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ヘンリーとロビンへ
愛を込めて。


A happy man is too satisfied with the present
to dwell too much on the future.

—Albert Einstein


Chapter 1

York, West Earth

Friday, 2181




"Heeeeey, you guuuuuys!"

"Heeey, you guuys!!"

"Hey, you guys!!!"

Sloth's lovely voice woke him up. Kind of.

Lying on his stomach with his eyes still closed, Brandon fumbled to reach the Goonies alarm clock he had bought at a flea market a few years earlier. He was a big antiques nerd, mostly collecting stuff from his favorite century, the twentieth—more specifically the 1980s and 1990s.

Brandon hit the power button a bit too hard in his frantic attempt to silence Sloth, which caused the clock to wiggle and finally crash to the floor. The sound of obsolete electronic parts hitting the floor succeeded where Sloth's enthusiastic voice had failed: it woke him up with a bang. He jumped onto the floor and knelt down to inspect the damage.

"Shit," he said aloud, even though he was alone in his apartment. His girlfriend, Yoko, had decided to go back to her place to sleep after yesterday's Marble Food expandable pizza night. The Secret Surprise pizza and her stomach had failed to reach an agreement.

I hope I can fix it. There's no way I can find spare parts for this baby, he thought, this time not opening his mouth. Even at his favorite store, the well-stocked Antiques 2000, he was quite sure that he wouldn't be able to find spare parts for an analog alarm clock. He was lucky they still had a small supply left of those ancient, weak-ass, cylinder-shaped batteries, the ones with the three A's printed on them. Brandon found it hard to believe that it took two of those suckers to power a simple time-keeping device. But to be fair, the alarm clock was way over a hundred years old; things had worked differently back then.

After picking up the pieces from the floor, Brandon let out a deep sigh of relief. The damage was nothing his trusty old screwdriver and some super glue couldn't handle. They sure make a lot of different stuff, he thought, looking at the manufacturer's pulsating logo dancing on the glue tube. The letters E, C, H, and O were putting on a show, each letter pulsating on and off in a well-choreographed hologram performance.

Damn, it's hard not to look at this thing.

Brandon didn't remember where he'd bought the glue, and he definitely didn't remember that it was an ECHO product. Even though Brandon had been an ECHO employee for a little over a year now, he'd still find himself surprised discovering yet another product with the ECHO logo on it. But it made sense given ECHO was one of the largest corporations on Earth, offering all kinds of services and manufacturing all kinds of products for all sorts of markets. Of course they'd churn out tubes filled with glue, as well.

Having spent fifteen minutes or so putting the alarm clock back together, Brandon took a step back and proudly examined his work.

Good as new.

Sloth's head had taken most of the damage from the fall.

Sloth doesn't look quite right. But then again, he never really has.

The grin on Brandon's face was a bit too big.

He put back the alarm clock on the nightstand and gently tapped Sloth's head.

"Think I can hit three out of three today?"

He grabbed the three darts lodged in the poster taped to the inside of the front door, took a few steps back, aimed for a split-second and threw them one by one toward the poster.

"Headshot number three! Hell yeah!" he yelled as the third dart hit right between the eyes of the old man on the poster. He'd taken the poster from this year's Retro Edition of the magazine Things 'n stuff, of which Brandon was a loyal subscriber. Each year, Things 'n stuff would come out with a Retro Edition packed to the brim with articles about older technology. As icing on the cake, it was the magazine's only physical edition. Since the Retro Edition was manufactured using an ancient technique involving large machines printing text and images on real paper, it was pretty expensive. But for Brandon, it was worth the investment; he enjoyed reading something that he could actually touch and feel from time to time. There was something special about turning an actual page that scrolling through holographic text on a digital device couldn't compare to. Ever since he got his first Retro Edition of Things 'n stuff, he had made it a tradition to remove the poster from the center of the magazine, put it up on the front door, and throw darts at it. Many famous inventors, video game designers, artists, and scientists had felt the wrath of Brandon's darts throughout the years. From the inventor of the first mechanical animal, Sidney Philips, to Jock Charman, the video game designer turned space engineer, who was the first person to travel to the original moon using a spaceship made entirely out of scrap parts. Currently, it was the inventor/scientist Dr. Stanley Clarion who was the face of Brandon's target practice. Brandon didn't know too much about what Dr. Clarion was up to these days. He had kind of left the public eye some time ago, but before that, Dr. Clarion had become famous thanks to inventing a broad scope of specialized products. The most famous ones were probably the wireless cable, the Yo-Yo Mat, the self-coiling yoga mat; the Pork Chop Express, the fully automatic industrial meat-processing machine; and the budget-friendly but disastrous wearable automatic electric shaver, the Helmet Shaver.

After resetting the time on the newly-fixed alarm clock, Brandon picked up his Armate, which was resting in its charging station. Although he had spent a lot of money on his Armate, it hadn't been the latest model in a long time. The ECHO Armate 14X had just come out, but Brandon still had a custom discontinued Armate 2. He had wanted it to look exactly like his favorite gaming accessory from the 1980s: the Nintendo Power Glove. Even though it had been a commercial failure when it was released due to its very limited technical ability, he still worshipped everything about it. That's the reason he had spent a truckload of units having his Armate customized. The very minute it was ready, he had rushed over to the shop to pick it up. Back home, trying it out for this first time, he had stood in front of a holo-mirror with a big smile on his face, and mused, "I love the Power Glove. It's so bad!"

In that exact moment, he had known it was worth every hard-earned unit he had spent on it. It was simply perfect. However, since the customization was so expensive, he didn't want to buy a new Armate and then have to customize it all over again. Besides, nowadays he found himself not using his Armate as much as he used to.

Brandon had recently made a very deliberate decision to stop overusing tech. It had just come to him one day while he had been waiting for the flybus. He had looked at the other people at the bus stop to see what they were doing. They were all just standing around quietly, staring straight ahead, gazing into nothingness. Every now and then, they would make a swift hand movement or some other gesture and then return to staring into the void. Their holo-screens must have been set to private-display mode so that only they could see the holographic projection. It looked weird, but if you didn't know what they were actually doing, it would have looked even weirder.

He looked at the LCD display below Sloth's malformed face. 09:48.

In an instant, the warm and fuzzy feeling he had gotten from fixing the alarm clock transformed into a mild state of panic. He was going to be late for work. There was no way he'd get there by 10:00 driving his car. He'd have to take an express teleporter to even have a chance.

Shit, there's a cold one hundred units I'll never see again.

Like most people, Brandon had a level 0 car, which meant he had to stay grounded. He could almost afford a level 1 car, which would take him up to around fifty meters, avoiding the large group of level 0 cars and the constant traffic jams. But almost was just … almost. The most expensive group of cars, level 9 cars, would go all the way up to one kilometer. There weren't many traffic jams up there.

Brandon had once watched the CEO of ECHO, Mr. Basil Fons, take off from the top of the ECHO building with his brand-new Neo Shin-DeLorean 2.0—a level 9 car. Usually, Mr. Fons preferred teleporting as his main means of transportation. He even had private teleporters installed around the city and elsewhere on Earth. But hey, sometimes one has to make use of a car they only manufactured five of, Brandon had thought.

Seeing Mr. Fons securing a spot for his private takeoff tube to be shot straight up into the sky—it only took a few seconds—followed by the stainless-steel Neo Shin-DeLorean 2.0 blasting through it to its initial cruising altitude, Brandon's jaw had just hit the ground. What a beauty, he had thought, wondering how many sun-watts were spent on the takeoff alone. He had never met Mr. Fons personally, and he seriously doubted that the CEO even knew who he was. He only recognized Mr. Fons' face from the giant renaissance portrait hanging in the main lobby in the ECHO building. The portrait showed Mr. Fons sitting in an exquisite brown leather armchair holding a glass of what seemed to be red wine. Two great white tigers were resting by his feet. His late wife, Lydia, had also been present in the portrait, but she had been reduced to a background element. Brandon remembered hearing about her death in the news. She'd been involved in some freak flybus accident. It was unusual that autonomous vehicles were involved in accidents, even minor ones; a fatal crash was practically unheard of. Ever since autonomous vehicles had become the norm, making it illegal for humans to actually drive a vehicle, the accident rate had been greatly reduced, each year inching closer and closer to nonexistent. Unfortunately for the late Mrs. Fons, it had never quite reached zero.

At this time of the day, the only feasible way for Brandon to make it to work in time was to take an express teleporter. A local teleporter wouldn't cut it since the transfers would take too long. He shuddered just at the thought of all the people transferring at New Lodging station around this time. With Mr. Fons' Neo Shin-DeLorean 2.0 still in his mind, he threw on whatever clothes he could find, which happened to be a plain white T-shirt and a pair of light-blue Levi's 501s, another indulgence from the antiques shop. A quick look in the hallway holo-mirror revealed that it was a good hair day. There were days when his brown curly mullet refused to cooperate, but this wasn't one of them. He jumped into his Air Jordans, put on his red-and-white varsity jacket, grabbed the last slice of the Marble Food Secret Surprise pizza—never again, Brandon and Yoko had promised each other—and his Ray-Ban Wayfarer sunglasses, and rushed out the door, heading for the teleporter station.


Chapter 2

Tootsie stared at the oversized holo-clock hovering about ten meters above the elevator he'd just used to get to his desk in the ECHO building. The last of the giant green digits had just phased from a zero to a one.

10:01. Brandon Prescott … You're late. Again, he thought as he opened his third can of ECHO Slurp 0/Zero for the day.

One of the few perks of working at ECHO were the free soft drinks—limited to the ECHO brand only—it was a perk that Tootsie happily took advantage of. Recently though, he had become quite obese. Well, to be honest, just more obese than before. He had been fat for as long as he could remember but had now hit an all-time low—and the scale an all-time high. He couldn't understand why. The only thing that had changed in his diet was that he had started to drink more ECHO Slurp 0/Zero. He had gone from one or two cans a day up to double digits. Even on weekends when he was off work, he would drink at least ten cans a day. Since it was marketed as a zero-sugar soft drink, the drink couldn't have been the culprit; it had to be something else. But he didn't care much nowadays, not since he had started subscribing to the Alpha Male Chubby body type for his current generation TrueSuit.

He had opted for the Chubby version for two reasons: it was cheaper than both the Ripped and Slim versions, and he didn't want to be too muscular or too thin. He knew he was fat and wasn't ashamed of it, but he still didn't see himself to be as obese as he really was. In his own mind, he truly felt that he was just a little bit chubby, and that's why he loved his TrueSuit so much. It displayed the real truth to other people.

Feeling better than usual when he had woken up this morning, he had decided to download the dark-blue Executive Suit for his TrueSuit. Normally, he would just download whatever clothes were highest ranked in the "Trending Now!" category at the TrueSuit clothing store. It made mornings easier. There were many categories to choose from, but Tootsie felt he couldn't go wrong by going with something from "Trending Now!".

Right beside the elevator there was an internal teleporter idling in standby mode. Like most people working in the building, Tootsie didn't have teleporter access. That was mainly reserved for people with three-letter abbreviations in their job titles. He didn't mind taking the elevator all 326 floors down to his desk though, especially when there were other people in it. He actually enjoyed the awkward silence and uncomfortable situation that was created when strangers took an elevator together. Every now and then, he would pick out an elevator companion and stare at that person for the whole ride, observing what they did. Many times, he found that they would suddenly develop a profound interest in elevator interiors, focusing at some small detail, like how the steel tiles had been fastened or how the elevator buttons were aligned. Tootsie was a special man, and although his last name was Friend, he didn't have too many of them.


Chapter 3

"Welcome to floor minus three hundred and twenty-six," the elevator voice announced. "The doors will now open. Thank you for using this ECHO elevator. We hope to serve you again."

Brandon quickly exited the elevator and threw a fast glance at the holo-clock above it, almost straining his neck in the process. 10:04. Maybe, just maybe, he could reach his desk without his department boss, Mr. Glauber, notic—

"Zo, Miztah Prescott," the man said, appearing as if by magic. "I am zo delighted yo found it in yor haat to come to werk diz fine day, hmm?"

Shit. Brandon slowly turned around and faced his boss, Mr. Werner Glauber, a tall, skinny, and creepy-looking gray man in his late fifties. Looking through the round, metal-framed glasses and straight into the beady eyes of Mr. Glauber, he said, "Yes, well, I'm really sorry for being late, Werner. I assure you it won't happen again."

Mr. Glauber glowered at him. "Miztah Glauber," he said.

"What?"

"Miz-taah Glau-beaa!"

"Yeah?"

"You willen address me as Miztah Glauber! Verstanden?" Mr. Glauber's face had turned slightly red.

"Yes, of course. Of course, Mr. Glauber." Brandon paused before continuing. "Mr. Glauber. Well, you see, this morning I—"

Mr. Glauber was suddenly holding a white handkerchief in his hand. He slowly took off his glasses and started to clean the lenses. "Interezting story. Very interezting," he said, and in a single sweeping motion clapped the heels of his black leather boots together and turned 180 degrees. Slowly walking away, still scrubbing his glasses, he asked, "Did yo know, Miztah Prescott, dat diz is ze fourth time yo are late for werk deez last six months, hmm?"

"Yes, I know, sir, but I can expl—".

"Rhetorical question."

"I'm sorry?"

Mr. Glauber turned around again.

"Dat waz a rhetorical question. Don't anzer a rhetorical question! Den Mund halten, Schweinhund!" Mr. Glauber's face was now fire engine red. He tended to articulate himself in the old German language when he was upset, which was quite often.

Brandon decided to be quiet for a while, and a weird fifteen seconds or so of awkward silence commenced. A smug smile came to Mr. Glauber's face, noticeably happy in seeing that Brandon was uncomfortable. He was still cleaning his glasses. "Hmm. Do yo know ze penalty dat will be dealt aut to yo if yo are late a fiftz time?"

Brandon didn't actually know what would happen if he was late five times in six months, but he wasn't sure if this was one of Mr. Glauber's so called rhetorical questions again. Brandon spoke as fast as he could in an attempt to get everything out before he could be interrupted. "I don't know what will happen if I am late a fifth time. This can't be a rhetorical question, because I really don't know the answer. Can you tell me what will happen, Mr. Glauber?" Not entirely sure how rhetorical questions worked, Brandon hoped for the best.

A somewhat stunned Mr. Glauber stared at Brandon for a few seconds. He cleared his throat before saying, "Well, yo willen of couz be fired Miztah Prescott. Yo will be terminated."

Brandon felt the chuckle bubbling up inside of him. The word choice combined with that accent might just be too much for him to handle. In an effort not to burst into laughter, Brandon held his breath. After spending about thirty seconds looking at Brandon's face turning somewhat blue, Mr. Glauber slowly put on his glasses. He walked away with a disgusted expression on his face, muttering a couple of short German words in the process.

Feeling a bit dizzy, Brandon finally exhaled.

"You handled that like a champ, dude." Tootsie gave Brandon a quick tap on the shoulder. He had been watching the two of them the whole time.

"Well, fuck you, too, buddy," Brandon responded, somewhat ashamed of his performance.

They were both laughing as they headed over to sit down at their neighboring desks in the enormous sub-basement. The desks were labeled Y-755-8472 and Y-755-8473, meaning they were positioned in sector Y, row 755, with the desk numbers 8472 and 8473. "He isn't kidding, you know. If you're late one more time, your ass is done, partner. D-U-N, done."

"Yeah, I know. But my alarm clock broke this morning. I had to fix it, and well, I lost track of time."

"Alarm clock? Don't tell me you are still relying on that ancient piece of plastic to wake you up. Why don't you use your Armate like the rest of us? It's foolproof. Just set it and forget it. Oh, and who's that ugly monster on the clock again? Schnapps?"

"It's Sloth. And he's not a monster. He's just … special. It's not his fault he looks the way he looks. He got dropped on his head when he was a baby, and that's—"

Tootsie gently grabbed Brandon's arm. "Dude. Chill out, man. You know it's just a movie, right? A really old movie. I mean, a really … old … movie. Old as fuck! I don't think it's good for you getting so fired up about all this ancient stuff. I mean, when was the last time you listened to some new music? Or watched a movie from this century? Not to mention your clothes, man. I mean, I know you don't like to wear a TrueSuit, but come on. Look at your shoes, for fuck's sake. There's a silhouette of a guy holding some kind of ball, leaping in the air with his legs spread out. What's going on there, man?"

"Yeah, well, what do you want me to tell you? Have you seen a new movie lately? It's just rehashed shit. Pure junk. Same old stuff, same old jokes, same old stories. They just change the actors or the setting. Did you watch The Fast and the Fur100us?"

"Yeah! That shit was dope. What a way to celebrate the one hundredth movie in the Fast and the Furious franchise! I really liked the chase scenes on Jupiter. That kicked major ass." Tootsie added a little motor-revving impression at the end. "Vrooooom. Vrrrrrrroom. Nnnnyeeeee, nnnnyeeeeee, eeeeeeee!"

"Uh, anyway, they don't make movies like The Goonies anymore," Brandon said. "It's an era long gone. Besides, what's so bad about liking something even if it's not the latest trendy stuff? And about my shoes … Dude, this is a pair of original Air Jordans. Do you know how hard it was to find a pair of these? Michael Jordan was the king of basketball. To this day, he still has a few NBA records for true human players, you know." He looked down at his plain white T-shirt. He hadn't noticed it before, but it was a bit dirty. "But yeah, I could have picked a better work shirt. Speaking of clothes, you look great in that suit," he said, trying to change the subject.

"Thanks! Yeah, for some reason I felt great this morning, so I decided to spice it up a bit. I've always wanted to try the Executive Suit, and today was the day!" He was smiling ear to ear.

"Yeah, it looks great on you. However …" Brandon paused for a bit, not really knowing what he was getting himself into. "How's your weight these days? I've noticed you drink a ton of that Slurp 0/Zero. I'm telling you, man, they're not good for you. There's a mountain of sugar in that stuff. And probably chemicals and other shit that I don't even want to think about." Tootsie wasn't smiling anymore, but that didn't stop Brandon from continuing. "I know they're called 0/Zero, but zero of what? It doesn't even make mathematical sense, zero divided by zero. You can't do that in math. In fact, it makes zero sense. Here, give me a can. Let me have a look at the nutrition facts label."

Tootsie casually grabbed one of the Slurp 0/Zero cans from the private mini-fridge he had on his desk and handed it to Brandon.

"Let's see here then," Brandon said, rotating the can to find the nutrition facts. "What's this? I can't even find the nutrition facts label. Wait, what the—"

He had to squint to read the small typeface. "Nutrition facts: According to Law 6539-J, ECHO FOOD—the manufacturer of this canned beverage—is not required to inform the consumer of the contents of this beverage." He looked at Tootsie. "You see? It's some nasty shit they got canned up in here. I think sugar is the least of your concerns, really. If they don't want to tell you, the consumer, what you're actually consuming, it can't be any good now, right?"

"But I've been drinking them for a really long time and I haven't—" Tootsie suddenly stopped and started to think about the weight he had gained recently. It all started coming together.

Brandon jumped in. "Looks like your TrueSuit is still set to Alpha Male Chubby, but what's your true body type?"

"Huh? What do you mean? It's what you see. I don't understand," Tootsie replied, genuinely puzzled by Brandon's question.

"What do you think I mean? Come on, man!" Brandon started to get a bit irritated. "You TrueSuit junkies are so addicted to your suits, you don't even realize that it's just a suit anymore. It's technology. A special kind of fabric that sends signals to the microchips we have in our heads, tricking us to see clothes that aren't really there, on a body that's not your actual body. It's all fake, man. I mean, you look good, you really do. But it's not true. What does your real body—your true body—look like? Can you deactivate your suit for just a minute? Let's take a look."

"Y-y-you mean deactivate my TrueSuit? Disable it? Turn it off!?"

It was considered extremely rude to ask a person if they were wearing a TrueSuit. But asking a person to deactivate their TrueSuit was beyond rude. It was almost unheard of.

"Yeah, whatever you want to call it. Just shut it down for a moment."

Beads of sweat formed on Tootsie's forehead as he was finally realizing what it was that Brandon was asking of him.

"Well, yeah. I could, but …"

"Come on, man. Just for a second. I'm worried about you."

"Okay. I mean … Okay, I'll deactivate it. But just for a second, and only from the waist up." Tootsie's voice was cracking up a bit. "Wait, let me get up first." He got up from his chair and looked around, making sure that no one was watching. When the coast was clear, he rolled up his left sleeve to uncover his Armate and made a few swiping motions.

"Voilà," he whispered. "So, what do you think? Sure, I'm a little fatter without the suit, but it isn't really—"

Before Tootsie could finish his sentence, Brandon flew out of his chair. "Are you fucking kidding me?" he shouted.

A few of their colleagues sitting in row 754 turned their heads, alerted by Brandon's loud voice. "H-h-h-ey, what's up, guys?" he improvised before spotting someone he knew among the curious group. "Romero, my man! I heard you had a baby. A boy, right? Congrats, buddy! Show me some photos sometime. I bet he's a handsome son of a gun."

Without saying a word or changing the empty expressions on their faces, Romero and the other people in row 754 turned their heads back to their holo-screens.

Brandon whispered to himself, "Yeah, let's just hope baldness skips a generation."

He turned back to the non-TrueSuit-wearing Tootsie. "Tootsie, dude, you're really enormous. I mean, what are you, two hundred kilos?"

Tootsie, hadn't quite adapted to the metric system yet, even though it was universally instated ages ago. "Two hundred kilos. Let's see, that's about two hundred fifty pounds, right? Yeah, that sounds about right. My scale said 203 kilos the last time I checked. So, yeah, I'm about two hundred and fifty pounds. I know, I know, it's a little much, but I've been—"

"Two hundred three kilos is about four hundred fifty pounds," Brandon corrected, not taking his eyes off Tootsie's bloated gut.

Tootsie's eyes widened as he sat down again. "Four hundred fifty pounds? Are you sure that's correct?"

"I'm sure."

"There must be some mistake. It can be quite tricky converting kilos to pounds, you know. People always say, 'Yeah, the metric system is far superior, I can't believe it took so long until we converted to it,' but …" Tootsie kept on rambling while watching Brandon fiddling with his Armate. "Personally, I'm a big fan of the pound system. It sounds much cooler, too, like you're smashing something." While repeatedly banging his fist on his desk, Tootsie theatrically boomed out, "POUND!".

"Will you stop that? I just double and triple checked. It's four hundred fifty pounds, period."

"Yeah …" Tootsie quietly said, looking away from Brandon's face. "Fuck."

Brandon felt slightly mean. After all, it was him who had brought up Tootsie's weight in the first place. "But hey, just change a few things in your diet and after a couple of weeks, you'll be all good." He smiled at his friend, trying to be encouraging. "Why don't you subscribe to a food-pill delivery service? Yoko was on one of them for a week some time ago. She said that they really had made progress with the synthetic chicken taste. I think she ordered from Fill Pill. They had some sort of a free-week campaign for new customers."

"Yeah, I guess I could try it for a couple of weeks," Tootsie said, after a long sigh. "I've never tried it, so I'll at least get a week for free."

"That's my boy." He clapped his friend on the shoulder. "And what you should do right this moment is to take all your stupid Slurp 0/Zero cans to the bathroom and pour them down the drain."

"Okay, but can you do it? I've used up all my bathroom tokens for the week."

"Umm, I don't think Mr. Glauber would be too happy if he saw me running to the bathroom with a mountain of soft drink cans today. He seems kind of pissed off at me. You're better off asking for an extra token. If he sees me going to the bathroom, he'll probably scream 'Zer ist no baazroom!' right in my face." He chuckled.

Tootsie laughed, too. "That's an old Arnold quote, right?"

Brandon was surprised that Tootsie had recognized his gag. "Huh. I didn't know you were an Arnie fan. Damn, man. You're starting to grow on me. Pun intended."

"Fuck off," Tootsie laughed.

"Thanks."

"You're welcome." Tootsie got up and grabbed the remaining Slurp 0/Zero cans from the mini-fridge.

"Hey, can I give you a friendly tip that might increase your chances of getting that extra bathroom token?" Brandon asked.

"Uh-huh."

"You might want to suit up." Brandon pointed at Tootsie. "Don't want to scare our friendly leader here now, do we?"

"Goddamn it," Tootsie said, before taking Brandon's advice.

While Tootsie did his best trying to carry nine cans of Slurp 0/Zero at once, Brandon activated his holo-workstation for the first time that morning, scanning through the logs from last night's code compilation. He scrolled to the last line of the log file.

"Shit, not again," he groaned. "Motherf—" With his eyes closed, he laid his forehead flat down on his desk. His code compilation had failed—again. The last line of the log taunted him with its error message: Guru Meditation Error.


Chapter 4

"Hum-di-dum-di-dum," Dr. Stanley Clarion cheerfully hummed as he sat down in his office chair to take a look at last night's video recordings from his telescopes on the holo-screen. Even though he was an independent scientist nowadays and not obligated by any company rules, he still wore his white lab coat during work hours. Given his dedication to his work, that meant he only took it off just roughly before going to bed. Stanley was of average build, not tall, not short, not fat, not skinny, and even though he had reached a highly respectable age, he still had most of his white hair neatly sitting on top of his head. He hadn't even used any of the popular technical hair solutions that other men his age were using. No, Stanley was 100 percent natural. He didn't believe in enhancing the human body with various technical enhancements—nor medical enhancements for that matter. He believed in common sense: not eating complete garbage and exercising from time to time. It seemed to be working for him.

Stanley had half a dozen video-recording-capable telescopes set up on the roof of the abandoned industrial building he had been calling home since the Helmet Shaver incident. He also had access, unofficially, to a satellite hovering in deep space. From the telescopes on the roof, he could stream clear moving images from just beyond Mars IV to his research facility. His satellite, which he had named LUCY after a song from an ancient British band most people had forgotten, allowed him to view images from even farther out in space. But since it was an old unit, it only supported still images. LUCY was actually a very old unit launched by his alma mater, the now-defunct Space and Mother Earth University, located in the northern parts of what was once known as Europe. Stanley had been one of the students involved in building LUCY and launching her into space. After serving almost thirty years in the school's service, the loyal satellite had sent its final images back to the school a couple of years ago before falling into a well-deserved sleep. She had run out of juice—or so the school had thought anyway.

After hearing the news about LUCY biting the dust, Stanley had made it his mission to try to wake her up. Back when LUCY was built, Stanley had been the one in charge of keeping her stable, providing her with a consistent flow of power using solar energy stored in power cells; therefore, he knew that LUCY's power cells would have at least forty years in them.

Power can't be the issue, he had thought. It must be some kind of memory allocation problem.

Since LUCY's main system hadn't been rebooted in nearly thirty years, chances were that memory-leak issues had clogged the random-access memory. It was only a matter of time before there wouldn't be any memory left for the operating system to function properly. If this theory was correct, Stanley knew that the auto-reboot function, which he himself had added in the eleventh hour just before the launch, would be executed thirty days from when LUCY was first unresponsive. As it turned out, Stanley had been right. After thirty days, he had been able to successfully log into LUCY using his old credentials from his SaME University days. While checking the logs, he had noticed that the last login from any user had been roughly seven years ago.

Seems like they don't care too much about good ol' LUCY anyway, he had thought.

But who could blame them, really? Nowadays, SaME had thousands of satellites scattered around all throughout space. However, ever since UNICOMM bought the school, most of the units launched into space were commercial satellites used for distributing entertainment programs to the holo-screens on Earth and other planets. They didn't seem to focus that much on using the satellites for scientific purposes anymore, not as they had when Stanley attended the school. At this point, though, Stanley was just happy to have an entire satellite to himself. Sure, it wasn't the latest technology, but he could still get crisp images from deep in space.

Stanley spent his days working in solitude, and he sometimes missed having colleagues to talk and discuss his work with—black holes, white holes, alternative dimensions, the Dewey decimal system, and quantum physics to name a few. Nowadays, he just missed people in general, scientists or not. He had thought about getting an android girlfriend, just to have someone to spend time with. It was quite popular for men his age to have one or even several android girlfriends, and although the thought had struck his mind a few times, he had never really seriously considered it. He didn't want to become one of those elderly men who hung out with newly produced female androids and did God knows what with them. By now Stanley had worked and lived alone for so long that he was tremendously adept at being by himself. But in order to ensure he didn't forget how to communicate, he still logged all his research using his voice. It was a practice that had stuck with him since his university days, where audio research logs where automatically transcribed and converted into neatly organized daily reports.

He also practiced oral communication by talking to his two male sheepdogs, Ein and Stein. "Ein, don't tip over that batrachotoxin beaker!" and "Bad dog, Stein! Don't lick there!" were things he could say to his hairy friends. What he really enjoyed, though, was speaking to them both at the same time, saying their names rapidly, one after the other. "Ein, Stein, no! That doesn't go in there!" Stanley would chuckle for himself when addressing Ein and Stein in the same breath; he found it extremely amusing to yell commands at his childhood hero in the form of two ragged dogs.

Yeah, he was a lonely old scientist, whether he realized it or not.


Chapter 5

"Finally!" Tootsie said and got up from his chair. "Weekend, here I come!"

Brandon looked up at the hovering office clock: 18:00. He stood up, and with a big grin on his face, he countered, "Let's get the hell out of here!" Unfortunately, it was a premature celebration.

Out of nowhere, Mr. Glauber appeared behind him. "Wheah do yo zink yo ah going, Miztah Prescott?"

"Umm, it's six o'clock, Mr. Glauber, sir. Tootsie and I are going to grab a bite at this new place. It's this retro restaurant, you see, and today is Falafel Friday. Right, Tootsie?"

Brandon turned his head expecting to see Tootsie standing beside him, but he wasn't there.

"For such a corpulent guy, he sure is good at vanishing without a trace," Brandon mumbled.

"Zeems like yo little friend Elvis has left the stage, hmm?"

"Building," Brandon silently corrected. "Yeah, so it seems. Anyway, nice talking to you sir, but—"

"Not zo fast, Miztah Prescott. Do yo remembah earliah today, you were a little late, yes? Forty minutes if I recall correctly, hmm?"

"Uh, Mr. Glauber, sir, I was four minutes late, not forty. You remember, right? We were standing right here, in this same spot, having a friendly chat, just four minutes past ten."

"Oh, Miztah Prescott. Four or forty, what does it mattah, mm? It is just a zero, and a zero is nothing, yes?" Mr. Glauber started tinkering with his Armate. "Zo, I have nau suspended yo elevatoah access until eighteen-four-zero. And please, Miztah Prescott. Don't try to use ze elevatoah befoah eighteen-four-zero. As you may know, ze security syztem's electrical zhock can be quite severe, I'm afraid. Oh, well. Auf Wiedersehen."

With a smug grin on his face, Mr. Glauber walked over to the teleporter, waited for the green lamp to come on and stepped through, leaving Brandon more or less alone in the sub-basement office. The absence of the din from his thousands of coworkers had left behind an ominous, equally heavy silence. Brandon was aware of the power of the electrical shock from the security system. He had heard stories from coworkers about the fate of an ex-employee named Gunnar, who had made an attempt to use the elevator without proper clearance. It was before Brandon's time at ECHO, and he had heard different endings to the story from different coworkers, though none of the endings were particularly happy for Gunnar. Thinking of Gunnar, Brandon decided not to press his luck and sat down at his desk again.


Chapter 6

"Access … g-g-g-granted. Nice … to see … you … Yoko. Please … e-e-e-enjoy … your stay." That computerized generic female voice had greeted Yoko with those weird unnatural pauses and strange pitch changes a million times—or so it felt like anyway.

Yeah, it was fun the first few times, Yoko thought, referring to the Sci-Fi Retro voice plugin that Brandon had installed on his front door. "Shut the fuck up!" she yelled at it, knowing full well she wouldn't get a response.

It's awesome, she remembered Brandon saying when he had first installed it. This is what they thought the future sounded like in the past!

Yoko was in no mood for some retro-futuristic bullshit right now, though. With her brain heavily overloaded from a six-hour draining session at home, she had decided that she needed a change of scenery and had headed over to Brandon's place, expecting him to be home.

"Where the hell is he? I'm hungry and tired, and all I can think about are those enormous fucking chainsaw-wielding cockroaches," Yoko reflected aloud, now lying in Brandon's unmade bed, staring at a small crack in the white brushed-metal roof. "I knew I shouldn't have signed with the fucking low-budget horror division of Universe Pictures."

Yoko, like many others, rented out her brain to companies so they could gain direct access to a human mind and its thoughts, memories, dreams, and desires. To download and analyze what they feared, what they loved, what got them going, what turned them on. The people who had chosen to rent out their brains were commonly referred to as drainees, whereas "draining" or "getting your brain drained" were expressions often used to describe this line of work. Though the official description was that people offered companies a "mind-renting service" as private contractors. This official phrasing, and the laws that the companies had to abide by, had all been decided by the Mind My Business consortium. It consisted of some of the largest multi-planetary corporations in the universe, and of course, ECHO had a spot. Together, the consortium had come up with a few ground rules that companies had to follow. For example, minds could only be rented out from a private individual, and the maximum period of time an individual could rent out their mind was six hours consecutively. The consortium claimed this was for health reasons, to protect the drainees, but in reality, statistics had shown that the data quality was significantly reduced when the drainees' minds became fatigued, which generally occurred around the six-hour mark. Additionally, only true humans could rent out their minds, which prevented androids and robots from becoming drainees. These were the mind-renting laws most people knew about, but there were also a bunch of paragraphs, deliberately written in extremely complex language, that prohibited the companies doing the draining from being held accountable if something went wrong during the draining process. Basically, once you DNA-signed a draining contract, you were on your own should something happen to your brain. Nowadays, permanent brain damage was very rare, but temporary post-draining symptoms were still quite common. Drainees were often exhausted after a draining session, with many of them falling asleep the second they were disconnected. It was also very common for the drainee to temporarily have difficulty focusing on anything other than the session's subject matter. For example, if a meat company producing sausages had been draining someone's mind to obtain data regarding what kind of sausages the drainee would possibly want to buy, they might find it hard to think about anything other than greasy hot dogs for the rest of the day.

One of the best paying mind-renting gigs you could get was to let companies analyze your mind, looking for what truly frightened you, what you feared. It paid more than other mind-renting jobs since the post-draining symptoms were quite severe. Drainees who had completed draining sessions where fear was the main subject, more often than not had terrible nightmares. Hysteria and nervous breakdowns were also common. Nevertheless, gathering data on what people truly feared was very popular with film studios wanting ideas for their next horror movie. Governments were also interested in what John and Jane Doe were afraid of. Although they were not allowed to utilize mind-renting services according to the Mind My Business consortium laws, they had ways to get around them, such as using private shell companies as fronts.

Yoko was on the second day of a five-day, six-hour-a-day contract she had signed with Dead by Dawn, one of the subdivisions of Universe Pictures, focusing solely on low-budget horror movies.

Okay, fuck this, Yoko thought as she sat up on the bed. I need to focus on something else than rabies-infested zombie rat-apes and flying two-horned demon-possessed skulls surrounded by fire. Shit, my brain is really fucked up right now.

She normally cussed this much. Unfortunately, the draining process had nothing to do with her choice of words.

This apartment is a fucking mess. You call this a room? This is a pigsty. She decided that she would kill two birds with one stone. She would clean up Brandon's apartment, and at the same time, force her brain to concentrate on something other than unearthly abominations.

Where the fuck does Brandon keep his cleaning supplies again?


Chapter 7

Having walked home from work, something Brandon had made a habit of doing at least twice a week to get a bit of extra exercise, he had now reached the 8,112-floor apartment complex where he lived in downtown York. The city originally had been called New York, but the name had been changed to New New York after being rebuilt following its partial destruction during World War III. During World War IV, the city had been partially demolished once again. Having rebuilt it once more, it had been decided to just name it York instead of adding another New in front of the name. Brandon thought it was a good choice. York was a lot easier to say than New New New York.

In Brandon's apartment building the low-to-medium-priced apartments ranged from the bottom floor up to around seven thousand. The really luxurious apartments were higher up and had their own elevators and even teleporters. Brandon lived in a small one-room apartment on floor twenty-seven. It was cheap, but the standard of living was all right. The cheap units, like Brandon's, could only be accessed via elevator or stairs. On days when he walked home, he also took the stairs up to his apartment, trying to maximize his exercise.

"Hello, sir! How are you this fine evening?" Daryl, the lobbot—or lobby robot—greeted Brandon as he entered the lobby.

"Yeah, I'm fine, Daryl. Thanks."

"How 'bout them Gremlins, eh?"

Brandon, who was busy with checking a message he'd just received from Tootsie, didn't reply to Daryl's generic BaseFootball-related question.

Hi, Brandon. Sorry for leaving you at work earlier today. I was in a hurry. Oh, and I forgot to tell you that starting tomorrow, I'm going on a two-week vacation to Sunturnus. See you soon.

That's weird. First, he bailed on Falafel Friday, and now he's saying that he forgot to tell me that he's going on a two-week vacation, starting tomorrow? And to Sunturnus of all places. An interplanetary trip just to have some fun in another sun? Hmm, maybe he's mad at me for basically calling him fat and kind of forcing him to deactivate his TrueSuit. Damn it, I knew it. I'm so stupid. Of course, he's mad at me.

He read the message again.

Maybe he just forgot to tell me and isn't mad at me at all. I mean, anyone can forget to tell their best friend that they're going on a two-week vacation to a luxury beach resort on another planet the very next day. Sometimes things just slip your mind.

He took a deep breath and collected his thoughts.

Shit. He really is pissed at me.

"How 'bout them Gremlins, eh?" Daryl repeated.

Brandon's eyes narrowed as he looked at Daryl. "Yeah, what about them?" he snapped. "You do know that the entire Gremlins team was relocated to New Oakland, what was it, six years ago? I'm not a big fan of this baseball-football crossover sport in general, but I'm quite sure that the Gremlins aren't based in York anymore. So, asking me, 'How 'bout them Gremlins, eh?' is kind of stupid." After finishing his rant, Brandon started to feel bad for lashing out at the poor lobbot. "Hey, I'm sorry, Daryl. I didn't mean to—"

"Oh boy, I sure do hope they win the next one. It's going to be tough to reach the playoffs otherwise," Daryl said, not reacting to Brandon's outburst at all.

Brandon gave up reasoning with Daryl and just agreed with him. "Yeah, let's go Gremlins. Hooray," he said in a monotone voice, thinking that his apartment building really needed to upgrade its lobbot unit.

"Oh, by the way, Mr. Prescott, I almost forgot. You have a guest in your apartment. It's Yoko. I let her up."

"Ah, thank you, Daryl. But—" Brandon paused to let his joke build up "—you let her up without having her do the Truffle Shuffle?"

Daryl didn't answer the question. Instead, he had a question of his own. "Should I call the elevator for you, sir?"

"No, it's okay. I'll take the stairs. Today I'm trying—"

"No problem, sir. The elevator will be down in … three-point-five seconds."

Brandon was already heading for the stairs. Okay, first thing tomorrow, I'm calling the landlord demanding a current-generation lobbot, he thought as he slowly took the first few steps on his twenty-seven-floor journey.

"Access … g-g-g-granted. Nice to … see … you, my … supreme … master overlord! As always, sir. You look … like a billion … u-u-u-units."

Brandon, breathing heavily after his stair marathon, replied to the door in his usual fashion. "Why, thank you, Ms. Door. That's very kind of you. I have to agree with you, I do look good today, don't I? If I do say so myself … he-he."

As he was taking off his Air Jordans, he noticed something strange about his apartment. It was clean. It smelled nice.

Wow, Yoko cleaned my apartment. Sweet!

Spotting Yoko lying on the bed sleeping, face to the wall, he approached her. "Yoko. Yoko, are you sleeping?" He gently touched her shoulder.

"Uh, what time is it?" Yoko asked, barely audible.

"It's … 19:12. Hey, wow, I really like what you've done to the apartment. I can't remember the last time it was this clean. Thanks, babe!"

Yoko sat up in the bed, still with her eyes closed. "Yeah, I cleaned your loom," she managed to say just before a big yawn forced its way out of her mouth.

"Yeah, I see that, babe. It looks really—" Brandon stopped midsentence. "Wait, what did you say?"

"Huh?" She opened her eyes. "I said that I cleaned your loom."

"Yeah, but you said, 'I cleaned your loom.'"

"Yes. Because I did clean your loom. I even did it manually. I couldn't get your stupid VaQ-bot to work."

"Oh, I removed the power cells from it years ago," he explained. "But anyway, you keep saying 'loom,' not 'room.'"

"Why the hell would you do that? Are you telling me that the VaQ-bot in your closet actually works? Fuck. Do you know how fucking long it took to clean your loom all by myself? Seriously! And what the hell are you talking about, loom and loom?" Yoko was now fully awake, staring intensely at Brandon with her jet-black eyes.

"You're mixing up the letters R and L a bit, baby. You've never done that before, that's all. Are you okay?" Brandon asked, ignoring her whole VaQ-bot rant.

Yoko now realized what was going on. Earlier today, she had canceled her subscription to the Perfect American English 2.0 plugin. She wanted to save some money and thought that her organic English was fluent, which it practically was. It was just the R and L thing that sometimes caused her trouble. She would mix them up from time to time. But after her six-hour draining session, she had completely forgotten about canceling the plugin.

"Umm, yeah … you see …" Not quite sure what to say to Brandon, she tried to buy some time. They would often have lengthy discussions about plugins. Brandon didn't like the use of plugins for things that one was able to achieve organically, even if it took a bit of work. Besides, the moment a plugin was deactivated, every bit of its "power" was gone immediately, making it a very fragile thing to depend on. Fortunately for Yoko, she was basically fluent in English, but by having used the plugin ever since she and her family had moved to West Earth twelve years ago, she hadn't quite gotten the hang of distinguishing an R from an L. The plugin had taken care of it for her all these years. But now it was gone.

"I've been using the Perfect Amelican Engrish prugin this entire time."

He had to sit down. "W-w-what? Why?"

"Well, when I moved here, I could already speak English, but I was afraid I wasn't good enough, so I subscribed to the prugin. It really made me feel more comfortable. It gave me confidence. It wasn't until recently that I was confident enough to think about canceling it. But today, when I was checking my monthly expenses, I decided to cancel it."
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