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Wonder Island
By 
Bernette Sherman​
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Day One

Minutes ago, I fell out of some tube-like chamber into a shallow pool of tacky liquid that smelled like antibiotics. The pool drains, leaving me curled up, shivering. A clear warm liquid falls, rinsing off the sticky residue. Drops of water cling to the skin I am experiencing for the first time.

Blank white walls stare back at me and glass I can’t see through with my new eyes mock me before adjusting to the reflection. 

A pretty older woman with chestnut brown skin and thick tightly curled black hair with gray roots appears from behind what must’ve been an invisible door on the wall. It reminds me of the pictures I’d seen and of someone I once knew but can’t place. Someone close to me. Programming. That’s the only way I can describe it. She smiles as she wraps a towel large enough for both of us around my chest and helps me out of the small puddles gathered around my legs.

“Welcome to Wonder Island,” she says, allowing my new ears to hear words for the first time. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

​Day Two

Memories and information from the programming combined with fragments from somewhere else, flutter into my mind. Perhaps due to spending most of the first day resting.

The woman who brought the towel is in the room with me. They’ve moved me to a suite. It’s bare and empty of anything that might give a clue about where I am.

Lying in the soft bed under an oversized white comforter, I open my eyes enough to see out without alerting her that I’m awake. It’s all familiar. I grimace from the moan that accidentally escapes my lips. My body is sore from being stiff in the chamber for so long, and unfortunately, she knows I’m up.

Her heels clack on the hardwood floors towards my full-size bed. I keep my eyes closed, wanting to sink back into the softness of the mattress.

“You’re awake. You had quite the trip. I hope you’re feeling rested. We have a lot to go over and I know you have plenty of questions.” 

I do have questions. Many. I’m supposed to be here but can’t remember why. 

“I’ll let Nurse Helena help you get ready and bring you to my office. Welcome back.”

Welcome back?

A thick woman with a shock of poorly colored red hair walks into the room. Her light brown eyes have an air of kindness. As she helps me stand, I feel a little safer.

“I’m Helena and I will be helping you until you get used to doing these things yourself again. It won’t be but a few days. You’re smart.” Small crow’s feet underline her eyes as she smiles, looking long past her prime.

“Thank you, Helena.” My voice cracks with weakness.

“It should come back. Don’t worry.” 

“How do you know me?” I ask, but she smiles and steps back, looking at something on the paper in her hand.

I stand in the shower and let the water run over me. I don’t mind the sting against my skin and the blood rises to the surface. I need time to think and clear my head of the fog. Helena. I have a vision of Helena checking my temperature and blood pressure. She finishes and touches my cheek before placing a mask over my mouth and nose. Then she’s gone.

The rush of water pouring over me stops, as I contemplate being here, in this strange place with these people who seem familiar. 

Welcome back? The words echo in my mind. My mind. The idea of that bothers me. Wonder Island? I’ve just been dumped out of a chamber. I press my palms against the shower walls and the water drips from my body. A light knock on the door forces me to move. 

Outside of the shower door is the towel Helena left on a large knob. I wrap the soft fabric around me before wiping the moisture from the mirror. My dark curly hair is the perfect complement to my rich brown smooth skin. I’m probably nineteen or twenty. Still, who am I? Where am I and why? Helena interrupts my exploration of my body by rapping against the door much more firmly. 

I tighten the towel around my chest and open the heavy metal door. No lock. 

“Feeling nice and fresh and clean?” she beams.

“Yes.” 

I scoot around her large frame to return to the bedroom. 

“Do I have something to wear?”

She points at a chair by the bed. “You can put that on. Slippers are on the floor. I’ll meet you outside the door in a few minutes. You look great, by the way.”

She leaves and I pull on the blue pants and shirt that look like scrubs. 

I will get answers soon.

***
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My hands shake on the doorknob as it turns slowly beneath my long fingers. Helena stands to the side, looking over those papers again. 

“Okay. Doctor Wattley is waiting for you in her office. I can see you’re nervous, but you’ll understand everything soon enough.” 

Helena stops in front of a frosted glass door with gold letters that read, ‘Dr. Victoria L. Wattley’, and knocks. She turns back to me and tries to give me a comforting smile, but it can’t shake the rolling in my stomach from angst and possible hunger. 

The door swings open and a chipper Doctor Wattley smiles. Her eyes trace me from my hair to the slippers on my feet. She’s the first person I’d seen yesterday.

“Come in. Thanks, Helena. Can you do the general rounds? Let me know if there are any issues.” 

Helena nods and closes the door behind her. 

I stand nervously under her studious gaze waiting for whatever is coming next. 

“Please have a seat.” She points to a beautiful white upholstered leather sofa with floral stitching. 

I sit, my back erect at the edge of the seat, repeating the questions I’d planned in my head. 

“Are you comfortable? Can I pour you some cucumber water?” she asks. 

The vase with fresh green cucumbers floating around in it looks refreshing, but I won’t take any gifts from her until I know what’s going on.

“No. I want to know who I am, where I am, why I’m here, and what’s going on.” The words tumble out. 

She pours the water anyway, placing the glass in front of me. 

“Of course. Although you want to know who you are, that is a tricky question without understanding first why you’re here and how you got here. Let’s start with that.” 

Doctor Wattley stands and paces around her spacious office, toned in white with accents of gray and lavender. 

“This is Wonder Island. Our founder named it that because she believes the work we do here is filled with wonder – wonderful. It’s an island because we’re secluded and exclusive, outside the city of Atlanta, a few miles from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta. Plenty of nature and privacy outside.”

The wooded view through the window behind her doesn’t allow me to see anything else.

Doctor Wattley nods as if she understands my confusion. “We’ve made our own island of wonder, pressing through the limits of science in the sphere of aging and death. It will be easier to understand once we complete the day two processing.” Her passion is palpable.

“Processing?”

“Yes. Right now, you’re still missing what will make you feel like yourself again, the return of your memories.”

“Will this processing help this all make sense?”

“That’s the idea. Come with me.”

The hallway, bright with fluorescent lights that line the ceiling in neat rows, casts an otherworldly glow as I cautiously follow the doctor. Along each side are doors, all white, with silver knobs. The only thing telling them apart is numbers posted in black on the wall to the left of each. 

I glance behind me before following Doctor Wattley to the room where they’ll examine me. Helena’s eyes move along with me. She quickly turns, raising the clipboard and marking something with her red pen.

“This way,” Doctor Wattley calls back. I pick up my pace and try to ignore the creeping feeling beneath my unfamiliar skin. 

At the end of the hallway is another door, but unlike the others, it’s a striking violet color. It’s as out of place as I am.

She pulls a set of keys from her white lab coat and goes through each, checking the labels until she finds the one she’s looking for. Her gaze returns to me momentarily and then down the empty hallway before sliding the key into the lock. According to Doctor Wattley, the answers to my questions wait just behind this door.

​Day Three

Light filters into the room where the curtains gape a couple of inches. The prior day is a blur. There’s no difference between what was real and the parts I might have imagined. Like the day before, I awake in a sterile room on the most comfortable bed I can remember ever sleeping on.

Doctor Wattley’s hushed discussion with someone in the hall comes through the door. It’s probably what woke me. The light peaks in as if it’s still morning. 

They won’t control my schedule today. I swing my feet from beneath the covers. Small red dots line my legs from the ankle all the way to my thighs, up both sides. 

I tiptoe to the bathroom for a better look. The dots travel up my hips, sides, and up my arms. They’re spaced about four inches apart. There’s one on each side of my neck and one last set where my temples meet my hairline.

The day before is like fog but I recall the room with the purple door. I sit on the small dressing chair in the bathroom, searching for memories that elude me. Walking behind Doctor Wattley and her asking me to sit in a chair surrounded by equipment. Preparing for a procedure to help me get my memories back and feel more comfortable in my body. 

I sat in the large leather chair with a headrest and Helena strapped me in. Why didn’t I struggle? She then stuck a long needle in my arm and after that everything is a haze.

Frustrated, I get up and snap the shower on. Whoever is out in the hall will hear it, but I don’t care. She can’t tell me to shower if I’m already doing it. What happened yesterday? I step into the tepid shower. Maybe the cool shock of water will jar me somehow. 

People. Exchange. Death. Me. Seventeen. I let the water beat against my back as I feel the tiny welts that run the length of my body. I was strapped down, in and out of consciousness, and I have no idea for how long. People. Exchange. Death. Me. Seventeen. 

Someone, maybe Doctor Wattley, had spoken those words and now they’re part of the puzzle filled with missing pieces that create my existence. I’m here because I chose to be. All this is possible because of me. That’s what she said. Who am I to make whatever this is, possible?

Yesterday was supposed to fix that, but I’m as cloudy as before. When we talked in her office before going into the room for processing, she said it might take several days to work. 

I’d asked, “What needed to work?” 

Doctor Wattley had turned and looked at me as if trying to see something past me. She then leaned in and said, “This is your work. We will make sure it works. We have done everything right. It will work. Don’t worry.”

Today, I’m getting out of the room without them seeing me so I can find out what Wonder Island is, really. 

There’s a sharp knock on the bathroom door. Do these people not know what privacy is?

“Good morning. When you’re done, please get dressed and come right out. Your clothes for the day are on the chair,” Helena speaks loudly through the closed door and over the sound of water.

Damn. It won’t be today. 

“Okay,” I call back. 

If I’m going to find out where I am and who I am it means shaking my shadows.

With a reluctant flip of my wrist the shower’s off and I grab the fresh towel hanging by the shower door. It’s day three of being alive in this body and hopefully my memories start coming back.

Helena has laid out a crisp turquoise cotton shirt and pants on the freshly made bed. Scrubs. Again. I slide them on and step into the slippers on the side of the bed. I walk to the door, pausing a moment to take a deep breath before opening it.

“Good morning. Doctor Wattley wants to see you in her office. I trust you rested well?” Helena smiles.

“Yes. I wish I could remember yesterday. It’s all a blur.” 

I smile in hopes she’ll spare me a clue about what happened. 

“That’s normal after day two processing. Today’s the real test.” 

Her answer holds no commitment as we walk to Doctor Wattley’s office. 

“Here you go.” Helena knocks on the door and steps back. 

The clack of heels comes through the other side of the door. 

“Good luck.” Helena lightly touches my arm before the door opens. 

“Hi there. You look rested. Thanks, Helena. And Helena, please pull the reports for one and two. I need to make sure we’re on schedule. Thank you.” 

Doctor Wattley stands back to let me in and then promptly closes the door.

“We’re excited about the initial results. The merge seems to have taken this time. I know you don’t fully understand, but it’ll come back to you soon. All our data suggests that within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours you’ll remember who you are. By extension, you’ll also remember what we’re doing.” She doesn’t try to hide her excitement.

“What if I don’t remember? What if I’m just some college girl?” I asked, hoping for a clue.

“Connections are already firing and no matter what, you’ll be more than that. At the very least we were successful in bringing you to the state you’re in. It may not seem like much, but this is a generation of work, your work, realized. You are proof that what you dreamed of is possible.”

“That I can be dumped out of a tube without a memory?” I ask snarkily.

She smiles, as if dealing with someone below her intellect. I’d seen it before, somewhere, in one of those elusive memories. I try to shake the odd feeling, but it lingers.

“Cucumber water?”

I shrug. She’ll give it to me anyway.

“Today, I’ll show you one of the labs. We’ve had success with the primates, but you’re the first human we’ve had success with. It’s fitting that it’s you.”

My mind flashes to my body in a chair, leaning back. Nodules are placed all over my head as I watch myself from the outside. In the memory, there’s a tag on my wrist. ‘Zari H’. Before anything else registers my eyes closed in front of me.

“Who’s Zari H?” I ask Doctor Wattley.

She nearly spits out her water with a look of shock. 

“Excuse me?”

“Zari H. That was on a wristband I had on.”

“Oh. It’s just an identification.”

“That’s obvious. It was on my wrist. I saw it there before falling asleep. Or being put to sleep. I had nodules on my head. There were needles and tubes. And...and...you were there. I remember. I didn’t like what was happening.”

“You’re beginning to remember. That’s good. Right now, what you’re seeing can be confusing since it’s not the whole story.”

“I was drugged,” I whisper. “Someone wheeled me out of the room. How could I see myself if I was asleep?” I ask, standing up from where I sat perched on the edge of the seat. 

“You’re agitated. Try to calm down and relax so we can talk.”

“We’re talking right now, Doctor Wattley. Who else was in that room?”

“Well Helena and I were there.”

“I can see someone else, like I see you right now.”

“Let’s go see the primates. It will explain a lot.”

Doctor Wattley stands and tries to take my arm to lead me to the door but I yank away.

She walks ahead and opens the door so I can walk out. The halls are eerily empty and quiet. A door closes somewhere down on the right, but there isn’t a person anywhere.

“This way.” Doctor Wattley walks to the left.

“Down that way is where we were yesterday. Where you all did something to me.”

“We brought you your memories.”

Her heels are irritatingly sharp against the floor. Her pace is quick but she glances back every few steps. In front of a door labeled ‘Primates’ she stops and scans her card. No key this time. 

“After you.” She holds the door open. 

Inside are thick clear containment cells with chimpanzees. Two on each side. The two on my left sit with their backs against the bars, barely glancing up as we enter. 

“What’s wrong with them?” I point at the two docile chimps.

“They’re old. Dying. But over here are young healthy chimps.”

“I can see that. Is that what you wanted me to see?” 

“What if these old chimpanzees didn’t have to die? They are some of the brightest ones we have, even if their bodies can’t keep up with their brains. The experiences they’ve had makes them special and would take a lifetime for these younger chimps to gain.”

“Well that would be great if they didn’t have to die, but that’s part of life, right?” I laugh. “I mean did you discover the fountain of youth? Are the two over here what these old chimps will be like after you give them the same treatment?”

She’s smiling condescendingly, again. 

“Not exactly. We have discovered our own fountain of youth here, but as with everything, there is some sacrifice.”

She walks through the rest of the room to another door and scans it with her card before putting her finger up for a second scan. I can’t help but roll my eyes. 

“In this room, is our first primate success. We call her Ruthi.”

“You get CDC or NIH funding support? Private?”

“We have many wealthy Atlanta donors to support this science. And after this it’ll be global.”

Doctor Wattley turns up the dimmed lights, slowly revealing a young chimpanzee. The chimp looks up at Doctor Wattley, a knowing look in her eyes and then pans to me. She looks back at the doctor again before returning to the blocks she’s stacking and sorting, pushing them down.

“What’s so special about her?” I ask. My younger brother could do that. 

As soon as I have the thought, I realize I do have a younger brother. Much younger. And parents. Something happened to them. We’d been separated. The memory stops, replaced by another. I see myself lying on a gurney, oxygen mask over my face. Someone is taking my pulse. 

I see my eyes open. Something is wrong. I’m seeing from two angles at once. I see myself and I see everything else from where I lie. Everyone is masked. I see myself going in and out of consciousness. I’m in an ambulance. Then I’m being rolled out and put on a helicopter. 

“Hurry. We need her fresh. We need to get her back to ‘we’.” The voice called out from a place that felt like me.

“Are you okay?” Doctor Wattley asks.

“What’s ‘we’?” 

“I was just saying that Ruthi had a successful transfer, like yours. We transferred the memories and what made Ruthi who she was into the healthy young chimp you see before you. It’s been effective. She can do a lot more than this but doesn’t like strangers much.”

“Wait. What about the chimpanzee that was in this young body first?” 

“They weren’t hurt. We removed all existing memories first so that it would be done on a fresh slate. Ruthi is her old self but with a new lease on life. We give an initial foundation of memories to build on from Ruthi and then add the rest when we know the process is successful.”

I let her explanation sink in, wishing I didn’t understand. I look down at my hands and touch my thighs and then my breasts. Everything is youthful.

“What’s ‘we’?” I ask again.

“What?”

“What is ‘we’?”

“Well, it’s the collective of you and I.”

“No. I remember someone saying we need to get back to ‘we’.”

She nods. “W.I. Wonder Island. Your memories are coming back. Right on time.”

“I think so. Getting pretty drained, really. Can I go back to my room?”

“You do need time to rest and let your brain and body process everything and get in sync. I’ll walk you back.”

“I can find my way.”

“It’s no problem. I’m going that way.” 

She’s lying. She’s not leaving me alone. If what she showed me means what I think, they can’t afford for anything to happen to me.​

Day Four

“I did it. I did it,” I whisper to myself.

Decades of research and trials to extend life. I was on the edge of running out of time and now I have an extension. It was the breakthrough Wonder Island needed. All the investment and time would finally pay off.

“Are you crazy?” a tiny voice says from somewhere inside.

I knew there might be some resistance, but the transfer had taken. My new body is taut and supple. I haven’t felt this good in decades. My firm cheeks pull back in a smile. People will pay any amount for this. I’m going to be rich.

“I said, are you crazy?” 

This girl is annoying. I might have to make some adjustments since I don’t want to go through this again. This body is number seventeen. Each time before, the transfer had failed and the bodies had to be discarded. I like this body and we’ve gotten this far. It will work.

“Seventeen? So that’s what that meant? You’ve done this sixteen times before?” the voice asks.

“Are you awake?” Helena asks as she knocks on the door.

Helena. Naïve and sweet, but strong and loyal. She’s wrestled down her fair share of resistant subjects.

“Yes. Come in.”

Helena walks in and eyes me curiously. 

“Well don’t just stare, get me some clothes. We have a busy day today. I need to get to the lab and make a few adjustments. Have Doctor Wattley meet me there. Thank you. You can leave the clothes on the bed. That’s all.”

“Doctor Cheetum? Doctor Alice Cheetum? Is that really you?”

“You bet it is, Helena. And I’ve got work to do.”

“It worked? It worked!” she says, giddy. 

She then looks down at herself and back at me. “Can I be next? My body is waiting and ready.”

“You may have some competition. Doctor Wattley has been itching for a new body since she came here. Now, I need to get ready.”

I look at my new form. I hand-picked it myself. Now I’m in it. Everything is in place. Youth is definitely wasted on the young. Not this time.

“But, it’s not yours,” the pesky voice returns.

“It’s my body now. Go to sleep, why don’t you?”

“But this is my body. Mine. I’m not an ‘it’. I’m a person.”

“You were.”

The shower runs over my shoulders as the appreciation of my success washes over me. I have a full life ahead of me and next time the process will be even easier. We need to clean the slate better and when they come out of incubation, they need to go immediately to the lab for the transfer.

“Are you saying that yours didn’t work right, Doctor Alice Cheetum?” the voice asks.

“Shut up.”

“You don’t like me in your head, do you, Alice?”

“You were a means to an end and whatever is left of you will be ending very soon. And it’s Doctor Cheetum to you. We’re not associates. Not even in the same league.”

“Doesn’t it bother you, Alice?”

“What? Being alive in this beautiful young body?”

“No. Stealing my body. My life. Taking me from my family. I have a little brother, you know. He’s funny and silly.”

“Why would that bother me?”

“You are a person, right? Somewhere in here you’re more than a collection of ideas, thoughts, and memories. I mean do you still have a soul? If you died, if this body died, would you cease to exist, Alice?”

I scrub the shampoo through my curls and then rinse it from my curly hair, squeezing the water out. I’m in control now.

“That’s not how you wash curly hair, Alice. You’ll regret it when you’re out of the shower and it dries. So, will you cease to exist?”

I consider her comment about my hair and then put conditioner in.

“Smart move. Conditioner. But you already scrubbed knots in it. That’ll take you at least an hour to detangle. Are you ignoring me, Alice? I’m Zari by the way.”

I crack the bathroom door. Good. Helena has laid out an outfit for me. Much more appropriate than the scrubs I’ve been wearing. She knows I love white. This damn girl remembers her name. Trouble.

I slip the pants on and zip them as I steal another look in the mirror. I can’t wait to love again with this body. A lifetime of experience packaged in this form. Heartbreaker, for sure. 

“Doctor Cheetum?” Helena calls out.

“Yes. I’ll be out in just a moment. Is Doctor Wattley in the lab?”

“Yes, Doctor.”

“Good. I want to make one stop before the lab. I’d like to see the other subjects. There may be a change required to the protocol.”

“Yes, Doctor. They are both in suspension right now, waiting for their time.”

“Perfect.” 

I walk out of the room in my white suit with a bright red blouse beneath. I’ve pinned the curls up into a bun. I’m not quite ready for the big hair, but I’m sure there’ll be occasions for it.

The room holding the two subjects needs the card and fingerprint like the room with the chimps. I feel my pockets for a card.

“Do you want to test it out, Doctor Cheetum?”

Helena hands me a badge with my current photo. When had they taken it? I can’t remember having it done. I hold it against the scanner and then press my finger down. I smile as the door clicks open, letting me into one of my favorite spaces. 

“We’ve added another level of security before you can access the chambers where the subjects are held. From here you can see them through the glass.”

The two females are perfect. Their large suspension chambers provide their needs for now. Helena eyes the female to the right hungrily. She’d picked the specimen out for herself when we knew we were close. Doctor Wattley’s new body was a delicious choice as well.

“Has Doctor Wattley been monitoring brain activity while they are in suspension?” I ask.

“Yes. Every couple of days she runs those tests. They’re normal. In line with what your body experienced.”

“You probably won’t get away with this, you know that, don’t you?” Zari says in an eerie whisper.

“I want to make sure that every part of them is completely gone. I don’t want more than a fragment of what is required neurologically to receive the transfer. Anything more could be a nuisance and a waste of energy.”

“I understand, Doctor Cheetum. Is there something wrong?” Helena asks, a look of concern coming over her face.

“Not at all. I am the first success. We learn from my experience and every future transfer will be even more successful. Prepare to be young and rich very soon.”

Helena laughs. “I’ve been preparing for that moment since I joined you here, Doctor Cheetum.”

We walk out of the room, but before closing the door, something makes me look back. They are great subjects. Near perfect human specimens in the prime of physical life. That’s all. I shake my head. She is trying to get to me. They are just subjects and they wouldn’t cease to exist. Their bodies will live on, and even better, they’ll have the wisdom Helena and Doctor Wattley will bring with them.

“Those are someone’s kids. Just like me,” Zari says. 

This time her voice isn’t a whisper. It’s calm. Confident.

“Go ahead of me, Helena. Tell Doctor Wattley to get everything prepped and I’ll be right there.”

Pressure builds behind my forehead. Within seconds it goes from twinges to a painful throbbing. Probably a side effect of the stress the body and mind have been under. Inhabiting a new form is bound to bring its share of discomfort.

“Painful, isn’t it?”

I refuse to answer the needy girl.

“What you’re doing is wrong. You know it.”

“What I know is this is my body. There are people who’ve been on the list for years waiting for this breakthrough. In less than an hour you’ll be out of your misery.”

“What if you can’t get rid of me? What you did the first time didn’t work. I still exist inside of MY body. You’re the intruder.”

She’s getting stronger. I lean against the wall, slouching, and shielding my eyes from the lights stabbing my forehead.

“You know what the body does when it experiences something foreign? It fights. Tries to expel it. Our bodies are programmed for survival. I saw it in Ruthi yesterday. There was something else in there with her, fighting.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Dumb girl.”

“I wasn’t a scientist, but I’ve had the flu before. My body was sick trying to get it out. Stayed in me for several days. And then, it was gone.”

“That’s a virus. I’m not a virus.”

“Maybe you are. My brain might think so. In fact, I’m certain that’s exactly what you are. A virus.”

“Don’t be foolish. You’d likely kill both of us if you try to get rid of me.”

“Did you know the mind is the most powerful force we have to use? I once heard that you can do anything if you put your mind to it.”

“Well, my mind is better.”

“You might be smarter, in some ways. More experienced. Old in your thinking. I mean that was the point. To put your old ways and thinking into a new body?”

“Aaaaaa!” I shriek in pain. What is she doing? 

I fall to my knees. They need to get her out. Now. I’ll make it to the lab, even if I must crawl. But it isn’t stopping. The searing pain blinds me. More than I’ve ever experienced. It shoots up the back of my legs, up my side, and around my head. It feels like someone is pricking me with a thousand needles.

I try to call out for Helena, but my voice catches in my throat. No sound escapes.

Focusing on my throat, I try again, but there is a full assault on my senses. I can’t speak. I can’t see. I search for the floor, only able to move an inch at a time, stopping with each move to bear the attack. 

This Zari bitch is trying to bring me down.

“You won’t succeed. Helena will come looking soon.”

“She’ll find you, you old hag.”

I can’t see anything in front of me. The only sounds are inside my own head. She’s got me all alone.

“I told you – this is my body. And I want it back!”

With that, I feel a push against me that brings me to the floor, my head hits the wall and...

Where am I? Where am I going? Where is she taking me? To the lab. Why? Am I leading or being taken? 

“Nothing in there can help you,” I tell Zari.

“Hey, Helena, Doctor Wattley. Thank you for waiting and getting everything ready.” Zari walks in and towards the computer.

“It’s great to see you back, Doctor Cheetum.”

“It’s great to be back. The fact this worked is unbelievable.”

“We did it.”

“Yes. We did. And we’re all getting our dues! I need to make adjustments. Helena should have told you what I wanted. Can I see what you have set up on here?”

“You didn’t do anything,” I scream at the girl trying to steal my success.

“Sure. Just go in here and you’ll see the program we’ll run to adjust any interference. You know, basically remove any remnants of the subject.”

“I’m so sorry. You’ll have to bear with me and forgive some of the gaps. That’s why this is so important. How do I adjust it again?”

“Oh. No problem. It may be several days or even weeks before you’re fully back to normal. You saw how much progress Ruthi’s made in just a week. Be patient, Doctor Cheetum,” Doctor Wattley smiles.

“When have I ever been that?” Zari smiles at Doctor Wattley.

“Very true,” Doctor Wattley responds. 

“You know nothing about me. What you’re doing won’t work!” I scream at the adolescent trying to steal my life. She ignores me.

Doctor Wattley walks around to the other side of the computer and shows her how to adjust the levels. 

“What are you doing?” I scream again at the girl ruining my life’s work. This isn’t right. I’m not supposed to be the voice inside. I’m meant to be in control.

“And once this is done, the prior subject should be eliminated, correct? Permanently?” Zari asks.

“That’s how it’s designed. I understand you had some concerns with the other two subjects,” Doctor Wattley answers.

“Yes. I want to eliminate the risk of internal resistance to the transfer. I am allowing myself to be the guinea pig and accept the risks so we can learn from them and bring this to market as soon as possible.”

“Liar!” I scream. “You want to kill me. This is my research. Decades of my life. I’m the genius. You’re just a pretty face. You won’t even remember what to do. You stupid girl!”

“Can you set everything up over there for me, Doctor Wattley, while I study this a moment?” the lying wench says and then sits down in my seat.

“No problem. When you’re ready just come over and lay back. This time it shouldn’t be nearly as uncomfortable.”

“Good. We need to make this as pleasant as possible for the two of you. And for our future clients, when the time comes.”

“You’ll mess this all up!” I yell. “No! Don’t do that! You’ll erase me! No! Please. What do you want? I’ll give you a new body. I’ll take a different one. I’ll even let you stay in here with me. Just please...don’t kill me.”

I’m begging and Zari acts like nothing is happening. Two can play this game. 

“Don’t even think about it,” she says to me inside where no one else can hear, before I can even consider how to attack her.

“I know my body. That’s right, my body. I will win. And when you cease to exist, no one will mourn you. No one will see you go. No one will miss you.”

“But I’m the one who made this possible. They’ll know you aren’t me.”

“By the time they realize it, it’ll be too late.”

“I’m ready, you two. Everything is set.”

“You won’t get away with this,” I snarl from somewhere deep inside. “They’ll check the settings.”

“You are smart. Thanks,” Zari says back.

“Helena, would you mind getting me some cucumber water? I had a bit of cotton mouth last time.”

“Sure thing, Doctor Cheetum.”

“Doctor Wattley,” she says, “You must catch me up on what’s been going on with you. Last time we talked, you were getting serious with someone you’d met, right?”

“You remember? I didn’t think you would. Yes. It’s one of the reasons I’m so excited about my new body. She’s smart, beautiful, young, and a great conversationalist. We haven’t met yet. We’ve only talked online. I’ve been waiting for this.” She waves her hand around the room.

“See? You’d deny her love? A chance to be with the woman of her dreams?”

“Not if it were done the right way. We all deserve a chance for love, but not by stealing life from someone,” she shoots back. I haven’t swayed her decision to go through with this.

“So, Helena will have some competition for who goes next.”

“You bet your ass she will. We get you up and going and you can pull me out of this old body, put me in that tube, and prep my new body. I’m ready.”

Doctor Wattley laughs. I can’t believe she doesn’t see right through this.

“Here you go, Doctor Cheetum.” Helena hands the stupid girl the glass of water.

“Thanks, Helena.”

“Let’s check the settings and get started.”

“See I told you. You’ll be caught,” I say with a smile in my voice.

“Oh, Helena, remember I told you that you’d have some competition being next?”

“Yeah. Oh, are you trying to get in already, Doctor Wattley?” Helena says half-jokingly.

“Yeah. I told you about the lady I met. I have to meet her, but I can’t in this body.”

“She seems lovely,” Helena nods.

All the while they’re attaching everything to me...to her. What’s wrong with them? No. Come on, Doctor Wattley, she’s an imposter. You press the button on your handheld and I’m through. 

“Are you talking to yourself in there?” the smug girl asks.

“You can’t do this. Please.” I hate that I’ve resorted to begging.

“I already have. And then, they’ll get what they’ve asked for. Sorta. They’ll get out of the bodies they don’t want.”

“You’d be killing them.”

“You’re right. That wouldn’t be fair. I won’t kill them. Don’t worry.”

“What about me?”

“I have to make a choice between you and me. I choose me. Like you did.”

“Okay, Doctor Cheetum, you’ll probably feel sleepy, so just let yourself go to sleep. You’ll wake up feeling even better. Even more brand new.” Helena takes my pulse.

“Is that even possible?” Zari smiles.​

Day Five

I open my eyes, searching the room. Was it a dream? Did any of yesterday really happen? How much?

I sit up and something crunches under my hand. A note.

We flipped a coin. I get to go first! – Helena.

I re-read the note. She’d been kind of nice, even if she is an evil life-stealing demon.

I can’t draw any unusual attention to myself. I need to follow the normal routine. I walk into the bathroom and start the shower. I need to wash off the contamination of Doctor Cheetum. But she’s been inside where this water can’t wash or rinse her away.

“Doctor Cheetum?” Helena calls from outside the door.

“Yes. Come in, Helena.”

“Did you see my note?”

“I did. How many times did you all have to toss that for you to finally have Doctor Wattley concede?”

“Twenty-one times.”

I smile. “Well, she doesn’t need to worry. You’ll both get what you’ve earned soon enough. When do you plan on doing it?”

“The specialist is on his way right now to Wonder Island to give you a thorough exam. Once you get the okay, I can go. Doctor Cheetum? Do you know what that means? I could be born tomorrow!”

I see the excitement in her face. It’s sickening, but real. The idea of having the experience I’d had just days earlier thrills her. I’d been flushed out of a tube, disoriented and confused.

“I can tell you’re excited. If you’re excited, I’m excited for you. I need to take a shower though. After I see the specialist, I want to examine the chimps again before we do either of you. It’ll only delay us a few hours at most, maybe not even.”

“Should I get them prepped? Doctor Wattley and I would be happy to do that while you see the doctor. It’ll speed things up,” she says hurriedly.

“That would be great, Helena. I want to get them to the point of being in the chamber, ready for incubation and rebirth.”

“We can do that. I’d love to help. Does it matter which one goes first?”

“No. Why don’t you choose? Pick the one you like the most, in fact.”

“Oh. Thank you, Doctor Cheetum. This is the best day of my life!”

Helena scurries out the room. The water temperature is perfect today. It rushes over me, reminding me of the day I’d been reborn as Doctor Cheetum. Most of my memories are gone, erased by the people at Wonder Island. I have little idea who I was before this, aside from fragments that remain like residue on a window after cleaning.

It means starting over. A new life, but not before I finish this one.

The outfit Helena laid out is nice but in no way comfortable. It looks like something my grandmother would wear, fashionable sure, but not for my age. Doctor Cheetum had been eighty-six years old and still hunting for the fountain of youth. She’d found it, taken a drink, and it ended her. 

Slipping on my shoes, I think of the older chimps being prepped for transfer. Make the best of a bad situation. Hmm. I think my father would say that.

I stare at the laptop sitting on the desk that had been unused and open it. The badge clipped to my jacket says Janice Cheetum, MD, PhD. A new name. I put my finger on the reader and login. As far as the system knows, that’s who I am. A relative of Alice Cheetum. A twenty-seven year old woman. I look great. Very accomplished for twenty-seven.

This is a nice facility. Under the right leadership, it can be used to do something good. I have nowhere else to be. I’ll have to find Doctor Wattley and secure my files and identification before they go through their transfer. Talking to them afterwards will be impossible, at least until they can manage basic communication. And, they’ll have to share space with some old chimps. I have a feeling those old chimps won’t like the company.

I walk out the door and look back at the room where I’ve spent the past four nights. I feel reborn, again. It’s time to return the favor. I’d promised Alice I wouldn’t kill them, nothing more. 

––––––––
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Atlanta, 2064

The ground vibrated beneath my feet, a rhythmic thrumming sounding from ancestral drums echoing through the streets of a neighborhood where history and the horizon merge. Here amidst the transformative landscape of Atlanta’s Castleberry Hill skyscrapers rose, their forms a testament to the fusion of past and future. These structures, once warehouses and galleries, now stretched impossibly tall, their surfaces alive with smart materials that glowed with digital murals celebrating the area’s artistic heritage.

In an alcove, a sanctuary amidst the biotech gardens and the quiet hum of drones, a select group gathered. Shielded from the urban thoroughfare’s hustle by green walls that whispered tales of a city reborn, their faces shimmered in the blue glow of a holo-projector. Around us, the air was charged with the potential of what was to come, the promise of a future that honored its roots while boldly embracing the new.

I took a deep breath. These weren’t all strangers. Many were friends, mentors, supporters – my people. Yet, the weight of what I was about to reveal felt like a stone in my stomach. Surrounded by the echoes of a city that had mastered the art of blending the old with the new, I stood ready to unveil a digital world that offered a glimpse into what could have been—a world where our Ancestors’ dreams were the foundation of our future.

“Obsidia Prime,” I said, activating the projector. The room dimmed as a holographic simulation unfolded in the air before us.

The laughter and conversation died down. Eyes widened. Before us was a massive baobab tree, its roots and branches merging seamlessly with circuitry. Ethereal wildlife, both familiar and alien, grazed on digital savannahs. Floating market stalls were manned by merchants, their attire a blend of colorful fabrics and augmented reality interfaces.

“This,” I breathed out, watching their reactions, “is where our past meets our future.”

Ayesha, my old friend from college, stepped forward, her fingers almost touching a water spirit dancing in binary code. “It’s... it’s alive, Jonyé. Is this... magick?”

I smirked, “Magick and code, Ayesha. Magick and code.”

Derek, one of my academic mentors, squinted as he inspected a futuristic version of the Great Pyramid, now a power hub. “The detail, Jonyé! How did you even...? This isn’t just another VR world. This is... it’s a marvel.”

“It’s home,” I whispered, my voice barely audible over the hum of the pyramid’s energy. “A home we’ve longed for. An Africa unburdened, unconquered, and unstoppable.”

Gia, always the skeptic in our group, raised an eyebrow, her curiosity piqued. “But how, Jonyé? How did you make it feel so real?”

I smiled, turning to face her and the rest of the gathered media. “It’s more than just advanced coding or immersive technology. Each element, from the sands of the Sahara to the waters of the Nile, is imbued with stories, with history. We consulted Elders, historians, artists, and scientists to ensure every detail was not only accurate but resonant with the spirit of the continent.”

“And the people,” another journalist chimed in, “they’re so...lifelike. How?”

“That,” I said, pausing for effect, “is thanks to a breakthrough in AI and machine learning. We didn’t just program them; we taught them to learn, to evolve. They carry the essence of the cultures they represent, learning from each interaction, making Obsidia Prime a living, breathing world.”

The group nodded, impressed. Derek stepped closer, his gaze still fixed on the pyramid. “And the energy it emanates?”

I followed his gaze, pride swelling in my chest. “Renewable sources power everything here. The pyramid, a symbol of our past, now stands as a beacon of sustainable future, harnessing solar power, wind, and more. It’s a testament to what Africa can achieve, free from the constraints of history.”

The air was thick with anticipation as the journalists recorded notes, their earlier skepticism melting away in the face of Obsidia Prime’s undeniable majesty. As they ventured further, exploring, questioning, I knew they were seeing more than just a technological marvel; they were witnessing a dream made manifest, a vision of Africa that could inspire the world. As the group engaged with the sensory holo-projections, conversations erupted in pockets: amazement, technical inquiries, and deep philosophical debates about what this could mean for our people.

Sensing my introspection, Lena inched closer to me. “You’ve outdone yourself, baby,” she murmured.

“Thanks, love. But I want everyone to know that this isn’t just a program,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “This is a legacy. A world where every Black soul can find their place.”

She nodded, her eyes glistening in the holographic glow. “Our Ancestors are so proud.”

The air grew still as I opened a case revealing the medium for our journey — bodysuits woven from a fabric of shimmering nanofibers. Their design, sleek and form-fitting, was inspired by the bioluminescent beauty of deep-sea organisms, their exterior a mirror of the wonder within.

“We are going beyond sight and sound, my friends,” I announced, holding up one of the suits. “This will engage all your senses. The feel of the wind, the taste of the air, the scent of the savannah. You’ll feel it all as if you are truly there.”

One by one, they donned the suits, their awe and anticipation palpable. I joined them, the fabric cool and inviting against my skin. For me, it was a familiar gateway to the world I’d built, but that night it felt different - less like a test and more like a journey shared. With a collective deep breath, I initiated the immersion sequence.

Reality folded around me, the relentless drone of city life abruptly giving way to the soft whisper of a breeze through fields of golden grass. The firm tile beneath my feet softened into the warm, grainy texture of earth. The urban environment that had cocooned us vanished, revealing the vast, panoramic expanse of Obsidia Prime. We arrived at the historic port of Ouidah, a place that had once marked the turning of destinies. Now, it was the gateway to our reclaimed world.

Bathed in the golden hue of the setting sun, the port buzzed with life. Vibrant markets sprawled around, the air thick with the scents of spices and echoing with languages from every corner of Africa. The sea, a serene mirror to the sky, gently kissed the docks where ships, their sails a vibrant patchwork of colors and patterns, bobbed peacefully.

I gathered my friends, “This is where our journey begins,” I declared. “Ouidah, once a site of immeasurable sorrow, has been reborn as the beating heart of Obsidia Prime. It stands as a testament to our resilience, our collective strength to reclaim and transform our past into a source of unyielding power. From here, you can travel instantaneously to any location across the continent, exploring the boundless richness and diversity the continent has to offer.”

Continuing, I felt a surge of pride swell within me. “When you’re ready to explore, just envision your destination. This simulation is tuned to your very thoughts and can transport you there in the blink of an eye. Just keep in mind, our journey is tethered to a timer. Once it ends, no matter where you’ve ventured, you’ll return here, to Ouidah, where we’ll disengage from the immersion together.”

As everyone ventured to their desired destinations, I headed to East London, one of my favorite places in Obsidia Prime. I needed to see, to understand the changes happening since I’d visited last. My steps led me through landscapes that were vividly alive, beyond anything I had programmed. The air was fresher here, carrying the scent of the sea mingled with wildflowers, an aroma that spoke of freedom and endless possibilities. The market I wandered through was a spectrum of colors and emotions, with my coded inhabitants displaying spontaneous expressions of joy and moments of sadness that I had not explicitly designed. It was unexpected, a testament to the complexity of life that had taken root in my digital world, unnerving yet utterly captivating.

Beyond the bustling life of the market, at the edge of a village under the expansive canopy of the Great Baobab Tree, stood Mama Nolwazi. This place, where the wild grass danced with the ocean’s breeze and the horizon stretched infinitely, merging sea and sky, was her sanctuary.  Her eyes held stories of a time long before ours, her wrinkles etched with wisdom. As I approached, she bowed, her voice trembling, “uThixo wethu, Jonyé; our God, Jonyé.”

“No, just Jonyé,” I replied, taken aback. “I’m no god. I... I was the one who designed this world, yes, but...”

“And you’ve given us life, Creator,” she insisted, her eyes shining with conviction. “Your code, it didn’t just create a playground. It gave birth to a world, to Us,” she insisted.

“But the essence of life, the breath that animates our dreams and fears, isn’t mine to give. I’ve merely provided a canvas,” I countered, trying to ground her expectations in the reality of our creation.

“Yet, a canvas can inspire a revolution,” she said softly, her gaze unwavering. “You’ve crafted more than a world; you’ve sparked hope. In Obsidia Prime, our histories are unbroken, our futures, limitless. Here, we reclaim what was lost and forge what never was.”

I paused, her words resonating deeply. “It’s one thing to imagine such a world, another to live in it. My hope is that this... this creation of ours serves as a bridge, a way to carry these reimagined truths back into our real lives.”

“Then you’ve already succeeded, Creator. Because in dreaming of this world, you’ve awakened something in us all. A yearning not just for what could have been, but for what still can be. Your vision offers us a glimpse of our true potential, unbound by history’s chains.”

As we conversed, her words weighed heavily on me. Obsidia Prime was no longer just an echo of our dreams, it was a living, breathing entity, evolving beyond its original design. When I returned to my friends, their excitement was a stark contrast to the depth of my revelation. They shared tales of their encounters, their voices filled with glee and wonder. But all I managed was a nod and a cryptic smile as I considered the implications of my creation. I’d never set out to create a world so profound— I’d only wanted to create a safe space where we could experience our roots in a way that was authentic and untarnished by outsiders. 

But I was beginning to realize that Obsidia Prime was evolving into more than I could imagine— and I couldn’t help but wonder how the world outside would respond. In that moment, I felt less like the god Mama Nolwazi believed me to be, and more like an explorer on the edge of a vast, uncharted ocean.

***
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The sharp chime of my comm-device jolted me from sleep. Groggily, I reached for it, rubbing my eyes to focus on the flashing notifications. News outlets, tech blogs, social media—every screen beamed with my face, and more importantly, with mesmerizing vistas of Obsidia Prime. The headlines were a blur: “The Dawn of New Reality”, “Beyond Virtual: Obsidia Prime’s Living World”, “Jonyé: Architect of Life?”

A sudden rush of adrenaline coursed through me, dissipating any remnants of sleep. Taking a deep breath, I rose, pushing aside the curtains. The morning sun streamed in, though its brightness paled in comparison to the glaring media spotlight now fixated on me.

I stepped into the shower, letting the stream of water ground me. As droplets traced paths down my skin, I pondered over what lay ahead. There was no playbook for creating a new world, nor for dealing with the tidal wave of attention it would bring. How was I supposed to manage it all? 

After dressing, I dialed one of two constants in my life—Grandma Ayana. As the call connected, her familiar, gentle face filled the screen. “Jonyé,” she greeted, her eyes crinkling into a warm smile, “saw you on the news this morning, baby. Your parents would’ve been so proud.”

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I replied, “Thank you, Grandma. It’s all so overwhelming.”

She nodded knowingly. “Your creation will touch souls, Jonyé. But, remember that all of this influence comes with a lot of responsibility.”

Our conversation, as always, soothed me. Her wisdom, rooted in years of experience and understanding, provided the anchor I so desperately needed.

After our call, I shot off messages to my investors. Their excitement was palpable, even through the screen. The future of Obsidia Prime seemed brighter than ever.

As I scrolled down my timeline, a ping from my email drew my attention. Scanning the contents, my heart rate quickened. A request from Global Tech Spotlight, the top media network, beckoned me to Peachtree Skyscape for an exclusive interview. And, as if that wasn’t enough, an invite followed for a closed-door meeting with Elara TechVentures, helmed by the enigmatic tech magnate, Lucas Sterling.

Lucas Sterling’s reputation preceded him. A visionary, but with a streak of ruthlessness that made even the most stalwart Peachtree Skyscape players tread carefully. His interest in Obsidia Prime was both an exciting and daunting proposition.

Taking another deep breath, I realized that this was no longer just about introducing a new tech marvel to the world. This was about steering the narrative, protecting my creation, and ensuring that Obsidia Prime remained a haven, not a commodity. 

My fingers hesitated over the comm-device, then quickly typed out a message to Lena.

“Headed to Midtown Metro for an interview, then Peachtree Skyscape for a meeting with Lucas Sterling. Join me?”

Almost instantly, her reply flashed on screen: “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’m in.”

“Okay, get ready. I’ll be there soon,” I replied.

Grabbing my essentials, I locked my apartment and descended to the building’s landing bay. My aeropod, the newest model of autonomous vehicles, awaited. Its silent propulsion system hummed to life as I set the coordinates to Lena’s place. Arriving at her apartment complex, Lena emerged, looking chic in a travel-ready ensemble. The smile she wore did little to hide the seriousness in her eyes, a reflection of my own concerns. She quickly stowed her bag inside the aeropod and settled into the seat next to me, before leaning in for a quick kiss.

As we ascended, merging with the flow of traffic, Lena broke the silence, “So, this Sterling guy... what do you know about him?”

“Enough to be wary,” I replied. “He’s brilliant, no doubt. But he’s also known to prioritize profit over ethics. I’ve heard stories...”

She pursed her lips, contemplating. “Obsidia Prime is more than just another tech innovation, Jonyé. It’s a world. Our world. We can’t let someone like Sterling turn it into a playground for the elite.”

I nodded, running a hand through my locs. “That’s my fear. How do I protect it?”

Lena leaned back, looking out at the sprawling city below. “We need a plan. A way to ensure that whatever happens, Obsidia Prime remains true to its essence, that it’s not exploited or altered in ways you didn’t intend.”

She pondered in silence for a moment before she continued, “Why not set up a governing council? A group of trusted individuals who can oversee its evolution. Ensure that decisions made are in the best interest of the world and its inhabitants.”

“That’s a start,” I conceded. “But the tech behind Obsidia Prime is still vulnerable. Sterling and his team could try to replicate it, modify it.”

Lena smirked, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You’re the genius coder, right? Embed a failsafe, something that safeguards against unauthorized alterations.”

I chuckled, “You mean a kill switch?”

“Exactly. If they try anything shady, pull the plug.”

Our conversation continued, brainstorming ways to preserve the sanctity of Obsidia Prime. By the time we neared Midtown Metro, a plan had begun to form. Whatever challenges lay ahead, I took comfort in the fact that I wasn’t facing them alone.

As the aeropod began its descent, the sprawling skyline unfurled beneath us. Landing softly on the designated pad, the pod’s door slid open with a seamless swoosh.

Standing there, with the backdrop of Global Tech Spotlight’s ultramodern studio, was Janine. Her statuesque figure stood out even amidst Midtown Metro’s buzz. Clad in a crisp white pantsuit that contrasted beautifully with her rich, brown skin, her braids were styled into a chic updo, with a few strands playfully framing her face. Gold hoops dangled from her ears, catching the sun’s rays and making them dance in the daylight.

Janine had always been the epitome of confidence and grace. Her unwavering assertiveness had paved the way for numerous successful media campaigns, and she had an uncanny ability to turn even the most challenging public relations situations into gold.

“Jonyé! Lena!” she exclaimed, approaching with outstretched arms. “You two look like you’re gearing up for battle,” she teased, her eyes twinkling.

Lena chuckled, “With the media circus surrounding Obsidia Prime, it feels like we are.”

Janine’s laugh, hearty and genuine, eased the tension in the air. “Don’t you worry. That’s what you have me for. This is our narrative. We control the message.”

I smiled, grateful for her unwavering support. “It’s not just the media, Janine. After this, we have a meeting with Lucas Sterling.”

She raised an eyebrow, her playful demeanor shifting to one of keen interest. “The tech shark? I’ve heard... stories.”

“Exactly,” I replied, “and that’s why we need to be prepared.”

Janine nodded, her gaze sharpening. “First things first, the interview. Remember, Jonyé, the world wants to see the genius behind this groundbreaking creation. But they also need to see the heart, the passion. That’s what will resonate.”

She turned, leading the way. “Now, let’s get you mic’d up.”

As we followed, I couldn’t help but appreciate the force of nature that was Janine. With her at the helm of my media front, I felt a tad more secure. In a world where perception often drove reality, having Janine by my side was more vital than ever.

***
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The bright studio lights shone down, setting the stage apart from the shadowed audience beyond. At the center sat an elegant glass desk, behind which the interviewer, Patricia Kane, sat poised. Patricia was renowned in the industry, a veteran with sharp wit and an even sharper tongue. Her silver hair was pulled back into a tight bun, her blue eyes scrutinizing every detail. She had a reputation for asking hard-hitting, occasionally intrusive questions, making even seasoned celebrities and CEOs squirm.

Beside her, I took a deep breath, adjusting my posture. Janine had prepped me for this. “Stay calm, collected. Answer with your head, but also with your heart,” her words echoed in my mind.

The camera lights blinked red. Live.

“Good evening, viewers. Tonight, we’re joined by Jonyé, the prodigious mind behind the revolutionary virtual realm, Obsidia Prime,” Patricia began, her voice cool and clinical. “Jonyé, your creation is unlike anything we’ve seen. A blend of ancestral magick and state-of-the-art tech. Why create such a world?”

Gathering my thoughts, I replied, “Obsidia Prime is more than just a digital construct, Patricia. It’s a reimagination, a world untouched by colonization. It reflects a dream where technology and traditions coexist, where Black people can feel a deep sense of belonging.”

Patricia’s eyes sharpened, sensing an opportunity. “Some critics argue that it’s escapist, a way to avoid dealing with our world’s realities. Your response?”

“Escapism implies a temporary respite. Obsidia Prime is a permanent testament to what could’ve been. It’s a space of exploration and education, a reminder of our roots. It’s not an escape but a bridge to understanding.”

There was a brief pause as Patricia processed my answer, clearly not expecting such a nuanced response. She shifted gears. “Your technology allows users to wear virtual skin, making the experience incredibly immersive. Don’t you think that’s...unnatural?”

I smiled, remembering Janine’s training. “Every major technological advancement faced skepticism. Cars, phones, the internet. Virtual skin is no different. It’s a tool to foster connection and genuine empathy, enabling users to truly walk in another’s shoes.”

She leaned forward, attempting another curveball. “You’ve made Africa a paradise. Isn’t that a romanticized view? Perhaps even a dangerous one?”

This was a sensitive area, but I was ready. “Obsidia Prime is an ideal, yes. But ideals inspire. They encourage us to strive for better in our world. By experiencing this ‘paradise’, users can bring back lessons of unity, respect for nature, and the beauty of blending the old with the new.”

The interview went on, Patricia firing question after question, but with each response, it became clear that she was no match for all that Janine prepared me for. As the segment wrapped up, Patricia, perhaps for the first time in her career, seemed at a loss for words.

“Thank you, Jonyé, for enlightening us,” she managed, her professional facade slightly cracked.

As the camera lights dimmed, I exhaled, feeling a weight lifted. I had not only navigated Patricia’s minefield but had perhaps changed a few perceptions along the way. Stepping off the stage, the studio lights now just a soft glow behind me, I made my way to the private backstage area. Lena and Janine stood waiting, their faces a mix of relief and pride.

“You nailed it,” Janine declared, her eyes shining with approval. “Kane didn’t know what hit her.”

Lena grinned, playfully punching my arm. “I mean, I knew you were good, but damn... that was next level. Even Patricia Kane seemed...impressed.”

Chuckling, I replied, “Thanks to Janine’s rigorous prep sessions.”

Janine waved a dismissive hand. “You had it in you. I just made sure you were ready.” She checked her wrist comm-device. “You two should head to your meeting with Sterling. And remember,” she added, locking eyes with me, “stay vigilant. Protect Obsidia Prime.”

Lena and I nodded in understanding, and with that, we made our way to the aeropod. Buckling into our seats, we watched as the studio faded from view.

After a brief silence, Lena asked, “You think Sterling has ulterior motives?”

I sighed, “The man is a genius but also a business shark. Obsidia Prime is enticing, and he’ll want a piece of it.”

She looked thoughtful. “You ever consider making Obsidia Prime open source? If the world has access, there’s no exclusivity for Sterling to exploit.”

I pondered her suggestion. “It’s risky, but it might be a way to protect its essence. Still, that’s a massive decision.”

Lena nodded, her gaze fixed on the horizon. “True, but sometimes, the best way to protect something is to set it free.”

The aeropod began to lower into Peachtree Skyscape, signaling our arrival. Sterling’s corporate headquarters, a gleaming tower of glass and steel, dominated the skyscape. We both took a deep breath, preparing for the negotiation of a lifetime.

The double doors to Sterling’s penthouse office swung open, revealing an expanse of opulence. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the skyscape, punctuated by hovering aeropods and floating LED billboards. The setting sun bathed everything in streams of gold and crimson. High above the bustling streets of Midtown Metro, it felt like an entirely different world.

Lucas Sterling stood from behind his sleek obsidian desk, donned in a dark grey tailored suit. His silver hair, meticulously combed back, shimmered under the ambient lights. He wore a pair of augmented reality glasses, their glint betraying an air of arrogance. He was a tall man, his posture straight, every bit the tech magnate who had reshaped industries and toppled competitors. His piercing blue eyes appraised us, lips curling into a practiced, disarming smile.

“Jonyé...  Lena, I presume?” Sterling greeted, his voice rich and deliberate. “Jonyé, I just saw your interview. Quite an impression you made on Patricia Kane.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sterling,” I replied, opting for formality.

“You know, in my years, I’ve seen countless innovations, many touted as ‘game changers’. Most were mere flashes in the pan.” Sterling paused, circling us like a hawk. “But Obsidia Prime? It’s...revolutionary. You’ve built not just a product, but an experience. A dream.”

Lena, always more forward, jumped in, “And what does that dream mean to you, Mr. Sterling?”

Sterling chuckled, the sound echoing around the spacious room. “Opportunity. Progress. Profit.” He fixed his gaze on me. “You’ve changed the game, Jonyé. And I want in.”

There it was, the proposition we both anticipated and dreaded.

“Name your price,” Sterling continued, his tone bordering on predatory. “I can ensure Obsidia Prime reaches every corner of the globe. But more than that, I can make you wealthy beyond your wildest dreams.”

Lena leaned forward, her voice firm. “At what cost?”

He chuckled again. “Simple. An exclusive license. I want total control over its distribution and monetization.”

I felt a cold knot tighten in my stomach. It wasn’t just about money. It was about the soul of Obsidia Prime.

“We’ve always envisioned Obsidia Prime as a space for everyone,” I began cautiously, “not just a select few who can afford it.”

Sterling’s smile didn’t waver. “That’s the beauty of it, Jonyé. Everyone will want it. And they’ll pay. The demand will be insatiable.”

“And the essence of Obsidia Prime?” Lena interjected. “The message? The history? The cultural significance?”

He waved a hand dismissively. “Minor details. Those can be...adjusted for wider appeal.”

Lena’s face grew hard, her eyes flashing. “Those ‘details’ are the very heart of the project.”

I placed a calming hand on Lena’s arm. “Mr. Sterling, we appreciate your interest. Truly. But this is more than just business to us. It’s a legacy.”

Sterling looked between us, his façade of charm slipping instantly. “I advise you to consider my offer. Opportunities like this don’t come often.”

“I understand, Mr. Sterling. And I appreciate your interest, but I’m going to have to decline your offer... respectfully.”

As we departed, the weight of Sterling’s words pressed down on us. The path ahead was unclear, but our resolve was stronger than ever. The true worth of Obsidia Prime was beyond any monetary value Sterling could offer. We were determined to protect it, no matter the cost.

The view from above enveloped us as we navigated between Sterling’s towering headquarters and my apartment. I gazed out of the window, the lights from the skyway now just specks against the velvety night sky. Beside me, Lena sat, her face contemplative.

It had been a rollercoaster of emotions over the past 24 hours – from the unveiling of Obsidia Prime, to the media frenzy, the intense interview, and then the unsettling meeting with Sterling. And through it all, Lena had been my anchor. I found my mind wandering back, not just to the day’s events, but to our shared past.

Lena was radiant, not just in beauty, but in spirit. When she walked into a room, her presence was magnetic. Her skin, an illustrious shade of mahogany, always seemed to capture and reflect any light around. Her eyes were deep pools of onyx, always sharp, always seeing more than she let on. And those lips – soft, full and expressive, they revealed her moods even when she tried to hide them.

But what I truly adored was the fire in her – the unyielding passion for our shared cause, her intellect that rivaled anyone, and her deep-rooted sense of identity and culture. She wasn’t just my partner in Obsidia Prime, but in life itself.

We had grown close, not just in shared ideals but in heart and soul. Romantic strolls through the city’s historic sites, late-night brainstorming sessions over cups of Ethiopian coffee, debates, arguments, moments of vulnerability. They all painted a picture of a relationship that was both deep and nuanced.

“Do you ever feel,” I started, breaking the silence, “like this is all too much?”

She turned, her eyes meeting mine. “Sometimes,” she admitted softly. “But then I remember why we started all this.”

I nodded. “It’s just, everything has changed so quickly.”

She reached out, her fingers intertwining with mine. The touch was reassuring, grounding. “It has, but we haven’t. Remember that.”

We continued the ride in a comforting silence. I felt a profound gratitude for her presence, knowing that as long as we stood together, we could face any challenge that came our way.

***
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The soft drone of the apartment’s air purifiers provided a gentle lullaby. In the dim ambient light, Lena’s face was tranquil, her soft breaths rhythmic. I traced a gentle finger down her cheek, cherishing the warmth it radiated. But sleep eluded me. The weight of Sterling’s proposal, his thinly veiled threats, our shared responsibility to protect Obsidia Prime — it all weighed on my mind.

I turned to face the wall, where a digital interface blinked softly. With a sigh, I sat up and donned the virtual skin. Its snug fit always amazed me, and the initial tingle as it activated and merged with my senses made me momentarily forget the world around. I decided to take a solo journey into Obsidia Prime to clear my thoughts.

But as I transitioned into the lush green savannahs, instead of the usual peace it brought, my senses were on high alert. The vibrant blues of the sky seemed to darken and the melodic songs of birds were replaced by eerie silence. Something was wrong.

A red flash in the peripheral of my vision signaled a system alert. My heart raced. Hackers. A breach in Obsidia Prime was something I hadn’t anticipated. How was it possible? The security measures I’d set up were meticulous. Scanning the landscape, I initiated the in-built tracking system, which quickly led me to an unauthorized avatar — a figure clearly out of place in this world.

As I approached, I recognized the facial features — it was modeled after Sterling, but with a cold, emotionless demeanor. A spy.

“Heard a lot about you, Creator,” the figure sneered.

“Who are you and what do you want?”

He chuckled. “I’m Sterling’s insurance policy.”

“It’s illegal to breach private virtual worlds,” I retorted.

“Legalities are for those who can’t afford to shape them,” he smirked.

I needed to get this intruder out and fast, but more importantly, find out what he’d learned or tampered with. “What have you done?”

The avatar laughed, “Taken a peek under the hood. You have something very special here, Jonyé. Sterling was right. And we’re just getting started.”

Before I could react, he executed a command, causing the world around us to flicker and distort. My heart pounded. The very fabric of Obsidia Prime was under threat.

Retrieving the spy’s digital footprint would be key. I activated a series of firewalls, trying to contain him. As we engaged in a high-stakes digital chase, the landscape of Obsidia Prime shifted and morphed, reflecting our battle.

And then, suddenly, a light. From the horizon, a group of inhabitants, led by Mama Nolwazi, approached. They began chanting, their voices forming a protective barrier, slowing down the hacker’s advance. The combination of their ancestral Magick and my coding skills managed to temporarily halt the spy’s assault, allowing me to capture his digital essence, forcing him to disconnect, But the aftermath of the breach lingered.

I stood, exhausted amidst the digital chaos, Mama Nolwazi beside me. 

“Your creation is powerful, Jonyé,” she whispered, “but remember, power always attracts those who seek to control it.”

I looked at the her— her wizened face holding tales of centuries, her eyes filled with wisdom, warmth, and a hint of sorrow. She reminded me so much of my grandmother, from the way she carried herself with grace and poise, to the gentle, measured cadence of her voice. The similarities were uncanny, almost as if I had subconsciously modeled her after my grandmother.

“Thank you for coming to my aid,” I began, searching for words. “I didn’t expect to face threats of this nature so soon.”

Mama Nolwazi softly rested her hand on my arm, her touch calming and reassuring, much like how my grandmother would comfort me after a bad dream. “This realm you’ve birthed, it’s an echo of our souls, our histories, our dreams. Such a creation will always face threats, from inside and out.”
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