurs and it turned out stepping on an insect really fucked up the present? Yeah, don't change anything. Observe, but don't change a thing. 
 
    Here they were, regularly breaking the rule as if it were their job.  
 
    He supposed, it had become exactly that. 
 
    His head hurt as he stood up. He was tired all the time these days. Max had suffered from stress headaches and migraines in his life, but these days, it was like he was constantly in pain. They were in the eye of the storm. 
 
    Wait...that wasn't the right analogy either. 
 
    Cal had said the eye of the storm didn't remember the change, but the eye of a real hurricane was calm. It was deceptive. People thought the storm was over, went out of their homes, only for the other side (the eye wall) to hit and kill them all. The eye wall was even more destructive than the other parts of the storm, as he recalled. This is what it was like. They weren't in the eye, they were constantly facing the eye wall. 
 
    He walked over to the door and opened it. He expected Madisun or one of the others to be there, and was surprised when the beefy security man, Derek, stood there. He was dressed in a tight-fitting black T-shirt and jeans, his head shaved, looking intense. He always looked intense. Max had only seen this massive man a few times, most closely during the helicopter ride over here, and he always looked intense. 
 
    "Hello," Max said, feeling stupid for not having anything else to say. 
 
    "Hi, Max," Derek said. He nodded his head to indicate the house and the room beyond. "Can I come in?" 
 
    "Yeah, sure," Max said and stepped aside. 
 
    Derek didn't say anything else. He strode in, using the confident stride of a man who doesn't fear other men. Derek had worked for a long time in this business. Max had done his research on the man before he even came to the Island. Derek had served for private security firms and worked over in the Middle East. He had probably tortured people and gotten into more than his fair share of fights. He could snap Max's neck very easily. 
 
    "So, I wanted to talk to you, Max," Derek said. 
 
    Max wasn't sure what this was about, but he closed the door. Fear crept into his gut the moment he did. He was just far enough away from the next door neighbors that no one would hear him if he cried for help. As he looked at Derek, he noticed, for the first time, the security man did not look well. Without the hair as the giveaway, it was harder to spot, but he noticed the bloodshot eyes. He noticed the vein on the forehead throbbing and pulsing like a living worm beneath the skin. He noticed the sweat on the upper lip.  
 
    Derek was in pain. Mental or physical, Max had no clue, but the man looked more and more like a trapped animal.  
 
    "Hey, Max, I just wanted to talk to you," he said and sat down on the sofa. He looked relieved to be off his feet and he put a hand to his forehead. This was slowly becoming the company-wide gesture for all employees. Headaches were running rampant. 
 
    "What about, Derek?" Max asked, feeling a bit trapped. The guy was huge and Max knew he had trained to be some kind of military badass. 
 
    "Just relax," Derek said and indicated the chair opposite the sofa. Between them would be a large glass-topped coffee table. "I'm not here to break your neck or whatever fucked up thing you're thinking about. Jesus, everyone thinks because I'm muscular, ex-military and in security, I'm some hit-man robot controlled by Cal Trove. That isn't the case." 
 
    Max looked confused. Well, this had taken a turn he had not expected. He sat down across from the security man because he was curious now. What was the worst that could happen? Derek killed him? Wasn't he already thinking about offing himself before the knock came on the door? Did it matter if Cal could just rewrite things to bring him back? 
 
    "OK, tell me about it," Max said. 
 
    Derek sighed and he reached into his back pocket. Max tensed for just a moment and then saw the bodyguard pull out a flash drive and tossed it on the table.  
 
    "People think I'm stupid," he said and Max looked surprised as if he was going to protest. "Don't argue. I know people do. When you look like this, people assume you are just muscle in the head, as well as the arms. I got into the military because my parents couldn't afford to send me to college. I got into bodybuilding there because there was nothing to fucking do when deployed between patrols. You work out or you go fucking crazy. I worked out and liked the results. When I got out, I used my body and intimidating look to get bodyguard jobs and used the GI Bill to go to college. I have a goddamn Master's Degree in Computer Science. I know what people around here are talking about." 
 
    He stared at Max. Max had to admit to himself he was surprised to hear this. He had jumped to conclusions, too.  
 
    "I use it to my advantage," he said. "I stand there, like a statue, and the eggheads here assume they can talk all technical and I can't follow because I'm too fucking stupid. They talk openly about top secret shit here and assume I can't get any of it. I get all of it. So, I know Cal has you guys working on this thing called Revision and it's altering reality. I can feel it, too. Up here. I'm not the only one, either. Headaches are all over the place and I see the helicopters coming over here all the time and taking people away. I see the people drooling on themselves or the others trying to kill themselves. I get it. Whatever it is he has you doing, it's fucking up things here and it has to be fucking things up all over the world. I read the news and see the suicides and crazy people. I get it." 
 
    Max had nothing to say. He was shocked to hear this. He turned his attention to the drive. "What's this?" he asked. 
 
    "We know, and have known, about the information you downloaded and have been trying to access," Derek said. 
 
    Max immediately opened his mouth to protest. Derek held up hand and looked more than a little exasperated. 
 
    "Just stop," he said. "Don't argue. We know you downloaded employee files and all kinds of shit. You know what's going on. The software altering reality is fucking people up. Some of those people are friends of mine, Max. People I went to war with and brought on here because I thought Cal Trove would provide us with a great income and a great life. Instead, they've all gone bonkers and I'm barely holding on. Do you have any idea what it's like to have two different sets of memories and two different sets of PTSD in your brain? It's like your head is on fire all the time. Whatever he's doing it not right, Max. I understand." 
 
    He nodded toward the drive, which sat there like some creature waiting to strike. 
 
    "I've talked to the few remaining security folks who aren't out of their fucking minds and we want you guys to look into the files on this drive. I think it's stuff in the encrypted folder you've been trying to access. I haven't seen it. I don't want to know. I am mentally fucked up as it is and if I read anymore, I will be a drooling, ranting lunatic. I cannot stare into the abyss anymore than I already have. So, I am turning this over to you. They're Cal's private files. I think you'll find the answers you need there." 
 
    There was a long silence as Max sat there open-mouthed, eyeing the drive. Was this a trap? Was it all a trick? The look of pain and confusion and discomfort on Derek's face looked all too real. 
 
    Eventually the big man stood up and brushed non-existent dust and lint from his pants.  
 
    "I better get back," he said. "Once you get what you want, destroy the drive." 
 
    He headed for the door. Before he got there Max called to him. Derek froze at the doorway, his hand on the knob. 
 
    "We've talked about the way to stop this and there may be only one solution," Max said. "If he can alter reality, and he can, then there's probably only one way to stop it." 
 
    Derek looked down at his feet. "Cal was there when I got out of the military. He did make sure I dealt with the shit I saw overseas. He was a friend, or, so I thought. However, this is something beyond friendship. This all goes beyond being loyal to a person. If you need it done, call me." 
 
    The implication of those two simple words thudded on the floor between them like a lead ball. Max nodded and Derek returned it and then left. The door closed behind him. 
 
    Max released his breath and only then realized he had barely been breathing. He looked at the flash drive on the table and picked it up with shaking hands. 
 
    Such a simple thing. Yet, potentially so explosive. 
 
    "Well, let's stare into the abyss some more," he said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Madisun took the bottle of pills, shook a few of them into her palm, and then popped them into her mouth. She chewed them, even though they were capsules and hard and bitter. The pills broke apart and turned into a paste on her tongue and she swallowed, following it with a sip of lukewarm coffee. It was nasty, but she hoped the powdered pills would go to her brain fast and stop the pain. 
 
    The pain was worse these days. 
 
    She knew it was because they kept adjusting the fabric of reality. This was their daily job now. The team met at Max's at night, and he would tell them what he had found, but lately, the stream of information had slowed. He was having a hard time getting into the locked file. There hadn’t been any new revelations in days now. 
 
    Kristin would report on the helicopter traffic she had recorded. They were coming steadily. Now, however, there were other helicopters coming and going. These were different - bigger, fancier. It was the group’s guess these were replacement employees for the ones being carted off and committed. More fuel for the fire.  
 
    What else were they working on down there? Madisun wondered about it all the time. They couldn't all just be working on the next phone or laptop. Something was happening down there and all of them felt it was something to do with Revision. 
 
    She stared at her computer screen. It was another spreadsheet showing them the possible outcomes of further alterations. They were now trying to adjust the Iran Hostage Crisis. Their previous tinkerings had removed it, then brought it back. What was the impact of it being gone? Allowing a Republican into the White House created numerous problems they wanted to avoid. The Selfish 80s was something they needed to avoid. 
 
    So, it was their conclusion the crisis needed to happen, but the Democratic President in office at the time had to stage a successful rescue effort. The one President Carter tried ended in disaster, with service men dying in the effort. This ultimately was one of the major reasons he lost the election in 1980. They now had a Kennedy in the White House instead of Carter, but they still needed the crisis and a resolution. 
 
    What was the ramification of losing the 80s as they all remembered? Again, there was a significant impact on pop culture. Movies and music changed, but they also knew something in that realm could be adjusted. They had fixed the late 60s and the 70s as far as music was concerned, but it would be tricky to work with here. In the 60s they just adjusted the Vietnam War. What did they do in the 80s?  
 
    The Cold War, of course. The Cold War was an event which seemed, at the time, destined to heat up during the Reagan era. So much so, the idea of a Star Wars Missile Defense systems actually seemed reasonable. So, did they end the Cold War earlier or extend it to make the 80s balance out? 
 
    Madisun stared at the numbers so hard she didn't even hear when Max entered the office, put down his laptop and started talking. It wasn't until Max called her name she realized he was there. 
 
    "What?" she asked, jumping a bit as he sat down at his desk. 
 
    "I have some things to show you," he said and produced a flash drive from his pocket. "I got a visit from a special guest last night and some of the information he gave me directly affects you." 
 
    There was a terrified look on his face, which worried Madisun. She leaned forward as if they were conspirators. She was about to ask him to at least try and explain himself when Justin and Kristin came into the room and shut all of it down. 
 
    "We need to talk," Justin said. "All of us. Where's Russell?" 
 
    "He's still getting dressed," Madisun said, irritated at being derailed from Max's topic. "He had a particularly bad headache this morning and was moving very slowly. He'll be here soon." 
 
    "Yeah, we need to talk right away," Kristin said. Justin and Kristin both had looks of terror of their faces, too. Whatever they had been looking at or working on had shown them something that created these looks of utter horror they held now. 
 
    "I've discovered something, too," Max said and he opened his mouth to keep talking, but Justin held up his hand. 
 
    "Nothing you have to say is going to be quite as important as what we've discovered," Justin said. 
 
    Just then, Russell walked into the room. He looked around, his face attempting to mask the pain in his head and failing.  
 
    "What's going on here?" he asked. "Why does everyone look so upset?" 
 
    Justin started talking first. "Guys, Kristin and I have been talking about the work we've been doing." 
 
    "Yeah," Kristin said. "And we started to work with the software Madisun and Max built and created a more dynamic version of it." 
 
    "What now?" Max asked. 
 
    "Don't worry, your software is fine and still there, we just tweaked it and created a second version," Kristin said. 
 
    "What does it do?" Russell asked. 
 
    "It extrapolates the data gathered with the original software, expands it out and adds new data," Justin said. "We've made sure it incorporates the suicide and madness data that has been pouring in since we started. The program then makes predictions into the future. It looks at society and tries to predict what will be happening if we stop now and don't tinker with reality again. It can also, conversely, show what further damage is done if we keep adjusting thing like we have been." 
 
    Justin reached into his shoulder bag and pulled out a sheaf of paper, which he threw down on the desk. Madisun leaned over and began spreading out the paper so they formed a whole picture of data and information. 
 
    "What are we looking at here?" she asked. 
 
    It was a map of the world. There were numbers all over the place and concentric circles, which she noticed was centered around the Island. One of the pieces of paper indicated 2018 and then the others had years after. Up to 2025. 
 
    "It shows the suicide rate," Kristin said, her voice quavered. "Guys, even if we stop now, reality will continue to quake." 
 
    "Quake?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "That's what we've been calling the echoes," Justin said. "The memories that are driving people crazy. As they continue to rattle around in people's heads, they grow stronger than an echo and become a kind of mental quake." 
 
    Madisun studied the numbers. The first was for their current year. Then the next. The next, and on an on. In each case, the numbers went up. When she finally got to 2025, the numbers were incomprehensible. 
 
    "What the fuck does this mean?" Madisun asked. The headache, which had dimmed for a bit, now pounded at the spot behind her eyes. She thought she knew what she was looking at, but didn't want to admit it. She did not want to face what was there. 
 
    "It turns out the echoes are exponential," Kristin said. "We've already set this quake in motion. The alternate realities will keep rolling around and around in everyone's heads. Taking the vaccines into account, it will delay things, but eventually every single person on the planet will feel it. Sure, Cal and his drug people may be able to come up with stronger and stronger drugs to fight it, but eventually it won't matter. We tried to factor the drugs into this, but it's too much of a variable to know for sure. So, this is a best guess." 
 
    "Christ," Russell said, standing over Madisun's shoulder. "By the time we reach the end here..." 
 
    "One third," Justin said, biting his nails. His voice shook when he said it. "Roughly one third of the population dies." 
 
    The number was unfathomable. Madisun shook her head. It caused bright colors to flash behind her eyes, but she did it again anyway. The pain caused her to focus past it.  
 
    "One third?" she asked. "Do they all commit suicide?" 
 
    "Well, we tried to factor in violence, too. Remember the rise in mass shootings and things like that? We think that's also because of the echo. People screaming the world isn't real? I mean, this could be people who die from other people doing more mass killings," Kristin said. 
 
    "But we think most of it is suicides," Justin said. "It could potentially be more if we factor in the mass killings." 
 
    "This is just if we stop now, right?" Russell asked. 
 
    Justin nodded. "Yeah. This is the damage we've already done, folks. This is what we've set in motion. If we continue to tinker with reality, this date moves closer and closer." 
 
    "Death Day," Madisun whispered. 
 
    "Yeah, Death Day," Justin said. "The number of deaths increases, too. If we were to really start fucking with things again, really change something else that is a center point in people's minds, it could happen tomorrow." 
 
    "And how many die then?" Russell asked. 
 
    "Half," Kristin said. The one word hovered in the air like a poisonous cloud. 
 
    Madisun felt as if she were going to throw up. She pushed away from the table and put her head down between her knees until the world felt a little more stable. 
 
    "How do we stop it?" Russell asked. 
 
    "I don't know," Justin said. "I don't." 
 
    "I have an idea," Max said. 
 
    They looked at him, even Madisun.  
 
    "We make it so Revision was never invented," he said. "It's the reset button." 
 
    "But it's another alteration," Russell said. 
 
    "But if we reset things so it never exists, I think that will do it," Max said. 
 
    "It's a paradox," Madisun said. "A sort of endless, self-contained loop paradox that  might destroy the Island, but maybe not ripple as far." 
 
    "We hope," Kristin said. 
 
    Madisun looked at the papers in front of her again. "What date is it? What's Death Day?"


 
   
 
  

 August 28, 2025 
 
      
 
    Karen Klimmer woke up that morning and didn't feel anything. Not a thing. The feelings had been seeping from her for some time now, but this morning, there was nothing. The sun was shining, but she felt no happiness. The birds chirped somewhere, but she didn't care. These were things which normally brought her joy and contentment, but not today. Today, it all seemed fake. 
 
    She got up. She got dressed. Her house was quiet and empty, which sometimes depressed her, but this morning it aroused no feelings. She drank her coffee and ate some toast. Then she walked out to the front of her house, got into her car and drove off. 
 
    She was supposed to go to work, but it was some distant thing in her mind. She barely registered the fact and if she had been stopped by a cop (which would not happen, since most of the cops had called in sick and entire precinct stations stood empty) she wouldn't have been able to tell him or her where her office was or what she did. She had a lot of trouble remembering. Most people did. She saw other people, too, wandering the streets. Something which had been increasing lately. People just wandering, looking lost, confused. Afraid. 
 
    Karen was afraid, too. 
 
    She had been a bright student. She had graduated near the top of her class in college. She had an important job - whatever it was. She frowned thinking about it, unable to recall what it was. What did she do? It had something to do with the city. Los Angeles. Something to do with running the city or something.  
 
    She drove to a park about five miles from her home. She had a memory bouncing around in her head about it. Maybe she had been here before? Maybe she had taken a child here before? She couldn't remember. Her life seemed distant and hard to grasp. 
 
    There was a crowd of people near the playground equipment. None of them children, oddly. As if others had had the same thought. Something was wrong. People gathered here due to some distant memory or idea of being here for a purpose, but none of them could remember the purpose.  
 
    Karen pulled the car over to the side of the road. Behind her a car blared its horn and the vehicle swerved around her. However, when she looked into the rearview mirror and saw the driver, she saw he held no emotion on his face.  
 
    She looked at the people clustered around the playground equipment. Men and women. Old and young. A few teens. Some of them in pajamas. Others in old clothes which looked ratted, dirty and torn. She didn't realize she had been staring at them for half an hour until she suddenly blinked and looked at the clock. Where had the time gone? 
 
    Without even thinking, she shifted into drive, then stomped on the accelerator. The car bounced over the curb and the tires squealed, leaving burned tire treads in its wake. She tore through the grass and headed right for the crowd. Most of them, standing there like sheep or cows, looked at her with confused eyes, but none of them ran. She hit them head-on, already up to fifty miles-an-hour. She saw a young woman smash into her windshield and bounce off, her face a blank mask, despite the blood she left spattered across the broken glass.  
 
    She hit at least ten of them, grinding them under her tires. Sending others flying left and right. Then the car hit the playground equipment, rose up and crashed down. A part of the swings broke apart only to come down on the already-cracked windshield and spear right through her chest and into the seat behind her. She was dead before the car flipped over and burst into flames a moment later. 
 
    Eight were dead behind her. Three more would die from their injuries before any kind of medical assistance would come. 
 
    *** 
 
    Micah Williams sat in bed and stared at the wall. He was sixteen and he was supposed to be getting dressed and heading to school. There seemed little point since, for weeks now, the number of people attending the school had gone down and down. His parents, too, barely seemed to move from bed or the couch.  
 
    No one seemed to care.  
 
    Micah still cared, but the problem he had was the feeling inside his head. It felt like spiders crawled around in his head. He could feel their tiny legs scurrying around in his brain, behind his skull. At times, it felt like they were biting him and it hurt. The pain was so intense he would lay on the floor and ran around and around, holding a hand to his head and screaming.  
 
    The world seemed broken. The world continued to spin like a marble in an endless circle. There were no more storms than before. There was a lot more violence, but nothing out of balance with nature. Nothing he could see. Nothing, except the world seemed not to care about things. They all had short tempers, and everyone seemed very confused.  
 
    None of that stuff mattered to Micah. This morning, he had the spiders. He had to deal with the spiders. 
 
    He got up from bed and staggered down the hall. He walked past his parent's bedroom and heard his father in there snoring and moaning in his sleep. His dad had a lot of nightmares and was prone to shouting weird things about the world not being real.  
 
    He walked past the kitchen where his mom stood at the sink, holding a dish in one hand and a rag in the other, staring out the window and doing nothing. The sink ran and ran, but his mother seemed not to notice or care. Something outside had grabbed her attention. Or, perhaps not. Nothing much seemed to matter to her. 
 
    He went down into the basement, swaying as he did so. He was dizzy all the time. This was because of the spiders. He was sure of it. They needed to be let out. 
 
    Micah found his way into his father's workshop and rooted around until he found the drill. It took him a moment to find the right drill bit. It didn't matter to him the bit was dirty and a bit rusty.  
 
    The basement was partly furnished. There was a carpeted area near the front of the house and just past it was a short hallway. At the end of the hall was a bathroom. Normally, Micah did not like the bathroom. This was probably due to his finding a rat in the toilet once when he was little. Today, it didn't matter if there were a million rats. It felt like there were tiny rats in his head and they needed to get out and the bathroom had a mirror. 
 
    He entered the room and turned on the light. The room smelled a bit odd, but he barely noticed. It was pleasantly cool in here.  
 
    He stepped to the mirror and brought the cordless drill up to his forehead. The drill bit looked very large, but it was OK. It would do the job. He pressed it to his forehead. 
 
    Then he pulled on the trigger and pushed. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    *** 
 
    Archer March was a pilot and had been for a long time. He enjoyed the sensation of taking off and flying above the clouds. Even when the storms raged on the ground, if you flew high enough, you could find the sun again.  He loved it. He had loved it since he was a child and flew to California with his family on a vacation and he pressed his nose to the window and watched how tiny the world seemed from that high up. 
 
    Today, however, he felt nothing. From the looks of the people he passed in the airport and he saw in the cockpit with him, they felt nothing either. The passengers filed in, taking their seats from robot-looking flight attendants, and sat down in their seats, staring straight ahead.  
 
    Inside, his head screamed. His head had been screaming at him for weeks now. Voices in his head. He had never been diagnosed with mental illnesses or anything of that nature. However, he heard them now. He heard them while in the cockpit piloting the plane. He heard them at night when he was trying to get to sleep. He heard them all the time. Voices, screaming, telling him they existed, but did not exist any longer. They had been erased, they said. Where were they? 
 
    He felt nothing. Nothing. 
 
    Archer knew about depression. His brother suffered from it. His mother had, too, and had taken to drinking insane amounts of alcohol to mute it. It was her liver, which ultimately took her away from this world. Her voice, he did not hear in his head. These were voices of people he did not know. 
 
    This day, he was going to fly from New York to Oregon. A long flight. The kind of flight he would normally love. It was a nice long one and no one in the back of the plane really understood just how spectacular the view was from the cockpit. For the pilot. there was just a bit of the nose of the plane to peer over, and then there was just maximum blue sky, clouds and the world. It was spectacular in ways people who sat in the back of the plane and had to look at the world out the side of the plane through tiny windows overlooking the wings would never understand. 
 
    Today, his head hurt. The voices were so strong. Stronger than they had been even in the last few weeks. Screaming louder, as if they were going to burst through his forehead and form themselves out of the matter inside his skull right in front of him.  
 
    He went through the motions, though. He greeted the people he needed to and shook hands with his co-pilot. They had flown together before and worked well with each other, but Marc seemed a bit out of it today, too. Ruth, the head flight attendant, looked irritated and as if she were battling a headache, too. 
 
    They ran through the pre-flight checklist. He inspected the plane. He talked to the tower and got the right responses. He waited, staring ahead, for the clearance to pull away from the gate. The plane was full of more than two hundred people. They were unnervingly quiet. Some of them were reading, but a lot of them were sleeping.  
 
    They pulled away from the gate. The traffic here was not as busy as normal. A lot of the pilots were out sick. Air traffic controllers were sick. The full quota of flight attendants were not there. It was a shoestring. They were at the runway pretty fast. 
 
    The engines roared. The plane shot down the runway. Thanks to muscle-memory, Archer pulled the yolk and the plane went up and up and up. Before long, they were at cruising altitude. The world spread out before him. The weather was perfect and the sky was blue. There were a few clouds below them, but they were white and puffy. The cities and farmland unfurled beneath them. He felt nothing. 
 
    The hours went by. The co-pilot fell asleep. The auto-pilot took over and Archer leaned back in his chair and relaxed. They violated a number of rules, but no one cared. No one cared about anything. 
 
    Archer wondered just how far up into the air the plane could go. If he pushed it hard enough, would he be able to see outer space? He had wanted to be an astronaut when he was a kid. He got into the Navy with the idea he would end up working for NASA and it never happened. So, here he was, flying people from one place to another. Always just below the upper atmosphere and outer space, but never able to reach it. 
 
    No, of course not. He knew it would never work. These planes had engines which took air in and at the higher atmosphere, the air didn't work and the engines failed. They did not have rocket engines on this thing. Too bad. Too bad. Maybe he'd just yank back on the yolk and get up as high as he could and then let the plane fall. Maybe he would feel something then.  
 
    Where were they? He had no idea. He checked his instruments. Minneapolis. They were near Minneapolis. It sounded about right.  
 
    He turned off the autopilot. He felt the control of the plane shift to him and it causes his entire body to jerk just a bit. It was a small movement, but he knew it was there. It was so much power. So much power at his hands.  
 
    He nudged the plane lower. Normally, someone would be on his headphones from the tower wondering why he was descending.  
 
    This time there was nothing. 
 
    Perhaps the tower was empty. Perhaps no one had shown up. 
 
    He went down further. Further. He was hypnotized by the images on the ground slowly coming into view. They went from different colored squares and indistinct images, into houses, farms, fields and crops. Also roads. Lots of roads. 
 
    There was a highway. Off to the right was a town. 
 
    Archer turned the plane, just slightly. The town was in front of him and as he stared he noticed there were cars crammed into the town square. There was some kind of statue there, and people milled around it, looking confused. Well, he wasn't sure if they looked confused, but he could tell they were milling there, walking, some of the turning in circles. All if this was remarkably clear given how high the plane was. He kept the plane descending, with that amplified view filling his head. He saw the faces of people turning and looking up, wondering what the screaming jet engines were and where they were coming from. 
 
    Just before the plane slammed into the main street, his co-pilot woke up. Archer turned his head to the right and saw it. There was no fear on the man’s face, though. Instead, he smiled and nodded, as if this was right, this was meant to be. There were no screams from the back of the plane. The flight attendants did not signal a problem. There was no pounding on the cockpit door. The radio in his ears was silent. There was nothing in the world but the town, the faces below, the plane around them and then the impact. 
 
    The plane tore through the town, the wings slicing open buildings and stores on either side of main street. Cars were ripped apart and this ripped open the wings and the gas tanks. They had spent a lot of fuel, but there was sure enough to turn the wreckage into a fireball as it tumbled and fell down the street. The people milling at the town square did not move. They turned their heads to look, but they said nothing. They did not run. 
 
    The flames engulfed them all.  
 
    The town burned for a week. 
 
    *** 
 
    Michelle Darvin was passed out on the floor of her living room. Beside her was the bottle of pills. Beside the bottle was the glass filled with water. The pill bottle had fallen over and the tablets looked like candy scattered across the floor.  
 
    She had done this on purpose. She didn't want to die from the pills. She wanted to be out, though. She wanted to be out because she didn't want to feel what was coming next. 
 
    Not that she felt much these days. 
 
    She was numb. Numb all the time. She was in her fifties and there was a time when she felt everything. She felt everything so much she started or worked for charities and raised money for so many causes it was hard to keep track of it all.  
 
    Then, things got dim a few months ago. She wasn't the only one. Some part of her knew she was losing touch with reality, but the people she worked with seemed not to care. They stared at her with dark, blank eyes. She knew she wasn't the only one. She had lost touch with reality. Of this she was certain. 
 
    Today, though, when she woke up, it was worse than ever. Worse than all of the days before combined. She did not feel real. Michelle was sure she at least still felt real when she went to bed, but this morning, it was all gone. She felt like she was watching the world on film, but someone kept pulling the screen further and further away. The view dimmed and got smaller and smaller at the same time.  
 
    She tried to go out and get coffee, but the coffee shop was closed. There were accidents all over the road and burning cars. People walked up and down the streets, but they shuffled, with blank stares. Many of them looked like they hadn't ironed their clothes in months. Some of them were still in pajamas, with robes hung loosely around them, shuffling in slippers. Businessmen carried open briefcases, papers scattering around the streets in the wind.  
 
    She wandered around in her car for a while and then just went home. She parked her car in the driveway and exited the car. She left the driver's door open. The car made urgent dinging sounds, but she didn't hear it. Then she went inside. She walked down into the basement and she adjusted some pipes and dials on the heater, the furnace, and the appliances down there.  
 
    A soft hiss filled the basement. 
 
    She went upstairs and took her first bunch of pills.  
 
    Then she turned on the burners on her stove. 
 
    She staggered into the living room. The glass in one hand and the pills in the other. She stopped to admire the sunlight as it dappled its way through the curtains, highlighting the dust in the air. The dust would still be here, she thought. The dust will be here long after the people were gone. Long after the block was gone. 
 
    She lived on a nice suburban street. The houses were close, but not too close. She lived on a cul de sac. The wide windows overlooked the turnaround area, the house across the way. At times, all of her neighbors could stand on their front porch and wave at each other. Funny. 
 
    She fell to the floor after thinking about it. Thinking about how funny life was. How weird life was. 
 
    As she fell into darkness, the gas filled the basement. It filled it right to the top of the foundation and then crawled its way up the stairs. Then, slowly, it seeped under the basement door and filled the kitchen. It filled the back room at the far end of the house first, then moved forward. 
 
    When it hit the flames of the stove the air turned to fire. 
 
    The explosion blew Michelle to pieces, along with every piece of wood in her house. The entire frame was blown off the foundation and the explosion was so great, it blew apart the house next door. Inside there, Daisy and her husband, Earl, sat staring at a turned-off television screen. They were dead before they even realized what had happened. 
 
    The entire end of the street caught fire or was blown apart. Nearly two dozen people died in a flash. Most of them never saw it coming. Most of them were staring blankly at walls, microwaves, smartphones or the carpet. 
 
    *** 
 
    All around the world, on this day, thousands upon thousands of people woke up and felt - nothing. They had been disconnected from the collective conscious and unconscious and too much of reality had been altered for them to realize what was real or unreal anymore. Thousands upon thousands of people who, in the weeks before, had felt something was off, but couldn't put their fingers on what it was. Why did they feel this disconnection?  
 
    Then, the morning of total breakage happened. Those thousands upon thousands awoke and realized they no longer had reason to live. They no longer felt connected to anything living and nothing living made sense anymore. Life was a movie. If it was just fiction, what point was there playing a part anymore? What was the point of everyone else playing their parts anymore, either? What was the point of anything? 
 
    Thousands took matters into their own hands. Although a very large percentage simply took their own lives, quietly, or noisily, many of them decided it was time to take out as many others as they could when the went. They crashed planes, blew up subway stations, crashed buses or into buses. They set fire to entire towers filled with people.  
 
    Thus, the thousands became millions. 
 
    What's more, those who were not killing themselves, and being killed, just sat there and let it happen. They looked bemused, maybe, as their deaths came, but they had been sent wandering from mental commands they did not understand. They staggered into the streets, gathered in town squares, grouped together in places where they could be wiped out in great numbers. They died without screaming. They died without fighting. 
 
    As for the rest of the world, once it was done, they all sat there. They stared at their televisions. They watched their screens or devices. They did not move. They did not seem to care.  
 
    Those who had better adaptation skills told the news. Slowly, they took control. They gathered up those who did not move, just stared and stared into a distant nothingness, and put them in homes. Then, when those got too crowded, into camps. When the population grew too big, or people got too tired of seeing the blank eyes and stares, they were slaughtered, too. 
 
    Being disconnected meant those who could adapt were a special breed. In the modern world, they were known as sociopaths. Some of them, psychopaths. Already they had little to no connection to the collective thought that circled the globe. With the drugs, the alterations of reality, their belief in the only thing that matters was their own needs meant they were correct. The world was a play-thing to do with as they pleased. So, they did. 
 
    The got rid of those who had feeling. 
 
    It took decades. The days of death went far beyond D-Day, as those on the Island called it. On that day alone, one third of the world died. Over the course of the next ten years, the death toll had reached half the population. Five years after, two thirds was gone.  
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    Madisun stared at the numbers in her hand. The rest of them all had pieces of paper, sometimes multiple, spread out in front of them, too. Of course, these were just numbers. Projections. They did not tell the stories of those who decided to take out hundreds of their fellow citizens. They did not have specific details of what happened, just that it had happened. 
 
    And what had happened was very, very bad..  
 
    "What happens after this?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Kristin sniffed. "We don't know. We stopped it there. We didn't want to know, truth be told. Of course, there’s no way to know details other than numbers.” 
 
    "Christ," Russell said, slapped his papers on the desk and sat down hard in one of the chairs. "Jesus Christ. We destroyed the world." 
 
    "Why?" Max asked. "I mean, I get the altering of reality, but these can't all be suicides." 
 
    "Think about it," Madisun said, quietly, not looking up from her papers. The numbers all blurred together now into meaningless mush. "Think about it, Max. Isn't it obvious?" 
 
    Max looked at her with narrowed eyes for a moment and then sighed. "A combination of the drugs and the alterations." 
 
    Kristin looked puzzled. "Sorry, not following." 
 
    "Think, Kristin," Madisun said. "What makes us define reality? We already know because we've proven reality can be changed by altering our relationship to the collective unconscious and collective consciousness, right? But, altering reality causes echoes which can drive people crazy. To counter that, Cal starts injecting drugs to lessen everyone's connection to the collective and eventually people become so distant they can't tell what's real and what isn't anymore. The more we alter, the bigger the echoes, the more drugs they have to take, the further away from the collective they get and the more they feel the effects. It accumulates until we reach this date when it reaches the breaking point." 
 
    Kristin sat back and wept quietly. "Jesus." 
 
    "What does it leave behind?" 
 
    Madisun turned her head to look at Russell. "Pardon?" 
 
    Russell tapped a hand on the papers in front of him. "If this is a third of the population dying in one fell swoop, what does it leave behind? Who's left? Are they zombies? Are they all on a coma? I mean, guys, let's think past the data here. If a third dies and the rest of the people on the planet are all disconnected, what kind of people are they?" 
 
    Max and Justin groaned. "Not good," Max said. "Not good people." 
 
    "Oh, Jesus," Madisun whispered.  
 
    "We keep using that name," Kristin said. "We all keep saying 'Jesus', but I don't think he's there. Not at all. He would not have let this happen if he were." 
 
    "Hardly the point," Madisun said. "Who are the people we think are the most disconnected from the collective even without the drugs?" 
 
    "Psychopaths," Max said. 
 
    "Sociopaths," Justin added. 
 
    "Crazy people," Russell said. 
 
    Madisun nodded her head slowly. "Those are the people left. I mean, there would be zombies, of course. Not brain-eating, flesh-eating zombies like in Hollywood movies, but real, staggering around, lost in reality versions. Like a huge portion of the world would suddenly be Alzheimer's patients who wandered away from their homes." 
 
    "If you were a psychopath, convinced you were right in all things, what would you do with all of the wandering, mindless, drooling people?" Russell asked. 
 
    "Oh my God," Kristin said and wept anew. 
 
    Max sighed and got up from his chair. He walked across the room to his messenger bag. A moment later he came back with another stack of paper. He dropped it down on the table, which had now become the universal sign among this group something bad was about to be revealed. Something very bad. 
 
    "Speaking of the walking dead," he said, quietly, "or maybe the undead. Or the dead, but not dead anymore." 
 
    Madisun gave him a confused look, but Max did not meet her gaze. She frowned, but did not take the bait. She did not pick up a single piece of paper. 
 
    "What's all of this?" Justin asked, no compunction in his mind at all about diving into whatever was there.  
 
    "I had a visit from a certain security man with big, beefy, arms," Max said. 
 
    When Madisun, Russell and Justin appeared to get upset by this, convinced the muscle-bound freak was intimidating him, Max held up a hand. 
 
    "Derek isn't quite the idiot we thought he was," Max said. "In fact, he thinks, well, he knows exactly what's going on. All of the arrogant assholes here, including our friend Cal, think he's too stupid to know what's going on so they talk right out in the open about what they're working on. He knows it all. He also knows it's wrong. He gave me access to the encrypted files, Mads. The ones I've been trying to hack to no avail for weeks." 
 
    Madisun felt a chill start at the tip of her toes and icy fingers slowly crawled up her ankles to her calves. Before long, she shivered throughout her entire body. She wanted to back away from the pile of printed material on the table. She had no idea why, but the thought of what might be in there terrified her. 
 
    "Guys, I have some really troubling news," Max said. "Well, more troubling news to add to the pile, anyway. Buckle up, guys. If you think finding out we have destroyed half the world, at the very least, is bad, wait until you hear what I've found out." 
 
    He paused and the silence drew out far too long. 
 
    "Stop it, Max," Russell whispered. "What?" 
 
    "Our friend has been up to this a lot longer than he's let on," Max said. "A lot longer. And I now know why." 
 
    "Holy shit," Justin said and he looked up suddenly, first at Madisun and then at Russell. Then the strength seemed to fall out of his legs and he sat down in the chair behind him. 
 
    "We have ghosts here among us," Max said quietly. "Two of us." 
 
    Kristin turned her head, her cheeks shining with tears. "Oh no," she said in a squeaky voice. "No more." 
 
    "Yeah," Max said, "I'm sorry to say, there's more. There's a lot more." 
 
    "Well, tell me," Russell said. "Tell us." 
 
    "Are you sure you're ready for this?" Max asked. 
 
    "I don't think you are, Russ," Justin said. 
 
    Russell wiped a hand across his forehead and chewed his upper lip. "Well, fuck, you're pretty much giving this away. Tell me what the fuck is going on." 
 
    Max cleared his throat. "OK, if you're sure. Let's go all the way back to the week, hell, the day we graduated from college." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 May 1993 
 
      
 
    Russell and Madisun stood beneath the streetlight and kissed. Around them, the darkness breathed and moved, but they were lost in each other, hopeful about the future. They didn't know what the future held, but they knew it held each of them. Then they heard something moving in the shadows and Russell stopped kissing Madisun to turn and face what lurked. 
 
    "Who's there?" Russell asked. 
 
    Madisun knew this was a bad idea. A very bad idea. All of the horror movies said talking to the thing in the darkness was a bad idea. They should run. She felt the adrenaline surge through her body and course through the muscles of her legs, begging her to start running. They had to get away and she reached out her hand to touch Russell's shoulder, but then the shadow moved and something stepped into the light. 
 
    "I just don't understand it," the shape in the darkness said. "I've tried to understand it, Madisun. I really have. I let you have this dalliance, certain you'd figure out Russell was just a fling and come back, but apparently you need to be shown. You need to be shown what he's made of. Look at him. Look how stupid he is. Every horror movie out there shows you talking to the shape in the darkness is a bad idea." 
 
    Russell had nothing to say. Instead, he squinted into the darkness and cocked his head to the side. He stepped just slightly in front of Madisun. Madisun, meanwhile, was confused. Hearing her name coming out of this shape in the darkness was confusing, too. The voice. The voice sounded sort of familiar. 
 
    "Why can't you see we're meant to be?" the voice said. "I gave you chance after chance. Don't you see how easily I could have just ended this so long ago. Now you've forced my hand. You've forced me to take action." 
 
    "Cal?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Russell turned his head then and looked at Madisun. "Did you just say Cal?" he asked. 
 
    "That's Cal’s voice," Madisun said, the confusion deeper than ever. 
 
    Cal stepped further into the light. He looked more frazzled than usual. His hair stood up all over the place and his clothes were stained with what looked like both food and sweat. Madisun realized she could smell him from here. As if he had not bathed in days and had been sitting in the hot St. Louis sun for days at a time, too. In his right hand, held loosely against his leg, was a pistol. 
 
    "Jesus, Cal, what the fuck are you doing?" Madisun asked. 
 
    Russell looked back at the shape and recognition settled across his face. "What are you doing, Trove? I mean, what kind of fucked up game is this?" 
 
    "It's not a game, Russ. It was never a game. It was destiny. From the moment I saw Madisun, I knew she was the one I was meant to be with. I knew it, but she had to have time to see it. Then you had to step in with your ridiculous charm and looks and all of the surface bullshit just to brainwash her." 
 
    Russell put both hands out in front of himself. As if that would stave off a bullet. Madisun knew he was trying to block as much of her as he could.  
 
    "Cal, I don't know what you're talking about," he said. "I haven't brainwashed anyone. I haven't done anything. We just met and fell in love. It happens, you know." 
 
    "Shut up!" Cal said, and put a hand to his forehead, pressing his palm into the flesh there, as if he had a monster headache. Madisun saw his entire body twitched, so even as he stood still, he was moving. Was he on drugs? Possibly. It was hard to tell. 
 
    "Cal, I thought we talked about this," Madisun said, slowly stepping around Russell's left side, trying to make herself more visible, but still shielded. "We talked about it the night we went on the date. I'm your friend. I'm always going to be your friend. Right? But there's just something which happens when you meet certain people." 
 
    "You shut up, too!" Cal said and he lifted the pistol, not intentionally threatening them, but pointing with the hand holding the gun. The gesture was somehow even more dangerous given all of his twitching. "Both of you talk the way people who never have trouble finding someone else talk. They all say the same bullshit. You just need to wait. You need to put yourself out there. You need to do this and that and this other bullshit, but it's not so easy for us. No, it's not so easy for some of us. No one tells you what 'put yourself out there' really means. What does that mean? I mean, where do I put myself? On the corner with a FOR RENT sign around my neck? And you!" 
 
    He pointed again, at Madisun, using the pistol. She could nearly hear the pull of the trigger, the explosion of the gunpowder and the feeling of the bullet tearing through her neck, chest or head. Would she feel it if she got shot in the head? Was the gun powerful enough to just blow through her skull and blast away the part of her she used to think? 
 
    "You may be even worse than he is!" Cal said and now he pointed the barrel of the gun just slightly toward Russell. "You talk about chemistry. You tell me there was no chemistry between us. Well, I felt it! I felt chemistry between us! I felt something and still feel something. How can it mean there's no chemistry when one person feels it so strongly? How? Tell me that. Why can't you tell me that?"  
 
    Madisun didn't know what to say. They had ventured way out over onto a limb which was going to break then fall into a chasm of madness and paranoia. How long had Cal been doing drugs? He was sweating profusely, and although it was warm out, it wasn't so hot he should have been sweating so badly. The twitches. The bad skin. The smell. He had been taking something, for sure. She didn't know enough to know if it was speed or heroin or what, but he was popping or injecting something. Maybe he was fully high now, or going through withdrawal, whatever it was, was bad.  
 
    "Cal, if you just calm down, we can talk," Madisun said. "I'm still your friend. I can see you're in some pain right now. I can help you. I know I can." 
 
    "No you can't!" Cal cried. Tears flowed down his face. "Neither of you can. You all get to leave tomorrow and where do I go? What happens to me? You all think I don't see or hear how you make fun of me and what I do. I care about the world, right? Don't you see that? I care about the future and the way things should be. I care about making things right and fixing the world, but you all just make fun of me. You want me to be alone. You pretend to take me in, but you just want me to go. Nothing you do makes any sense to me." 
 
    The words poured out of him now. He spat on to his shirt and into the night air. Frantic. Then Madisun noticed Russell tense up. He was going to make a move. As Cal got lost in his avalanche of words, Russell was going to reach for the gun. She knew it in an instant, as if Russell were sending her telepathic thoughts and plans. She knew he was the kind to do it, to try and take action even if it meant getting shot. 
 
    She knew she couldn't let him.  
 
    Cal was mentally gone in a lot of ways, but not enough he wouldn't see Russell coming. They were close to each other, but not so close Cal wouldn't be able to get off a shot. Even a small caliber gun would cause tremendous, and probably fatal, damage from this range. If Russell got closer, even a small bullet would enter his chest and tumble around inside, tearing apart his guts and killing him almost instantly. 
 
    Madisun could not let it happen. 
 
    She stepped in front of Russell just then. It was a relatively small step, really, in the grand scheme of things, but it was a big step in terms of their current reality. She stepped big and wide, putting her body in front of Russell. 
 
    Two things happened. 
 
    Russell's eyes widened in surprise and he looked at her, said: "Mads, what-?" 
 
    Cal jumped in surprise and pulled the trigger at the same time. The bang was not nearly as loud as she thought it would be. Just a pop in the darkness, with a bright flash not much worse than getting a photo taken, really.  
 
    Russell cried out. 
 
    Madisun felt something punch her in the left side of her chest. Just above her left breast. The bullet entered and began to tumble. She turned her head and saw Russell's horrified face as she fell.. Suddenly, as her heart was shredded by the tiny bullet, as her lungs were punctured by the bullet fragments hitting the breastplate inside of her and broke apart, she turned to look at Russell. She wanted to see him as the light dimmed down to a narrow tunnel which seemed way too dark and way too narrow and she saw only his face. She saw him reach out his arms to catch her. She could not stay on her feet. She could not stand. She could do nothing but fall and then it seemed she kept falling and falling until there was nothing but darkness and she kept falling there, too. 
 
    *** 
 
    The police found them, arm-in-arm, on the street hours later. Although a neighbor called the cops and said she thought she heard a gunshot, it was a busy night for the St. Louis Police and this was a neighborhood not known for guns. They dismissed it, also, because the woman on the other end had a thick accent and it was hard for the dispatcher to understand.  
 
    The woman had a single gunshot wound to the chest. The hole was small, but there was a lot of blood, indicating a major aortic wound and extensive interior damage. She was in the arms of a young man covered in her blood, plus his own. Whoever had committed the crime shot her first, then calmly walked behind the man as he held his dying girlfriend and put two into the back of his head. Then, to make sure, shot the man twice more in the torso.  
 
    It was a tragic scene, to be sure, and someone got a photo of the two lovers holding each other in death, surrounded by a circle of light from the streetlamp. It became famous, and then a meme, for decades after. As for the perpetrator, the police were never sure. No one was sure. There were suspects, and countless people claimed to know for sure, but no one was arrested. No one charged.  
 
    It was a senseless tragedy in a city filled with them. Another unsolved murder to dredge up every tenth, twentieth, twenty-fifth year anniversary. Roll around and go over the evidence. Ask for help. 
 
    Find nothing. 
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    Total silence. As the silence stretched, Madisun reflected on how silence was not really silent. She heard a soft humming from somewhere. Perhaps the air conditioning? Yes, she could feel the soft, cool, breeze coming from the vents overhead. There were other noises, too. Noises from outside. Birds making sounds as they went about their daily routines. The sounds, which still came from the city, more evident now when they were all quiet. Funny how she had never noticed how they could hear those sounds through the glass. It seemed so, far, but sound traveled well here. Then, distantly, the constant and steady sound of the ocean. Always working, always trying to take back more of the land, reaching up on the sand and pulling just a little bit of it back into its murky depths. The ocean was like something hungry, something forever, perhaps as limitless in many ways as space. The bottom was so far down, it might as well have been bottomless. The ocean was always there. Permanent. 
 
    Unlike her. 
 
    She heard a noise inside the room and jumped. She didn't realize she had been staring straight ahead, at the white wall across the room. The others were there, all of them staring at their own distant thing. It was Kristin, Madisun thought. A soft sob. 
 
    What did this mean? It was hard to process when you realized you were a ghost. You shouldn't be here. Your very existence was a crime against nature and the natural order of things. 
 
    Madisun was trying to review her memories. She read the police accounts here and some part of her did remember Cal stepping out of the shadows, but mostly she remembered - nothing. 
 
    She remembered going out the night in question and coming back to the dorms. Something moved in the shadows and Russell tried to confront it, but the shadowed figure just stepped back further into them and disappeared. Eventually whoever or whatever it was had run away. 
 
    Right? 
 
    She hadn't thought about the events of the night of graduation in so long. When she turned her mind to it now, these are the memories that existed there. However, there was a bolt of now-familiar pain behind her right eye and this other version of reality was there, too. Dimmer. Less coherent. The yelling. Cal sweating. All seemed somehow familiar. 
 
    There was nothing after the shooting. Nothing. Darkness. 
 
    She looked to her right and there was Russell. She loved him so much. She had almost forgotten how much she did love him and she reached out to him, almost blindly, to grasp his hand. He clutched back and looked into her eyes. Tears shone there, but he did not let them fall. She studied his jaw, his eyebrows, his cheeks. Madisun let her eyes wander and saw the cut of his shoulders, his chest. She knew every inch of his body and had run her fingers and lips over pretty much all of it in the years they had been together. 
 
    At least, some part of her said she had. 
 
    Some other part of her just remembered a general darkness. A sense of moving, without moving. Flashes of light, and merging with some universal energy. Of moving faster than thought and through and within things. 
 
    How could any of this be? 
 
    "We're ghosts," Russell whispered. "We're living ghosts." 
 
    Max opened his mouth to say something, but then stopped. He was crying now, too. Justin just put his head down.  
 
    "What do we do?" Madisun asked. "What the hell do we do now?" 
 
    Russell shook his head. "I don't know, Mads. I don't know." 
 
    "I guess we confront Cal," Max said. "Shown him what we know." 
 
    "What will that prove?" Madisun asked. "I mean, he's already done it. Maybe he did it a while ago. Right now, I can’t trust any of my memories. I feel like my skull is splitting down the middle." 
 
    "I've had this feeling all along," Russell said quietly. "All along, for what feels like years, I've had this feeling things were wrong. The memories in my head, I wanted to believe the ones where Mads and I graduated, got married, had a blissful life. But something was just off about all of it." 
 
    Madisun nodded. "I've had a headache for days. Just pounding away behind my eyes. Flashes of memories that made no sense. Always followed by more pain behind my eyes." 
 
    "He brought people back from the dead," Kristin whispered. "He killed people, then created this to bring them back?" 
 
    It took a moment for them to realize she was not just asking this question rhetorically. She was asking Max. 
 
    "Oh, sorry, still processing," Max replied. "Yeah. From the files Derek gave me, Cal managed to get away with the murders. He just left town. The rest of us attended your funerals and went on and did things. I have more files dedicated to all of us and I think all of it's related to what we did in the reality where Mads and Russ were dead. I haven't read it all. It was too much to process as it was." 
 
    No one objected. None of them were sure they wanted to know. 
 
    "He traveled the world, it seems," he said.  
 
    *** 
 
    1993 
 
    Cal Trove arrives in Japan. He gets a job at a small tech firm and studies the new and emerging online technology that will soon take the world by storm. He masters the coding necessary to build websites and applications for the new systems. 
 
    He invests in other tech firms and begins amassing money, living squalidly in the meantime. 
 
    He also studies ancient texts and religions, gathering up information about the nature of reality. He studies with Buddhist priests, having already mastered Japanese at a frightening pace. 
 
    "Can reality be changed?" he asks. 
 
    He wants to find out if prayer and willing reality to change can accomplish the task. 
 
    He does not get the answers he wants. 
 
    1995 
 
    The Internet explodes all over the world. Suddenly a movie cannot be released without a movie poster containing a website URL. Cal is lurking behind the scenes, now in eastern Europe. He studies with some of the brightest Russian minds in the world of computers. Although much of the world focuses on Japan and Asia, there are hackers already learning this new trade in Russia and the collapsing Soviet Union. The country is already pulling back from being a nuclear power, investing in the next big thing, and planning to eventually conquer the West using technology. 
 
    Cal makes more money renting out his skills to these governments. He invents new code. He makes a killing inventing computer viruses or methods of removing computer viruses. He gets access to the latest technology. 
 
    He also discovers the theories of alternate realities actually being studied in parts of Europe. Large particle accelerators and colliders are being built, and he is fascinated by the idea of seeing into the very act of creation, but also studies the various thoughts about each decision and act creating alternate realities. 
 
    By the end of 1995, he first writes in a diary that maybe, somewhere, a reality exists where he is vastly successful and did not kill Madisun and Russell. 
 
    1996 
 
    Trove Industries appears. They come out with the first touchscreen phone. It is revolutionary and people go crazy for it. Cal does his first big, worldwide, demonstration of his technology. People find out Trove has been responsible for some of the biggest online applications and a series of new laptops that will revolutionize the world of home computing. He is instantly praised for the innovation. 
 
    In the very first TroveCon Cal actually appears on stage. This is the one and only time he makes an in-person appearance. He wears the standard “uniform” now associated with Trove. He is mocked for his slow speech and nervousness. The attendance at the first ‘con is very light, but it will change the very next year. When Cal sees how many people are planning on being there, he makes sure not to appear in person at all. 
 
    Cal has been investing in technology for years and is a multi-billionaire by this point. He has fingers in so many different industries, set up under so many subsidiaries, he is virtually invested in every single aspect of people's lives. Technology, medication, healthcare, insurance, automobiles, and more.  
 
    He also continues to study everything he can find about alternate realities, alternate dimensions, time travel and more. He goes from the serious studies to the more ridiculous and outright occult ideas. Cal uses his newfound wealth to accumulate texts and information from the most arcane and obscure areas about the topic. He also learns, for the first time, about the Mandela Effect, although it has yet to get such a name. For the moment, people will not have a name for this phenomena until 1999 and then they will refer to them as "glitches in the Matrix." 
 
    Cal Trove begins to invest in data mining - looking to find ways of using technology to gather vast amounts of data about people. He wants to know people's likes and dislikes. He claims this is for marketing purposes, but he is already wondering if he can change reality, or history, by finding people who will most likely influence the collective conscious.  
 
    1997 
 
    His first run at the reality-changin technology happens. Cal has been gathering data for years now and  has enough to try changing something small. He uses it to change the name of a series of children's books about a family of bears. It is a small change, but it turns out to be effective. It creates a large number of echoes, but proves the overall concept. Cal is delighted, but realizes he needs a lot more data and a lot more power in order to change his biggest mistake. 
 
    His company continues to grow. Cal Trove is now one of the wealthiest men in the world, but the true breadth and scope of his company is still unknown to most of the world and he seeks to keep it that way. He is more powerful than most governments and subsidiaries of Trove provide technology for security firms, militaries, governments and companies around the world. He has the ability to learn about nearly anyone, anywhere and at any time.  
 
    He has a new phone out and new line of laptops. People line up for days to get both. He also releases a new digital music platform and device on which to play it. With this, he starts to play with subliminal sounds and information laid beneath the music. Results are encouraging, but he needs more. 
 
    2000 
 
    Cal tries again. This time he changes the Ford logo. He experiments with other changes, too, and finds the best way to do it, and how far he can go before the alterations take their toll. He moves to the Island, full time, having been building on the land for years, bringing a core group of people with him. He begins to gather increasingly private lists of information about each of his employees. He listens to their conversations. He video-tapes them having sex. He begins to make changes in their lives. 
 
    The first truly horrific examples of the echoes and reality changes manifests in a series of suicides. One employee starts screaming in his cubicle and will not stop. He buys up property, such as old abandoned hospitals and medical facilities, and begins quietly transferring employees who break with reality there. 
 
    He cultivates a cult-like feel about himself and his people. He has learned how to do this from studying other cults and religions. He weeds out people who may reveal elements of his plans, and lets only a very select group into his inner circle to discuss his ultimate goal, which will eventually become Revision.  
 
    There are people who have opposed him who suddenly disappear. 
 
    This will continue to happen over time. At first, some of them appear as suicides or heart attacks. Eventually, they will just vanish as if they never existed. 
 
    Trove Industries expands further into military applications for its software. Cal gets access to an ever-increasing number of government and military secrets. He is at the cutting edge of drone technology, years before they become well-known or popular in the private sector.  
 
    2002 
 
    Trove Industries is the biggest company the world has ever seen, but most people don't realize just how big. There are dozens and dozens of subsidiaries. Cal is making advances in pharmaceuticals and other medical technology. His first batch of medications to disconnect people from the collective thought is a disaster and thirty of his inner circle die. One man goes on a rampage throughout the village and Cal watches the footage of him stabbing his colleagues to death with fascination. They sit there and let him. 
 
    He makes changes. The drug improves. 
 
    Cal changes more of reality. He introduces the idea of Mandela dying in prison, but cannot change it enough so the South African leader really does die in the early 80s. Is it possible some things are too big to change? Cal continues his experiments. 
 
    New phones. New apps. New music devices. New computers. New operating systems. All of them come out in a steady stream and Cal is on news programs and across the world as a celebrity all on his own. He is secretly rigging elections, changing politicians and alerting reality in subtle ways. 
 
    His experiments on the Island lead to more deaths. More insane employees. He begins to dispose of the older employees who have been in the asylums to make room for more.  
 
    Cal has an impressive security force now. He travels with a small army. 
 
    He reveals the name of the technology that has consumed his mind and imagination since college. 
 
    Revision. 
 
    2003 
 
    Cal makes his first changes to reality that really stick. The movie starring the comedian from the 90s turns from an idea planted in forums to a reality by the end of the year. Cal is excited and plans more changes. 
 
    He changes an election in Germany. 
 
    He alters reality in Great Britain, which boosts their economy and produces dividends for one of his subsidiaries. 
 
    He erases a mistake by a car company that costs the lives of a dozen or so drivers, bringing these people back into reality. 
 
    Suicides go up. Crime increases in major cities. He adjust medical experiments and medicine. 
 
    Things are coming together. Cal Trove has eyes across the globe, probing into space, looking ahead to colonizing other planets, and is ready to try and change things from his own past. 
 
    2005 
 
    Cal rolls out the true V1 of Revision. He is still using just his inner circle. He begins making true changes in earnest. The results are a mixed bag of success and disaster. He undoes some political decisions, brings some of them back. He makes his first real blunder and ends up with a huge terrorist attack in the Middle East that kills dozens of children, tries to undo it, only to find out for the first time such a thing is impossible. He notes with a strange accuracy how many died in his first attempt to make a change and then how many end up dead after he tries to alter reality again. 
 
    Employees who died, suddenly reappear. Cal notes this and indicates he is the only one who realizes this in his journals.  
 
    He starts testing the medications to separate people from the collective thought as a primary focus. He finds the results disturbing at first. Suicides go up. Madness increases. Violent behavior goes up. There are numerous murders on the Island. 
 
    He adjust the meds. He begins to concoct a global flu epidemic as a reason for people to get inoculated. He buys up more medical plants and facilities. 
 
    Cal begins testing some actual viruses, too. He is not quite so successful with these and begins to think he will need to manufacture a fictional virus, perhaps create one using his reality-bending technology.  
 
    2007 
 
    Cal Trove is now undoing all sorts of things within his own life. He changes the way his father treated him as a child. He changes the career his father held. He changes some mistakes he made in school. He erases debt garnered during his school days by altering reality so scholarships are more easily obtained.  
 
    He notes the effects this alteration has on his mind. He notes the drugs he takes to try and counter those effects. He eventually finds a set of medications he thinks works, but will still allow him to create. 
 
    Cal’s journals and videos, however, become more erratic and strange. His eye twitches a lot now. His eyes appear bloodshot, as if he is not sleeping as well. He notes, just once, he has been having a lot of nightmares in the recent weeks and months. He says he sees people reaching out of the darkness, and that the darkness is all around him, including the ground beneath his feet. Even there, hands reach up from beneath the dark ground and grab at him as he walks past. 
 
    He hears voices, he says in another video. However, he says the latest round of medications has alleviated a lot of it and he hears them only dimly, like a radio in a distant room. He thinks he can live with it. 
 
    He also indicates he thinks he is ready to undo the biggest mistake of his life. However, he worries changing it will also undo the work he has done so far. He will remember. He is the center of the storm. He will remember and this will allow him to still create the life-changing technology he has created, but also undo the damage he did to the world way back in college. 
 
    2008 
 
    The first attempt is made. Cal edits reality into a new version where Madisun survives, but Russell does not. He soon finds Madisun is unable to respond to him in any way and does not fall in love with him, as he hoped. She is despondent over Russell and commits suicide five years later. 
 
    Cal is frustrated. His video diaries show continued mental deterioration. His hair is never combed. He is obsessed with the idea he can only really bring Revision to its ultimate conclusion by bringing back his college friends. This appears to be connected to his obsession with Madisun, but it's not clear. He starts obsessively watching them, finding them, tracing their whereabouts and what they are doing. 
 
    He revises history again. This time Madisun loves him from the start. There is no Russell. The relationship only lasts a few months. Cal is unable to keep Madisun from straying and she ends up in a relationship with a dangerous man who gets her hooked on heroin and she dies of an overdose without graduating. 
 
    Cal discovers, also, this reality has made vast amounts of things he invented and ideas he has had vanish. Despite his hopes of being able to hold two realities in his head, he is unable to do so, it seems. 
 
    He quickly changes reality again. Then again. Then again. 
 
    Each time his attempts to alter reality so Madisun ends up with him instead of Russell ends with Madisun dead from suicide or something else. Cal rants on a video entry about how unfair this is and it is obvious he was meant to be the one for her. 
 
    He attempts six more times to bring about such a reality and each gets worse than the other. Cal indicates his headaches have reached epic levels and he can barely get out of bed some days. He is having trouble determining what is real and what isn't.  
 
    His company falters for the first time and there is a massive, global, economic crisis in this year. The housing market collapses and Cal loses huge amounts of money he has invested. 
 
    Relenting, he changes reality so there is no gunshot. Russell and Madisun become a couple and marry. They are happy. Cal is frustrated and angry, but the economic recession, although still great, has lessened. Cal's headaches also lessen. His list of inventions, although different than prior to his meddling, is as close to what it was before he started altering reality.  
 
    Cal openly contemplates killing himself for the first time as the year nears the end. He wonders if it is all worth it just to have Madisun alive, if he has to just watch her be with Russell after all. If so, what was the point of any of this? 
 
    2009 
 
    Cal's obsession with his college friends grows deeper. He begins to alter their realities to make them more successful, but also more likely to abandon their lives and come live on the Island. He is still convinced if he can bring all of them here and work on Revision, they can find a way to make it work and alter major parts of history. 
 
    He also becomes obsessed with the assassination of JFK. Cal begins to fixate on the event as the seminal event of the 20th century. He feels he can change this one event and alter the world so dramatically the results he wants for his own life will follow. He rants about it constantly. 
 
    2010-2015 
 
    Cal Trove goes dark as far as the diaries and videos. For some reason, Cal stops recording his thoughts. In the world around him, he appears to be the model of a successful businessman. His surrogates and the company he runs presents new technology and people appreciate it. 
 
    He is also gathering more and more data from the people who use his technology. A lot of people across the globe realize it, and they make statements about Trove Industries overreaching and taking too much. Of course, they have no idea the actual scope of the tech. The data gathered from the phones, music devices, laptops and the in-home technology is virtually telepathic. The data centers on the Island have the largest database of information, likes, dislikes and choices by those who use the tech anywhere on the planet. Cal Trove can pretty much read people's minds. What he is doing with this data in unclear, as there is nothing written down and available online.  
 
    The number of employees who suddenly quit or get sick increases. Then the population of the Island comes back in terms of population. Records show deaths, then suddenly the same employees are hired back. The number of hospitals, doctors and medical facilities the company owns increases and there is a larger and larger investment in pharmaceuticals.  
 
    New vaccines come onto the market. They claim to cure flu viruses, pneumonia and a whole host of other illnesses. There are anti-vaxxers, but a quick look shows most of them to be utterly crazy. 
 
    Cal is the wealthiest man on the planet. He is the most powerful man in history. Before going dark, he was increasingly unstable and obsessed with strange things. No one knows what he has planned, but Revision continues to develop. 
 
    2016 
 
    Cal makes another entry and he outlines what he has been doing; at least in part. He explains how he has been adjusting the realities and histories of his college friends. He is more obsessed than ever about getting them together on the Island. He relays how he has tried six times so far, only to run into problems, but thinks he has the right solutions to make sure everyone comes this time around. 
 
    He has adjusted their careers. Cal has forced realities about their romantic lives. He has made sure these people have as few ties with the mainland and the rest of the world as possible so he can bring them to the Island and they will stay there and work on Revision. 
 
    He is now more convinced than ever the JFK assassination is the world event upon which 20th century history hinges. He thinks if he can change it, he can grow more powerful, fix many of the world's problems, stop wars, avert economic downturns and bring about major social changes which have been stalled or taken too long as it is.  
 
    He ignores the data that indicates his meddling with realities has already caused irreversible damage. He ignores his increasingly unstable workforce and the number of people who have been diagnosed as insane. He ignores the increased instability in the world, such as the increase in mass shootings around the globe. 
 
    2017 
 
    Cal makes the final preparations and enacts Revision. He sends out more invites to his college friends and this time, they all say yes. The plans are made and he is sure this will be the change to the world that is needed to make things better. He is convinced he can control the reality echoes, dampen the headaches and health problems and provide medication to alter moods. 
 
    Cal looks into actually using airplanes to spray chemicals in the air. This is a much-maligned conspiracy theory, but Cal believes investing in airlines and jet fuel he can actually start spraying substances to help people. He is also convinced he can lessen the impact of disconnecting from the collective thought field, but is unsure how. 
 
    He often rants in videos and other medium, but maintains a calm public persona. He begins testing medications on himself. 
 
    His last entry states he is sure he and Madisun will end up together, somehow. He will find a way to crack this particular problem, but after he changes the world. Once he does that, he assures his imaginary viewers, he is sure he can figure out just the right reality. It has to be out there. It has to be.  
 
    *** 
 
    Once again the group are stunned. How many shocks can the system take? How many times will they discover the horrors and atrocities their former friend has committed?  
 
    Madisun cannot cry anymore. She sits there as all of them read the things Max finds and shows them. He reads quite a bit, until it becomes evident the reason David died is because of the reality manipulations Cal did in order to make him unattached and more likely to stay. Apparently, Max and David were alive and well and happy for years, decades, and then Cal started altering thing. 
 
    Kristin is outraged she has been kept single and unattached, too, by Cal. Her desire for family, for a husband, for anything real has been stripped again and again by Revision. She is alone because of him. 
 
    Justin is silent. He doesn't know what to say, but his jaw is set and his face is red. He also clenches and unclenches his fists. He hasn't read all of it, but he knows the reason he is where he is, the reason his life has been the trajectory it has been, is because of Cal.  
 
    He has touched them all. 
 
    How many have died because of him? Sure, if he altered reality, they just never existed here, but if they existed one moment, then were gone the next, doesn't it amount to the same thing? Madisun realizes this is gray areas and new territory. If the world knew what was going on here, knew the truth about Revision and Cal's businesses, what would they do? 
 
    "What do we do?" Russell asked. "I mean,  let's face the facts here, people. We're dealing with a madman, right? A man with the power of God in his hands, who is completely unstable. What do we do?" 
 
    A long stretch of silence fell.  
 
    "We need to kill him." 
 
    It took a moment for Madisun to even realize she had said the words out loud. She had been thinking it for a while now, but to say the words out loud shocked her. 
 
    "Right," Max said. "I think we need to do it. I think Derek will help and maybe the entire security force. Hell, if we get word to the rest of the people here in the Island, the rest of them might join us." 
 
    "What then?" 
 
    Kristin turned to look at them all with tears running freely down her face, her eyes shining with more. She chewed at her lower lip with a fervor which worried Madisun. 
 
    "Huh?" Madisun asked. 
 
    "OK, so, we kill Cal," Kristin said with an irritated wave of her hand. "Then what do we do? I mean, we just ran this data and showed if we do nothing else to change reality, half the world will be dead in about thirty years. How do we stop it? What do we do once the madman is dead? We still have a problem here." 
 
    "Oh my god," Russell said. "She's right." 
 
    Max nodded slowly. "Yeah. We still broke the world." 
 
    "First thing's first," Madisun said. "We need to confront Cal, right? I mean, we have to stop it. If he's listening right now, then we're fucked." 
 
    Max looked around. "Are you listening, Cal? You haven't shown up here yet, so you're hiding or you're planning. If you want, just come down here. Let's see what we can do about this. Are you listening?" 
 
    The room was quiet save for the hum of the lights. No one came through the door. There were no hurried footsteps down the hall. 
 
    "He's either not listening, or too far gone to care," Madisun said. "We're going to have to go find him." 
 
    "Where is he going to be?" Kristin asked. 
 
    "I have an idea," Madisun said. "I have an idea what he's doing, where he might be and even why he's not listening." 
 
    "The movie," Russell said. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    *** 
 
    Madisun led them down the multiple twisting, turning hallways throughout the huge main mansion. She led them right to the big door to the office beyond and, sure enough, the mogul was there. He sat behind his giant wood desk. Across one entire wall was the flat screen television where he watched Gene Wilder in his purple top hat and curly hair sing about pure imagination. When the opened the door, Cal did not look up. He had a dreamy smile on his face, lost in the light of the screen. The drapes were closed and besides the images on the screen, there was no light in the office. 
 
    Madisun went in first and, finally, Cal turned when he heard the floor creak. He smiled when he saw her. 
 
    "Hey, Mads," he said. "I love this movie, you know? I mean, when you think about it, this is what we're doing, right? Living in a world of pure imagination. I mean, if you think about it, I could probably find a reality where all of this stuff in the candy factory is real. How cool would that be?" 
 
    Madisun looked at the screen for a moment. She tried not to think about the fact they had already had this conversation before. If she mentioned it, he likely wouldn’t remember. Just one look at his eyes and she knew he was gone.   
 
    "Probably not very cool, Cal. I mean, think about it. The part with the boat and all of the scary images is pretty terrifying. Gene Wilder gets all crazy and recites the scary poem. Remember?" 
 
    Cal nodded slowly, his eyes still distant. "Yeah. The chicken head and everything. I remember. I guess it wasn't all pleasant for the naughty kids, right?" 
 
    "Yeah," Madisun replied. She moved cautiously, as if she were approaching someone waving a gun around. Cal had no weapon she could see, but she knew he had ultimate control of the ultimate weapon. The heart of Revision might not have been in here, but he was probably not far from being able to reach it. "I guess we'd be the naughty kids, right?" 
 
    Cal blinked for a moment, as if Madisun had lunged at him or perhaps slapped him across the face. He seemed to really see her for the first time. "The naughty kids?" he asked. "Why?" 
 
    The door behind her creaked and the rest of the group filed in. All of them moved slowly, fanning out behind her and along the wall, blocking Cal from leaving. 
 
    "Uh oh," Cal said. "This looks bad. What's going on, guys? You on strike? I think you have to form a union first." 
 
    "We've been talking, Cal," Max said. "I've been talking to a few people. Not just the ones on the grounds here, but others in your employ." 
 
    A dark look passed over Cal's face. "Hmm, this sounds even more sinister," he said, but his smile returned. "Have there been grumblings? Is that what you're here to tell me, Max? Employees are grumbling?" 
 
    "You killed David," Max said, his lower lip trembled just a bit as he did so, but he held it together. "You son of a bitch. You fucked with reality until you found one where he was dead. To leave me unattached." 
 
    Cal blinked again. His eye twitched. A wry smile crossed his face. "Ah, I see," he said. "You've found out some things, eh? Who told you? Was it Derek? I think it was Derek." 
 
    "I'm a ghost, Cal," Madisun said. "I'm a fucking ghost and you killed me." 
 
    Cal looked hurt when she said it. "Not true, Mads," he said. "Not true. I just fixed things. It was a mistake. I was unhinged, you know. I was crazy, young, stupid and impulsive." 
 
    "What's changed, then?" Russell asked. "I mean, you've been that way with changing history, haven't you? How many other people have you killed with all of your fucking around with reality, Cal? How many other ghosts are there?" 
 
    "We've run numbers, Cal," Kristin interjected before he could say anything. "Even if we stop right now, in a little while, a third of the world just dies one day. The echoes are cumulative. They keep building on themselves and the more medication we make them take, the further they get away from the collective. The more disconnected they become, the more they think the world isn't real and they lose their minds. Suicides. Mass murders. All of it reaches a critical level. One third, Cal. One third of the world decides, one day, to kill itself." 
 
    Cal shook his head. "No. No, that's not true. You're an idiot, Kristin. You don't know a fucking thing. You were always the dumbest of us, you know. You made a mistake. I've checked. I've run the numbers." 
 
    "You're lost, Cal," Madisun said. "You've been lost for some time now. Perhaps you lost your mind when you killed Russ and me. I don't know. Maybe you became unhinged right after or when you first started doing the experiments with Revision without realizing the consequences of being disconnected from the collective. Somewhere along the way you lost your mind." 
 
    Cal laughed. "You'd like me to believe that, wouldn't you? You're all just jealous! I can see it in your eyes. You wish you had thought of Revision. You talked and talked about changing things, but you're pissed because I found a real way to do it." 
 
    "Shut up!" Justin yelled. He walked forward and slapped Cal hard across his face. Cal's head rocked back and he nearly fell over. He held one hand up to his cheek. "Shut up, you fucking maniac! You've killed the world. Do you realize who's left when a third of the world dies? Who are the people disconnected from the collective thought already? Sociopaths and psychopaths. You leave the world in their hands and they end up killing half the world. Then the rest of it." 
 
    "No," Cal said. "No." 
 
    The mogul moved fast. It was a blur. No one had any idea he could move as fast as he did. One moment Justin was right in Cal's face, then next Cal grabbed something off of his desk and jabbed it into Justin's gut. Cal's face twisted into a mask of rage, hatred and madness. The letter opener buried itself up to the hilt and blood washed over Cal's right hand, splattering to the floor.  
 
    Cal snarled. Madisun screamed, put a hand to her mouth and ran forward. Russell and Max also ran forward. Kristin opened her mouth in a silent scream, but seemed unable to move.  
 
    "What did you do, you son of a bitch?" Max cried and grabbed Justin in his arms, pulling him away from Cal. 
 
    Cal held the letter opener in his hand. The blade was coated in blood, and his hand matched. He didn't look as shocked as Madisun thought he would. Then again, why would he? She already knew what Cal was thinking. He would alter history again. Start over, maybe. Make it so they never found out about what he had done. Madisun would never know she was dead.  
 
    Cal backed away slowly, now holding up the blade. "You have no idea what you're doing," he said, slowly, his eye really twitching now. "You have no idea. I can fix it. I can fix it all, you see. I can do anything. I can change anything." 
 
    Max helped Justin get to the leather couch along the wall. Slowly, Justin sank to the leather, blood pouring from beneath his fingers as it fell like a rainstorm to the floor. It was like a faucet. Whatever Cal had hit with the blade, it was big and gushing. Justin's face was pale and his lips pressed together, losing all color. 
 
    Kristin ran to Justin's side and knelt down. She held his hand and he looked at her with wide eyes.  
 
    "I - I - don't -," Justin said. His head sank back against the sofa and he closed his eyes. 
 
    His grip loosened on Kristin's hand and he just seemed to - stop.  
 
    "No," Kristin said. 
 
    Russell was on Cal in a minute, before Madisun could do anything about it. Cal stared at Justin's body with wide, shocked, eyes. He had no idea Russ was coming for him until Russ's fist smashed into the side of his face. Russell grabbed a paperweight off the desk (a model of the Island encased in glass) and swung, the edge of the weight connecting with a solid THOCK on Cal's forehead. The skin opened up and blood flew. 
 
    Cal was shocked and let out a yelp like a puppy who's tail had been stepped on. He did not let go of the letter opener, but staggered sideways. His head collided with the wall of bookshelves behind the desk and several books fell on top of him and to the floor.  
 
    He rebounded fast. 
 
    Blood poured down his face and into his eye, but he slashed out with the letter opener, catching Russell's right hand. Russ pulled back instinctively, dodging out of the way of the blade. It hissed through the air.  
 
    Max was on Cal a moment later. Another fist came down, in a huge arc, and down on the bridge of Cal's nose. Madisun heard the bone break from where she stood, still unable to process what was happening or move. 
 
    Cal let out a WHUFF of air and more blood flew in an arc. It seemed like the entire wall behind Cal's desk was now coated in blood. Cal staggered again, hitting the wall and trying to back away from the blows raining down on him. He swung the letter opening in a wide arc, not aiming, unable to see because of the blood in his eyes. 
 
    Cal swung again and the blade sliced through the air and slashed across Max's arm and he cried out, taking a step backwards. Cal took the moment to turn and run for the opening at the rear of the office.  
 
    Russell took off, but Madisun put a hand on his shoulder. "Stop!" she cried. "Just stop! Everyone stop. Let me talk to him." 
 
    "He's a killer," Russell said, his eyes burning and bright. "I can't let you go after him alone. What's wrong with you?" 
 
    "I need to talk to him," Madisun said. "This isn't going to get us anywhere. What is all of this fighting doing?" 
 
    "Why are you doing this?" Russell asked. "What are you going to be able to do? What can you convince him of? He's going to kill you. Then he'll just rewrite history to make it like it never happened. If we let him get away, he'll keep us here running around and around and around until he gets the results he wants like hamsters on a wheel." 
 
    "I know," Madisun said. "But he won't try and hurt me. He won't do anything to me." 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "I just do." 
 
    Russell looked like he wanted to restrain her. He wanted to shake her or force her to stay here, but he relented. He sighed and dropped both hands. "Fine," he said. 
 
    She stood on her toes and kissed him and then told the others to stay. She left through the same door Cal had exited and followed the blood spatter down the hall, turning right and then left and coming out in the kitchen. The same one they had had their conversation all those months ago. He stood near the fridge, holding his nose, but blood dripped steadily to the floor.  
 
    "He broke my nose," Cal said. He had grabbed a wad of paper towels and held it to his face. The towels were already soaked. "Mads, he broke my nose." 
 
    "Yeah, I saw that," she said. "But you may have just stabbed Justin to death." 
 
    "He came at me," Cal said, turning his head to look at her. His face was like something out of a horror movie. He was covered in blood. His eyes jittered in their sockets like they were vibrating and as if he were a rat caught in a trap. "He came at me and I defended myself. Besides, I can fix that. I can fix that. I mean, it's what Revision is all about, right?" 
 
    He tried to smile, but doing so was obviously painful for him and he winced.  
 
    "No, Cal, you can't do it," Madisun said, walking slowly through the kitchen. On the table to her right was a place setting. No one ever ate in here, but Cal had places set anyway. Just for consistency. She gripped one of the steak knives and held it to her side, hiding it as best she could against her forearm. "We told you. If you keep messing with reality, people are going to die. So many people. So. Many. People. How can you not see it?" 
 
    "Because I fix problems," Cal replied, muffled, through the wad of paper towels. "It's what I do. It's what I've been doing since college. Since the night I -" 
 
    "The night you killed me and Russell, Cal," Madisun said quietly, getting further into the kitchen. "You killed me." 
 
    "But I fixed it!" Cal said, his voice rising. He dropped the towels and the blood just ran over his upper lip. "I fixed it, Mads. I brought you back. I brought you back!" 
 
    "Did you do all of this just for me? Did you invent Revision because of this?" 
 
    Cal looked surprised. "No. No. I wanted... I wanted..." 
 
    "You did, didn't you? You made me a ghost. You made me and Russell a ghost." 
 
    "I don't understand it," Cal said. "Why are you mad about this? I brought you back. I did this. Yes, I did this for you!" 
 
    "Why, Cal?" 
 
    "I wanted you. Don't you understand? From the first time I met you, I wanted you and needed you and you rejected me. I had to stop you two from running off and getting married and ruining things. I had to stop it, but then I realized I had made such a mistake. I made such a huge mistake." 
 
    Cal put his head in his hands, leaving streaks of blood in his hair and down his head. He was even more covered in gore. 
 
    "Cal, you made me a zombie. What am I now? How many people died - your own employees - so you could bring me back?" 
 
    "I did it for you, Mads! Why are you upset? I gave you everything you wanted. I even gave you Russell. For fuck's sake, I gave you Russell!" 
 
    "WHY?" 
 
    "Because I love you!" Cal shouted, blood flying from his lips. 
 
    She felt the words pierce her right through the heart. Despite the horrible things he had done, insisted on doing, he was a sad person. There was that sad little man she had gone on the date with all those years ago. If he had just changed himself, done things to make himself a better person, a more outgoing person, all of this would have been avoided. 
 
    At the same time, what had she done? The same night of the date, she promised to be his friend, but she was also creeped out by him. She hadn't been a good friend. She hadn't tried to help him, either. As long as he left her alone, she was OK. 
 
    "It's wrong," Madisun said, now in the part of the kitchen where he stood. He hadn't moved. The pool of blood at his feet grew. "All of this is wrong and it's going to destroy the entire world. Do you see it? Can you understand it?" 
 
    "I love you, Mads," he said, and now tears flowed. "Why didn't you just love me back? Why didn't you just fall in love with me, too?" 
 
    "I don't know, Cal," she said and she reached out a hand and ran it through his hair. She felt the blood slick up her palms. She tilted her head to the side and tried to look concerned, worried, tender. "The heart isn't a program you can change, Cal. It is what it is."  
 
    "That's such bullshit," Cal said, tears streaking through the blood coating his cheeks. "It's such bullshit. Emotions. Love. All of it's such bullshit. It should just work. Just work. Like in the movies." 
 
    His knees buckled, but he reached out with his hands and grasped the edge of the kitchen counter.  
 
    Madisun drew closer to him. She kept her left hand in his hair, stroking him, calming him. Inside, she was disgusted by the rivers of blood coming through his nostrils, down the sides of his face from the head wound. Disgusted by the things he had done. He had killed Justin. He had just wiped out so many others. He was a monster. 
 
    How close were the others? Was Justin already dead? They had to be coming for her. Russell would never stay back indefinitely. He was probably pacing around right now, too.  
 
    "I love you, Mads," Cal whispered, lowering his head. She felt blood seep into her clothes. Oh well, she thought, it's going to get a lot worse. "I love you so much and always have. This was all for you. All of it." 
 
    "Shh, shh, shh," she whispered and slowly brought up her right hand. She found the spot on his neck. Just a quick slice from the blade was all it would take. She could see the spot where the artery pulsed beneath his skin. "It's time to rest now, Cal. You've been running and running for so long. It's time to get some sleep." 
 
    "I'm so tired, Mads," he said. "Been running so hard. Trying so hard for so long." 
 
    It was just a very fast move with her right hand. The blade was sharp since it was evidently just a show piece that had never been used to cut a single piece of meat. In fact, the entire place setting on the kitchen table was all for show. The kitchen was for show. Who would Cal ever have over for dinner? No one. It was just there because plates, forks and knives were expected. Cal - always trying to look normal. 
 
    The blade sliced the side of his neck wide open, cutting the artery in there like paper. Cal tipped his head back and looked at her with wide, shocked, eyes. The pain was probably only momentary, but the blood pumped with his heartbeat in a gush. Thick, dark, red blood pulsed out out of him and sprayed the kitchen counter and cabinets. 
 
    Madisun stepped forward and put her arms around him. Instinctively, and without thinking about what he was doing, he put his arms around her. He tried to pull away at the same time. The blood sprayed across her chest as she looked into his eyes, holding his head. She was going to stare him in the eyes as he faded, unlike the people he never thought about as he Revision’d them out of existence. 
 
    "Shh, shh, shh," she whispered. "Time to sleep now, Cal. Time to rest. Rest now." 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. His eyes turned from shock and pain to pleading. His knees gave out completely and this time she held him to her, holding him tight as the blood flowed in ever-slowing pulses. The sound of blood hitting the floor was like rain in the background. Cal still weighed nearly nothing, so she held him tight.  
 
    It didn't take long. The artery pumped fast and hard and the cut was deep. She had hit the mark right on, using her memory of biology. His eyes fluttered and he let out a soft breath against the side of her face. Unconsciousness hit fast and she slowly lowered him to the ground. She sat down next to him, holding his hand, as the jet of blood slowed, slowed, slowed. His chest heaved and then stopped.  
 
    The blood did, too. 
 
    Madisun looked down at her hand and saw she still held the knife. She dropped it with a soft clang to the floor. Blood coated her hands and her clothes were soaked. So much blood. She knew it would be a mess, of course, but to see it was something else. 
 
    "I wondered if you had the stones for it." 
 
    She knew Derek's voice the moment he started talking. She turned her head and saw the bodyguard in the doorway. In his right hand was a pistol bearing a large suppressor on the barrel.  
 
    "Hello, Derek," she said. She felt so tired. Her mind was already working out the problem, though, and she was very afraid of what the solution was. "Are you going to shoot me?" 
 
    Derek looked at the pistol as if he was unsure of how it got there. "No," he said, putting it back in his shoulder holster. "I talked to Max. I thought he would have told you." 
 
    "He did, but I just wasn't sure," Madisun said, still unable stand. "I can't seem to get to my feet." 
 
    "Killing people is hard," Derek said. "Killing someone you thought of as a friend is even more difficult." 
 
    "It's not over, Derek," she said. "First, what do we do about his disciples? The ones loyal to him?" 
 
    "I'll take care of them," Derek said. "I'll get people I trust to get rid of the body and clean up the blood. We'll tell them he went on a business trip and, when the time is right, come up with some other reason for him dying. Maybe his private plane is going to go down in the ocean." 
 
    "I hope no one else has to die," she said, the words hollow in her chest. "Too many have died." 
 
    "I'll do what I can. What else is left, Madisun?" 
 
    She told him about the world and the destination they had created for it as things stood currently. 
 
    "I see," he said. "This is stuff a little beyond me. I'll take care of the body. You need to go back to your friends and do what you need to do."  
 
    Madisun heaved a sigh. "I'm afraid of what the solution might be." 
 
    "You'll do the right thing," Derek said. "I know it." 
 
    She heard his footsteps disappear down the hall. She looked down at Cal's body. It seemed even smaller now. His skin was pale and when she touched his arm, it was already getting cold. She forced herself to her feet. She felt unsteady, but got her balance. Then there were hands on her hips and when she turned she saw Russell there, his face locked on her own. 
 
    "Mads," he said. 
 
    "I think I need to wash up," she said, and then she broke down. She felt the world tilt on its side and Russell caught her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later Madisun stepped out of the shower, but she knew no amount of water would ever let her feel clean again. She was dirty. She was in the ground, is what she was. She was a zombie and she was supposed to be dead.  
 
    Justin was dead. When she and Russell got back to where the rest of the group was, Kristin was weeping over his bleeding body. Another room soaked in blood. The sofa was saturated and the carpet was stained. Justin had his eyes closed, his skin as pale as Cal's. When Russell and Madisun entered the room, Max and Kristin turned to look at her and Kristin screamed when she saw Madisun's clothing. 
 
    "He's dead?" Max asked. 
 
    Madisun could only nod. 
 
    "What do we do?" Kristin asked and she asked it many times. 
 
    "I have an idea," Madisun said, "but I need to wash this off of me. I have to try and get clean. If I ever can." 
 
    So, they agreed to meet up at Madisun's room in two hours. She let Russell lead her back to the room. He helped her undress and when she was in there for a while, he eventually joined her. She held onto him as the steaming hot water rained down on them and it was then she really cried. He held her tight against him and she let him carry her weight. He cried, too. 
 
    When they were finished showering, they made it to the bed and she insisted they make love. She knew what was coming. She knew what had to happen, and she needed to be with him one more time before it happened. How long would it take, she wondered? She didn't know, but she knew this would be the last time she felt him inside of her and she wanted it to last. Madisun didn't even care if the others walked in the room. 
 
    When they finished it, she held him in the bed and told him what she thought needed to happen. He asked a lot of questions. He proposed other ideas, but as they talked, he came around to understanding what she meant. He knew it, too. She could hear his heart beat faster at the thought and his body tensed from fear. She was afraid, too, but it was the entire world at stake, right?  
 
    They dressed slowly, not wanting to rush. Kristin and Max entered the room, calling out to them. They replied, but then spent another few minutes holding each other in the bedroom. There would be more tears, but there were none then.  
 
    The four of them gathered outside. It was mid-afternoon. It felt odd to be out there during this time instead of at night. They had gotten used to being out there with the stars out instead of the blazing sun. It felt good to feel the sun and Madisun spent a lot of time trying to absorb it and to take in the bright blue sky. 
 
    "What do we do now?" Kristin asked. 
 
    "Well, the way I look at it, we have to stop this from ever happening," Madisun said. "The only way to stop things is to find a reality where Revision never happens." 
 
    "Wait, that means altering reality again, right?" Max asked. "Won't it cause more damage?" 
 
    "This is the paradox," Russell said. "Yes, it will cause more damage, but we can reduce the overall damage by making it so no one ever altered reality in the first place." 
 
    "This is already giving me a headache," Max said. "What if doing this is going to make things worse?" 
 
    "Well, we'll need to run the data," Madisun said. "But I think this will solve the problem. We need a reality where Cal never created Revision to replace the reality we're in now. I think this will create echoes and cracks, but also eliminate a huge amount of it." 
 
    "So, Kennedy would be dead again?" Kristin asked. "Things would be like they were before we started fucking around with this thing?" 
 
    "That's the idea," Russell said. 
 
    "Justin would be alive," Kristin said. 
 
    Silence fell for a moment. 
 
    "Why don't we create a reality where Cal Trove dies in childhood?" Max asked. "Wouldn't a reality like that prevent it from happening?" 
 
    "Wait, we can't do it like that," Madisun said, she closed her eyes and sighed. "If we make it so Cal never invents all of the things he invents, it would hurt the world, right? I mean, look at how things are. The phones, the technology, the televisions, and all of the other things we now know he was involved in. We know it was for a sinister purpose, but a lot of good things happened. Think of how communications, technology, the Internet and the exchange of information has changed because of Trove technology. The world still needs Cal and the tech he invented, but he needs to not invent Revision." 
 
    "OK, so we just create a reality where he never falls in love with you, Mads," Kristin said. "Right? I mean, we stop him from doing that and he never has the desire to kill Russell or anything." 
 
    Madisun smiled. "We can't do it that way, either. Think about it. The murder is what spurred him on to build his empire. It was his love for me that sent him down the road to creating the tech in existence now. It was the fire that created the inspiration and led to the creation of all of the phones and everything else." 
 
    Kristin looked from Madisun to Russell and then back again. "Wait, what are you saying? What are you two saying?" 
 
    "We have to die," Russell said. "But we need to stay dead." 
 
    Max looked stricken. "No. Wait. That doesn't make any sense? What does that mean for Cal?" 
 
    "It means we have to find a reality where Cal shoots us and uses it to create everything, but Revision," Madisun said. "There has to be a reality where Cal is inspired to create the phones and tech, but isn't obsessed with the idea of changing history or altering reality." 
 
    "No!" Kristin cried out and fresh tears flowed down her face. "No, that doesn't make any fucking sense, Mads. That son of a bitch gets to live, but you guys have to be dead? What fucking justice is that?" 
 
    "And what happens to us?" Max asked. "I don't want to sound selfish about this, but what happens to us when this new reality snaps into place? We'll still remember, right? We'll still be here, but no one will know why. What will Cal do?" 
 
    "I don’t really know about you guys. You may all wake up at home in your beds and none of this would have happened," Madisun said with a sad smile. She reached up and touched her face and realized she was crying, too. "In the end, does it matter? Even if you wake up here, you’ll leave and continue with your lives." 
 
    Max looked shamed. "I just can't deal with this. What will that do to reality? Will doing this just end up killing half the world sooner?" 
 
    "We'll need you to run your program," Russell said. "We'll need to find out what happens and then adjust what we do from there. It seems like a paradox, to me, which would be dangerous. I don't know, we're rewriting the rules here." 
 
    "Justin will be alive," Kristin said more to herself than to the rest of the group. "None of this would have happened." 
 
    "I can't deal with this right now," Kristin said. "I just saw Justin die in front of me and you tell me you cut Cal's throat. I saw the blood. Now you're telling me we have to rewrite history, again. After talking about not doing so. Plus, you want to make it so you and Russ are dead? What will that do to me and Max? How the hell do we go on knowing about all of this and about you?" 
 
    Madisun stood and walked over to Kristin. She knelt down and took her both her hands in her own and looked into Kristin's eyes. 
 
    "I don't know how this works, Kris," she said. "I have no idea. I love you guys. I love you now more than ever because of what we've been through here, but we have to try and fix the world. This is a paradox and it will do damage. It will. There were be people who vanish out of existence besides us, but there will be new people, too. Think about it. If Cal never spends all of this time with Revision, your life will be different. Max, your life will be different. David may still be alive. Kristin, you might be married and fat with six kids." 
 
    Kristin laughed in spite of herself. She held one hand up to her face, but the tears didn't stop.  
 
    "Maybe," she whispered. 
 
    "There has to be another way," Max said. "I mean, he murders you two and he gets to be a billionaire and have the world in the palm of his hands, and you guys are just gone? What kind of fairness is that?" 
 
    Madisun reached out and grabbed Max's hand. She pulled it to him and kissed his knuckles gently. She loved him, too. She loved all of them, she realized now. She wanted to hold on to all of this. How many tears could a person cry? How many times could a person cry? 
 
    "If you can find it, I'm all for it," Madisun said. "But Russ and I have spent hours talking about it. Cal Trove has to be motivated to create what he has. The world needs the good stuff. He just needs to be a version of Cal who doesn't want to build Revision." 
 
    "But if you're alive, he won't need to build it," Max implored. 
 
    "But if he doesn't kill us, he won't be motivated to change the world," Madisun replied. "Do you see?" 
 
    Max shook his head and leaned forward, pressing his forehead against Madisun's head. "I can't do this, Mads," he said. He raised his eyes and looked at Russell. "I can't do this to you two." 
 
    Russell stepped forward and knelt down in front of Max. "It's the best thing for the world, Max. Look, run the numbers. Let's see what does the least damage. Maybe we're wrong. Take your time. Jesus, I'm not in a rush. But run the numbers and see. If we can find an alternate solution, I can guarantee you Mads and I will do it." 
 
    The four of them held each other close for a long time. That night, they all slept in the same house, near each other. The world, the entire universe, all of time and space, was so far out of their control. They cried. They laughed. They held each other. They eventually collapsed in exhaustion near morning and fell asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    They ran the numbers for days. Over and over again. Kristin and Max refused to give up trying to find a solution where Madisun and Russell were alive, but Cal still decided to create the world he created with Trove Industries. In all of the versions where he either didn't attempt to kill them, or wounded them, but didn't kill them, Cal either killed himself, got into hard drugs and died, or just went on the run and never amounted to anything.  
 
    "This is the way the universe wants it to be," Madisun said. "Can't you see?" 
 
    Max and Kristin refused to give up. 
 
    Derek showed up the next day and told them he had cremated Cal's body, but the story would be one of his private planes had trouble and fell into the ocean. They would rig the plane to fly on its own and fall into the sea. None of them asked if a pilot would need to sacrifice himself for this scenario to work. They didn't want to know. 
 
    The team ran more numbers and considered other factors. In the worlds where Cal did not shoot Madisun and Russell, there were also a number of people who were never born. They calculated this actually had to do with the lack of dating apps created because he never built his smartphone.  
 
    After a week Derek came to them and sat them down in the office where they had been working since they started this journey. His face was grim. 
 
    "So, look, people around here are starting to wonder about what's going on," he said. "We've been doing as much as we can to mitigate the damage and we are still about two weeks away from trying to do the story with the plane crash. He has some very devoted people and they are starting to freak out. Some of them are talking to the rest of them, and recruiting other acolytes. The group is going to grow. I could try and come up with a reason to evacuate the Island, but I fear doing so will set them off sooner. They don't trust me, they trust Cal. Without him to calm them down, they’re going to keep making up stories. Max and Madisun, there are people who saw you down in town and they are already talking about how you were all plotting to kill Cal and conspiring with security to do so." 
 
    He cleared his throat, folding his arms across his chest. He had been looking down at his feet, but now he raised his head and looked at them. 
 
    "I know what Revision is and what it does," he said. "I told Max this before. I know how dangerous it is. I know you've been working on something to alter reality again and I know it's dangerous. Tell me what you've found and what the plans is. Please. I need to start making contingencies here." 
 
    They all looked down at their hands, shifted nervously in their seats. Would he care? Would it matter at all to him what they were discovering and the horrible things they were preparing themselves to do. It was Madisun, of course, who decided to speak. She had always been the one who found it easiest to step up and talk. Even back in college, it was she who spoke out first in classes. She was the one most likely to challenge what was taught, the most respect professor.  
 
    So, she told Derek. Madisun carefully laid out what their data showed them. The solution was a paradox, yes, and seemed as if it would do more damage, but the more they ran the numbers, the more it seemed as if the only solution was the one where Cal murdered Madisun and Russell, went into hiding, created revolutionary technology, but did not decide to create Revision. She told it all to him. She told him they were still working on the numbers and running simulations in hopes they could find an alternative, but they were running out of time and running out of options. 
 
    When she finished, Derek sighed and lowered his head again. 
 
    "Goddamn," he said. "Motherfucker. So, if you do this, the son of a bitch will be alive again? I'll probably be working for him, huh? But you won't be alive." 
 
    Madisun tried to keep her smile strong, but it faltered and she felt Russell put a hand on her shoulder. He squeezed and she reached up and held it. They were both falling. They were two people falling from a mountain top and trying to hold on to each other as if they could save themselves. As if holding hands would somehow lessen the impact of a fall of a thousand feet. 
 
    "Yes," she said. 
 
    Derek shook his head again. "That sucks. I wish I had better words to describe it, but it's unfair. It makes no sense. If we're talking about reality being infinite, with infinite possibilities, you mean to tell me there's nothing out there where he doesn't kill you?" 
 
    "So far, we haven't been able to find a simulation where that happens, but the world ends up with the technology he creates," Russell said. 
 
    "So what?" Derek asked. "Who the fuck cares? I hate those fucking smartphones. They've ruined society and people and the way we talk to each other. You go into a restaurant and see couples sitting across from each other, both of them with their faces buried in their phones. And think of all of the traffic accidents you'll prevent if people aren't texting or trying to find the right song on their goddamn phones or MP3 players." 
 
    Madisun sighed. He was a good man, in the end. He was trying, and so had they. 
 
    "But think of how he has made communication possible across the world," Madisun explained. "For all of the bad things, he made it so people can talk to loved ones, face-to-face, with something in the palms of their hands. They can have access to the Internet, and all of the information there, in the blink of an eye. They can email and text and get news in seconds. It's brought the world closer together in many ways, just as it's also pushed them apart. There are people who have been reunited, information that has been passed in disaster zones, data transmitted to doctors around the world, all because of technology Cal Trove and his company brought to the world. I mean, we're just looking at the phones. What about the computers? The apps and software? Trove Industries invested in so many different companies in so many different industries, including medicine, that the loss of it would create even more pain and suffering to thousand, maybe millions." 
 
    Once more silence fell on the room. It was like a constant shroud, hovering over them, since this ordeal began, coming down from time to time to cover them, make them think, hoping to make them realize what they were doing and the ramifications of it all. So many tears and too much death. 
 
    "I see," Derek said. "When will you guys do it and how long will it take?" 
 
    "We’re still running a few simulations," Max said "We'd like to have until the end of the week to see if we can still find a different solution. Then we’ll need to run calculations on population and some other factors. So, we'd like to find the right solution and enact Revision by Sunday. As for how long it will take, we're not sure. It could be done quickly, but it might actually take a day or so for the collective thought to grab hold and make it reality." 
 
    Derek nodded and then shrugged his shoulders. He raised his head and looked at them all. "I wish he had never gone down this road, but it seems like he was headed down it from the start," he said. "He was a coward and a shithead, but maybe in this new reality he'll be something else. Maybe he'll care. I'm just sorry it means such devastating things for you two." 
 
    He grit his teeth for a moment. "I really liked you," he said. 
 
    Then he turned and walked out of the room without another word. 
 
    *** 
 
    Madisun and Russell sat outside the house staring at the ocean, wishing the sun would crawl back up higher in the sky and not sink into the ocean. Wishing they were back home at their own house. At the same time, the colors blazed at first, then grew more muted and softer as the sun set. Along the ocean’s horizon, the ocean appeared to be on fire. It was beautiful. Funny how you never thought about sunsets until dramatic things happened, Madisun mused. 
 
    They held hands, but did not speak. There was nothing to say. They had been making love like crazy every chance they had, because they knew time was short. None of it mattered, though. All of it would be erased soon save for the few people on the Island. 
 
    "Do you wish you had just fallen in love with him?" Russell asked. 
 
    Madisun chuckled. "No, Russ. There's no other path I would have preferred to go down. I wish we had just been left for dead. I mean, it was pretty romantic, right? You protecting me, our bodies in each other's arms and dying in a pool of blood? The stuff of a legend." 
 
    Russell laughed. "They probably had stories about our ghosts haunting the corner of the yard." 
 
    "I'm sure it was a stop on some local murder tour, at the very least," Madisun added. 
 
    "The sunsets here are beautiful," Russell mused. "At least we have those." 
 
    "But the time is running out, Russ," she said. "None of the simulations and numbers crunching has found an alternate solution where he doesn't kill us and create Trove Industries." 
 
    "I know," he said. "I know. I've seen the data. I've seen the numbers. The least amount of disappeared people and non-people and all of the other fucked up terms we've had to invent to even talk about this crap, all comes out best if he kills us, doesn't get caught, but builds his empire." 
 
    “I do wish we had gotten married,” she said. “I wish we had finally done the final thing.” 
 
    “I think this is the final thing,” Russell said with a sad smile. “I wish we had, too.” 
 
    They were quiet for a moment. Pondering the what ifs. 
 
    "Do you wonder what we could have done with Revision if we had just been given time?" she asked. "I think about it sometimes. What if he had been brought in early to this whole thing?” 
 
    "If we had been here to be brought in, he would have already invented it and would already have been changing things." 
 
    "True. It's so hard to think about this stuff. You could go crazy trying to keep all of this straight in your head." 
 
    "We should have seen how he was back in college," Russell said. "We were all so self-absorbed and he was just like this weird little mascot we had and brought out and petted and fed and then put back in the cage. We should have known what we were doing to him and how we were pushing him." 
 
    "All kids that age are selfish," Madisun replied sadly. "All we saw was ourselves and the things in front of us. It happens. We never bothered to find out about his home life. We never bothered to find out what was ticking beneath the surface." 
 
    "We might have stopped it way back then." 
 
    Madisun heaved a heavy sigh and shook her head. "It's all connected." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "All of it. We like to think time and space are three-dimensional and a direct line, but it's a series of lines. It's like looking at three-dimensional rendering before they fill in all of the colors and shading on some animation software. Just lines going here and there and everywhere, but somehow all connected and forming a whole image. All the things we do, affects other things. We make a right turn here and someone doesn't get born. We take a left turn here, and someone dies. We go straight, and someone misses an appointment and some great invention doesn't get made. And billions of us are doing this all day long, day after day, year after year. The possibilities are endless, and trying to tamper with them is like trying to just change one line in that animation. Just one line and it all falls apart and the animated dog doesn't look like a dog anymore. It becomes something else. The world changes." 
 
    Russell thought about it for a moment. "Is any of it real? We know for a fact, in some alternate reality, versions of us live. Versions where other horrible things happen, but versions of us which live, sometimes never meet. Some versions where we break up and others where you end up with Cal. There are versions where either of us or both of us die as children, or are never born. But somewhere, there are versions of us happy, in love, together, and Cal is happy and so is the rest of the group." 
 
    Madisun gripped his hand and squeezed. "Yeah. They're happy, but if we rip those worlds away and try to wedge them into this one, it's like trying to force a sofa through a door which will never fit. Something has to break." 
 
    Russell looked down at their clenched hands. He squeezed back. 
 
    "I love you, Madisun," he said. "I always will." 
 
    "And I love you Russell," she replied. "Always have and always will. Whatever comes next, we'll always have our love and there will always be versions of us somewhere together, alive, living with kids and a family." 
 
    "A version where we get what we always wanted." 
 
    The time for talking was done and he leaned in and kissed her and she kissed him back as if her life depended on it. Right then, it did. At that moment, the only thing that mattered was the two of them and being together and being as close as they could be. They needed to cling to each other as tightly as they could to try and stop time, stop reality, stop the world and all of the infinite number of universes spinning and spinning out there. 
 
    *** 
 
    Madisun, Russell, Kristin and Max sat in the office that had become their lives on Sunday afternoon. They had worked round the clock for so long and tried everything they could think of to find a solution. No matter what they tried or how many simulations they ran, the couch would not fit in the doorway without catastrophic breaking. The lines would not hold together. 
 
    "I can't do it," Kristin said. "I can't do it. I can't send the codes." 
 
    "You won't have to," Madisun said, and she kissed Kristin on the cheek. "I'll do it. The final act will be mine." 
 
    She sat down at the computer. She called up the Revision dashboard. Using the print-out to her right she entered the data. Once all of the fields were filled in she looked up at Russell. There he was, the man she loved and had loved for so long. He looked handsome and strong, but there was fear in his eyes. It was hard to see, but she had stared into those eyes so many times, she knew. She was sure he could see fear in her eyes, too.  
 
    "Ready?" she asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Kristin let out a sigh and a sob. Max said nothing, but he clenched his teeth. 
 
    Madisun hit the ENTER command. 
 
    It was very anti-climactic, to be honest. No bells. No whistles. No alarms. A chorus of angels did not appear in the sky above them. Instead, the bright sunshine filtered through the windows and the sky remained a dazzling blue. The ocean rolled against the beaches and the sunlight dappled off the waves.  
 
    The world kept moving. This universe, and all of the infinite number of them, kept spinning and spinning around. 
 
    Kristin stood and held out her arms. Russell came to her first and then Madisun. After a moment, Max came, too. They said nothing. There were tears, but mostly they held each other. 
 
    How soon? How soon? None of them knew. Would Madisun and Russell just vanish? Would Max and Kristin wake up at home, suddenly, with just these nagging memories of an island and working with friends long dead? 
 
    "What do we do now?" Kristin asked. 
 
    "I think Russ and I want to spend time with each other," Madisun said. "As much as we can." 
 
    "I don't know how to say good-bye," Kristin said. "I can't." 
 
    "Then don't," Russell said. "Just don't." 
 
    "I love you both," Max said. "Even if I get David back, I love you both and wish this didn't have to happen." 
 
    It was hard to let go. It was hard to watch Max and Kristin walk away. It was hard not to cry and scream, but eventually Russell just took Madisun’s hand and led her to her room. In truth, given the beauty of this place, it was hard to think of a better place to spend their last hours. 
 
    All of her books, Madisun thought. All of the work she had done to create them. But how many had she really created and how many were snapped into reality when Cal changed them? Her head hurt and she did not want to think about it. 
 
    Russell and Madisun undressed and fell into bed. They kissed and held each other and made love and held each other some more. After three hours, as the sun started to descend and the light began to get soft, they got sleepy. They curled up next to each other and Madisun held on to Russell's hand. She felt hot tears against the back of her neck, but did not attempt to stop him or reassure him. 
 
    As they both began to drift off to sleep, she thought about what she knew about the shooting. She had been shot first.  
 
    "I'll probably go first," she whispered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kristin awoke in her house to the sound of children yelling and screaming and feet scampering up and down the hallway. Her head hurt and she felt as if she had awakened from a horrible nightmare. She looked down at her pillow and it was damp, as if she had cried during the night.  
 
    She had dreamed about Madisun and Russell. She hadn't thought of them in so long.  
 
    She sat up in bed and looked around. In her mind, she remembered being alone, at a home on an Island, with Max and the others. She remembered speaking to Madisun and Russell. Just yesterday? No, it was a dream. Surely. They had been dead for a long time now. Shot down back during their last day at college. A mystery never solved. So sad. She remembered the funerals and the graves and how heartbreaking it all was. 
 
    She had a strong feeling to call Max. 
 
    Just then the door to the room burst open and her children, a boy and a girl (Russell and Madisun, were their names, of course) burst in and jumped on the bed and covered her in hugs and kisses. Then her husband, Tristan, walked in, carrying a tray covered with eggs and toast and strong coffee. He smiled and the memories of the dream faded a bit. 
 
    She needed to call Max.  
 
    *** 
 
    Max opened his eyes and was, momentarily, disoriented. He heard something which did not sound right. A shower?  
 
    He was home. He recognized the ceiling. Then he heard a voice singing amid the sound of running water and immediately recognized David's off-key voice. For a moment his heart clenched so hard and tears sprung from his eyes, and he didn't know why. 
 
    "Hey, you getting up in there?" David called. "We have to get rolling today. Lots to do!" 
 
    He had had a dream. It had to have been a dream. A dream of Cal and the Island and something called Revision. Altering time and space. Lunacy, right? 
 
    He sat up in bed and knew, immediately, he needed to call Kristin. Then, they needed to get in touch with Justin.  
 
    David stepped out of the bathroom in a towel and Max felt his heart swell. Why did he feel as if he hadn't seen his husband in so long? It felt like years. Memories of a sick and dying David filled his mind, but he pushed them away. Nightmares to go along with the dreams of old friends. Lost friends. Lost lives. 
 
    Just then the door opened and a toddler strolled in clutching a teddy bear and sucking his thumb. 
 
    "Hey, little man," David said and he picked up the young boy and held him over his shoulder. "You about ready to head out for breakfast? Get some pancakes?" 
 
    “Pancakes!” the little man said. 
 
    "Mattie!" Max said with a smile and held out both arms. David put the young man on the bed and he toddled across the bedclothes and fell into Max's arms. Max leaned and smelled the smell of his son's shampoo.  
 
    "Why are you crying?" Mattie asked. 
 
    Max reached up and touched his face. His fingertips were wet. 
 
    "Sometimes grown-ups cry when they're happy," he said. "And I'm very happy to see you." 
 
    "You're silly, daddy." 
 
    Max laughed. "Yes. Yes, I am." 
 
    He had never felt such joy. Of this he was sure.  
 
    But he needed to call the others. 
 
    *** 
 
    Days later, Max and Kristin stood at the grave site in St. Louis. They both remembered how hard it had been to get Russell and Madisun's families to let them be buried together in the cemetery here. The grave stones looked almost new, the marble shining a bit in the sunlight.  
 
    The moment Max and Kristin spoke, they realized what had happened. They both remembered the two realities and what they had done. They also both realized Justin would not recall as he had died and neither would Cal.  
 
    They stood silently at the grave for a while. Each of them were lost in thought and Kristin managed not to cry for the first time since the ordeal began. They put flowers on the graves, but then sat down on a bench nearby to talk. The wind lifted the hair from their heads and overhead the sun beat down. 
 
    "Why did we end up back at home?" Kristin asked. "I thought if we were at the center of the reality change, we just stayed the same. We'd be on the Island and we'd instantly remember. Why does the other reality seem so dim and this reality feel so strong? Are you having the headaches?" 
 
    Max shook his head, staring off into the distance. "None. I don't know. Maybe, just maybe, this is the reality that was meant to be. The one that should have been, you know? Cal started fucking around with reality very early and badly, almost right from the moment he graduated. Maybe this was the one that should have been here from the start. If we reset the button and reset reality, then it slides right in perfectly. Everything resets." 
 
    "Except we still remember," Kristin mused. She shook her head sadly and slowly. "I saw Cal on television just this morning. He was talking about new software he had created and Trove Industries will be rolling out next week. Something about some new security software or something. I tuned it out. He killed them, Max. He killed them and he'll never pay for it." 
 
    "I know," Max replied and he put his hand over her own. "There's not much we can do. It's not like we have proof. We just have this crazy story. Plus, the longer the day goes on, the more the other reality seems like a dream, right?" 
 
    Kristin confirmed. "Yeah. It's not fair. They should be here. They should be happy like they were when they first got to the Island." 
 
    "They did it for all of us," Max said. "I mean, I have a son. A son, Kris." 
 
    "I have a wonderful husband and kids and a career," Kristin said and wiped at her eye. "It all still seems unfair and wrong. How do we live with this?" 
 
    "We live it for them," Max replied. "We live it for them and live the best lives we can. The longer we do, the more the memories of the other place will fade. It will seem like a bad dream." 
 
    Kristin stared off, squinting into the sun. She looked at the graves. "Is that enough?" 
 
    "I think it has to be," Max said. "I think it needs to be." 
 
    They stayed there for an hour, taking in the sun, remembering lost friends and times long gone. They didn't speak much, but they knew they'd stay in touch. The world spun around them. The right reality. 
 
    It was enough, Kristin thought. It would be enough. 
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