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      Anu is possibly the last Blue, an advanced humanoid race. She must be protected so the genes of her species are passed onto future generations. An environment is made for Anu and the humans with her. It is a hallucinatory world but it works well.




      This is until a minor car accident causes Talbot to discover that his real existence is an empty, derelict township. His sports car is just an old vehicle and his apartment is as old and tatty as the clothes he wears. Also the dozens of friends and acquaintances he interacts with don't exist. Anu is the only other real person in the town. He convinces her that the world they live in is false and they remove implants from their necks that create the hallucinations.




      But where do the necessities of life such as fresh food, electricity and fuel for Talbot's car come from?




      After days of searching they find Erin, a human girl who is living alone. In her hallucinatory state, Erin doesn't even know she is heavily pregnant




      But where is the man who impregnated her?


    




  




  

    CHAPTER 1


  




  

    Psychedelic orange and blue lights pulsed across the hundreds of humans packed into the nightclub where a lone singer screamed unheard against the background of twanging guitars and thumping drums. Squeezed in the middle of hundreds of revellers was a tall guy who swung in far too close to a bronzed skin young woman. They could barely talk above the screams and background noise but he knew it was about to be his lucky night.




    Brook had ignored Talbot's advances earlier in the evening but now accepted an invitation to dance a few moments earlier. She appeared well under the influence of Big C, the alcoholic cactus drink that most of the patrons consumed but this was good. She only grinned when he pulled her close.




    However, he was a tapped on his shoulder and heard Brook gasp. He turned and found two ice blue eyes staring into his. The woman was quite unlike the other females around. She wore a tight golden dress, stood almost two metres tall and was quite attractive in a cold sober sort of way.




    "I have selected you," she said in a harsh whisper that he heard in spite of the background music.




    Talbot gasped. Even in that fraction of a second, his mind raced back to his knowledge of this species. They were called Blues for more reasons than their eye colour. Their skin was a fair but lips and fingertips had a faint blue tinge. It was rumoured that they came from an oxygen-enriched zone hundreds of metres below sea level and their colouring was caused by the more diluted local atmosphere. There were no known males of the species and in normal situations Blues were introverted, hard working women who stayed in their own part of the city once the working hours were over. For a Blue to be at the nightclub at this time meant that she wanted to mate.




    Rumours and facts were intertwined but it was common knowledge that a Blue only came on heat for eight days once in their yearly cycle. During this time, her personality changed to that of a predator who selected dozens of males to mate with. The encounters were talked about whenever men congregated. The stories varied from guys who were so exhausted after an encounter that they needed hospitalization to one of a guy who had a mental breakdown. Another rumour suggested that the Blues bit the male on the neck and injected a serum to enhance his performance. One thing a male never did, though, was to turn a Blue down. It was against the law.




    "My name is Princess Anu IV. Do you hear me?"




    "Sure," Talbot muttered. This was bad. There was no chance that this was a mistake. Blues only used formal titles when it was their mating season.




    "Your name?"




    "Talbot ... err... Talbot Bassart."




    "Good, Talbot. You have the physical stature I require." Princess Anu grabbed his hand and squeezed so hard he gasped in pain. The woman grunted in satisfaction and lifted her eyes at Brook. "Take a hike woman," she said. "My needs supersede yours."




    A suddenly sober looking Brook sucked on her bottom lip and stared at Talbot. "Will you be okay?" she said.




    "I guess..."




    Talbot's mind turned to other rumours, the ones of the sheer excitement of the episodes with a Blue. Once a male mated with a Blue, it was said that an ordinary woman never satisfied the man again. Fortunately, or unfortunately depending on one's attitude, unless one actually impregnated the Blue they were never selected again to mate with the species. ‘Used’ mates always had the vampire bite, a small scar that appear on the side of their neck during their lovemaking.




    The country's laws were not rumours but hard facts written into the constitution after a war between Blues and humans had ended in a stalemate centuries before. Blues on heat had the right to pick any adult male of their choosing. If they became pregnant, as they often did the resulting daughter was DNA tested and the father found from the twenty or more mates who had serviced her. This man was considered responsible for raising the child and expected to mate with the Blue again a year later. Men who already had wives and families invariably had relationships that faltered. One Blue had five children in six years that were all fathered by the same man. He had lost a court battle after the third child was born, on the grounds that it was his duty to continue to father children for as long as she wished.




    "You think too much, Talbot." Princess Anu almost smiled. "The rumours are exaggerated. We'll have fun." She handed Talbot a small yellow pill. "It's a stimulant to enhance your endurance. Take it and meet me in Cubical Five in twenty minutes." She glowered at Brook. "Still here, girl?" she said, turned and disappeared into the crowd.




    "The bitch," Brook muttered. "Don't take that pill, Talbot."




    "Why not?" For some strange reason Talbot, found he was quivering in excitement at the thought of Anu's body.




    "Oh it'll stimulate you all right. You'll perform until daybreak then you'll be sterile for two months. My friend's partner was selected and took one. He was never the same and they ended up..." Brook sighed. "Let's say they aren't together any longer."




    "So what do I do?" Talbot muttered.




    "How the moon do I know? Fake it, I guess." She looked miserable. "If it's any consolation I had already booked Cubicle Sixteen for us at midnight."




    "I'm sorry."




    "Don't be. The constitution says it's considered an honour for a male to be selected by a Blue."




    Talbot stared at the yellow pill in his hand and at the girl pleading with him. Oh moon, it was Brook he wanted not this Blue woman. He shook his head and the vision of Anu was replaced by that of the girl beside him, He clenched his fist, opened it again and let the pill drop to the ground. He stepped forward and crushed it with his heel.




    "For you Brook, " he said. "You're right of course. Let's go," he said.




    The girl's retort was unexpected. "Are you crazy?" she replied. "I said not to take the stimulant but you still have to mate with her."




    "No I don't" Talbot replied. "We shall invoke the non-consummation clause."




    "Yeah sure," Brook replied. "Ten have tried in the last year and, as far as I know, nobody has succeeded. They were forced to mate and afterwards answered charges of breaking the Protocols of the Inter-species Reproduction Law. You could go to jail for a year."




    "But they never had a vehicle like mine." He grabbed Brook's shoulders and peered into her eyes. "Will you help?"




    Again, the constitution was explicit. If a selected mate could escape and was not caught during the time that the Blue was on heat, he was considered free of any obligations. This could be anything from one to eight days depending on how far in her cycle she was. Once out of her cycle, Princess Anu would not mate for another year and would have no further interest in him. Police and civil authorities, though, were obliged to help the Blue find the escapee who now had the status of a common criminal.




    "Oh for moon's sake go and mate with her. I promise I'll be waiting for you afterwards," Brook blinked as if she was trying to stop tears.




    "I'm not going to be treated like a slave," Talbot's voice became angry. "All I want you to do is to bring my car to the side entrance. I'll come out and…"


  




  

    *


  




  

    Talbot knew everyone was looking at him as he threaded his way through the crowd and headed towards the cubicles along the left-hand wall. Several guys nodded sympathetically and one whispered in his ear. "Go there tiger. If you've got what she wants you'll be a daddy in nine months."




    "Shut your mouth," Talbot hissed.




    He walked along the wall and watched as couples came or went inside the cubicles. Cubicle Five had the door shut and a blue light glowed to indicate it was in use. A digital timer in the wall showed that the present occupants would be finished in fifteen minutes.




    "Oh well," Talbot muttered loud enough for a couple gawking at him to hear. "I'll come back."




    He ambled away towards the stage where the singer was still screaming out a song. Talbot almost blended into the darkness as he reached a small set of stairs and ran up them. This took him back stage. He ran forward and almost collided with two young women.




    "Where's the exit?" he yelled.




    "We can't help you," one girl replied. "You've been selected."




    Talbot swore and glanced at his hand. Dark fingerprints stained it where the Blue had grabbed him. Everyone knew what the markings meant.




    "The door?" Talbot hissed,




    "That way through the red curtain," the second girl said. "My partner was selected last year and he's still recovering. May the moon shine on your soul, friend."




    "Thanks." Talbot flashed the girl a smile and disappeared through the curtain. He reached the door and tore outside, blinked in the darkness and tried to orientate himself. It was freezing but this helped to clear his head. He found himself in an alleyway that led in both directions. Talbot turned left and headed towards the front of the nightclub. With luck, Brook would have the car there by now.




    His silver sports car was there with Brook sitting in the driver's seat. Two security guards also stood nearby. Talbot forced himself to walk slowly up to the car. He tucked his stained hand in a pocket and reached out with his other one to open the door. Just as he climbed in a guard looked up and shouted.




    "No you don't pal. You've been selected." The man lifted a ray pistol, Talbot slammed the door and Brook floored the accelerator.




    Smoke screamed from tyres, the ray beam hit the pavement with a hiss of steam and the guard swore as the car moved away.


  




  

    *


  




  

    "Now you're in trouble," Talbot gasped as they swung around a corner and headed for a main intersection. "You could have just left the car."




    "With both with those guards glaring at me? Anyway, if I'd left it, by now you'd be caught and frog-marched into Cubical Five. There was no way you could get by those guards by yourself."




    "And why not?" Talbot grunted.




    Brook glanced across at him and managed a tiny chuckle. "You might be able to hide your hand, Talbot but that Blue also touched your face. Your cheek is blue and glows in the dark." She concentrated on her driving for a few moments before glancing across at him. "Anyway, I decided I didn't want used goods for a partner after all."


  




  

    *


  




  

    Their joy was short lived. By the time they reached the first set of traffic lights a siren sounded and a police car appeared from out of a side street.




    "Pull over, Brook," Talbot hissed. "I'll tell them I forced you to drive."




    "No!" The girl had an unexpected determined streak.




    "But..."




    "We're in this together, Talbot. If we're caught now..."




    Brook braked and swung the vehicle around a corner into a narrow side road. They were in a warehouse area with tall concrete buildings making the road like a tunnel. Only their headlights cut through the unlit street. They raced onwards but were still pursued by the police car behind.




    They reached an intersection and another major road. Brook braked, swung right and muttered an oath. Two police cars blocked the road ahead.




    "Hang on!" she screamed.




    She braked and swung the steering wheel. The car tyres screamed and the driver's side lifted. Talbot saw black buildings tip over towards them and waited for them to crash back onto the ground.




    But they didn't!




    He heard the scream of tearing metal and he found himself flung forward. His seat belt held him but in that last microsecond, he realized he was surrounded by broken glass. Something sharp hit his head and Brook's hysterical screams faded from his last conscious thoughts.


  




  

    *




  




  

    CHAPTER 2


  




  

    Talbot shook his head. It hurt! He waited until his blurry vision cleared and the car around him came into focus.




    It was wrong!




    The car appeared to be in an empty street and it wasn't all mangled up. It wasn't even his flash new sports car but a clapped out old banger with faded upholstery that stunk that musty smell caused by never found leaks.




    "Brook?" he called but the passenger seat was empty.




    "Damn," Talbot muttered. Somebody must have dragged him away from the accident and stuck him in an old car. But why? Where were Brook or the cops, for that matter? He remembered the screech of brakes and the sound of glass all around. He was sure he'd also cut himself. Talbot put a hand up to his face. It felt sore but there was no blood. He reached for the inside mirror and stared at his reflection. Yes, his left cheek was swollen and there was a lump just below that ear. There was, however, neither blood nor any sign that he cut himself.




    Talbot reached behind his ear and felt the lump. It was the size of a large marble like one he remembered playing with as a kid. He frowned. It looked like one, too. He peered back into the mirror. The lump was about a centimetre wide and appeared symmetrical. It stretched the skin but there was no bruising around it.




    "Strange," Talbot frowned and pushed it. He heard a faint click. Lights and music roared into his mind.


  




  

    *


  




  

    He was back at the nightclub! The singer was screaming out the tune that he was taking a distinct dislike to, crowds pushed and gyrated around him and the tall girl beside him caught his eyes.




    "Oh Talbot," Anu said. "This is so much fun. Thanks for persuading me to come." Her golden dress clung to her body as she swung around and ended up in his arms.




    “Princess Anu?" Talbot gasped. So they did catch him and brought him back?




    Anu laughed. "What's this princess stuff, Talbot?"




    She was different! Gone was the serious clinical demure demanding sex. Instead, Anu appeared warm, cuddly and a little drunk.




    "Where's Brook?" he blurted out.




    Anu stopped swinging and gazed at him. "Brook? I've never heard the name."




    "The girl I was dancing with."




    Anu frowned. "You've been with me all evening, Talbot." She grinned. "Oh I get it, when I went off to the ladies' room a while back you decided to have a dance with one of the hostesses."




    Talbot glanced around and noticed several scantily clad women who carried drinks around or approached guys who appeared to be by themselves.




    "Stay away from them, Talbot," Anu warned. "They're highly paid prostitutes who'll charge you a hundred credits for fifteen minutes in a cubical."




    Talbot was still mystified. "So you want to go to Cubical Five?" he asked.




    Anu stopped again but glowered. "What did you say, Talbot?"




    He repeated his question and Anu's lip trembled. "You should know I'm not like that, Talbot. Perhaps you'd better find this Brook, pay up your hundred credits and make out with her."




    She turned and would have walked away if there was room through the crowd. Talbot grabbed her arm. "I joked," he muttered.




    Anu turned and studied his face. "Something is wrong, isn't it Talbot?"




    Talbot coughed and a new set of memories flooded back. Anu was a Blue of course but a quiet girl who had agreed to this date after he'd plucked up the courage to ask her out. It was funny. His other memories about the aggressive Anu and the old car in the deserted lot remained imbedded in his mind. "I think somebody spiked my drink. I've just had this wow of a dream."




    "Where I was Princess Anu who wanted to visit Cubical Five for sex?"




    "Something like that."




    "And this Brook?"




    Talbot glanced up. There, only a few couples away Brook was dancing with some other guy. "There she is," he said.




    Anu swung around, pouted and grabbed Talbot's hand. She pushed her way through the crowd and stood by the girl,




    "Brook?" She had to shout to be heard above the background noise.




    The girl turned. "Why yes and you are..." She laughed. "Sorry, I missed your name."




    "Anu Florette."




    "Of course, Anu." Brooke obviously didn't know her. "Great rave isn't it?"




    "I believe you know Talbot here."




    Brooke turned and smiled at Talbot. "Hi Talbot," she said. "I'm afraid I've had a complete blank about both of you. The cactus wine, I guess."




    "We're from Westside University," Talbot muttered. "Sorry to interrupt you both." He gave Brooke's partner a quick smile. "We just wanted to say hi."




    "Of course," Brooke said. "See you both back there next week. The mid term break is far too short, isn't it?"




    "Sure is," Anu replied and pulled Talbot away. "We have to talk. Can you drive me to your apartment?" She flushed. "To talk Talbot. Nothing else. There's no privacy in the girls' dorm where I stay."


  




  

    *


  




  

    Fifteen minutes later they walked into Talbot's tiny but modern fourth floor apartment.




    "It's lovely," Anu said. She walked to the patio and gazed out over the city lights. "This must cost a packet."




    "I guess," Talbot said. "Can I get you a coffee?"




    "Please."




    The Blue girl sat down and crossed her legs beneath her gown. Oh my moon she was beautiful.




    "Talbot, stop staring at me that way. It's disconcerting," she whispered




    "Sorry," Talbot muttered and went to turn on the coffee percolator.




    "Now tell me your story," Anu said after the coffee was poured and cookies placed on a plate. "No matter how erotic it may seem, tell me everything. I won't be embarrassed."




    Talbot nodded and related everything while Anu listened without interrupting.




    "So there I was back in the nightclub dancing with you. I was expecting a couple of heavies to drag me off into Cubicle Five, strip me down and tie me to a bed."




    "Oh Talbot." Anu smiled for a second before her brow dropped. "It's more than an hallucination," she said.




    "Thanks for believing me."




    "You don't know it all, Talbot. You see there was a Princess Anu and the Blues did become very aggressive when they were on heat."




    Talbot leaned forward. "They were?"




    "I'm named after my grandmother who was a full blooded Blue and my only Blue ancestor. My parents and grandfather were all human so I'm really only quarter Blue." She grinned. "I still go on heat, though."




    "Once a year?"




    "No nothing so regular. I have completely unpredictable periods," She flushed. "I don't believe I'm telling you this."




    "Go on," Talbot said




    "Well I guess my genes are all mixed up. I have periods about every three months or so and about six weeks after one I get this huge sex drive and have fantasies about almost every man I've met."




    "Including me?"




    Anu glanced up and nodded. "Of course." She coughed and sipped at her coffee. "The other Blue girls I know all have the same drive to a greater or lesser degree. One quiet mouse of a girl turns into highly paid prostitute for two weeks every six months then reverts back to being a quiet office girl. She's so regular, clients book in from one time to the next."




    "Oh moon," Talbot muttered. "But how does that fit in with my hallucination?"




    "I believe that somehow you were actually there with my grandmother."




    "But what about Brook? Except for not knowing me, she was no different. She looked identical both times." Talbot sighed. "You did too. If it was your grandmother you're the spitting image of her and wear the same gown."




    "That's what I can't understand. I've old video photos of my grandmother. Even at my age she looked different. The original Blues had glossy silver skin and their blue colouring was more pronounced than Blues of my generation."




    "So we're no better off."




    "The lump you mentioned. Is it still there?"




    Talbot moved his hand up and ran his finger under his right ear. "Yes. That's something I never had before my car accident."




    "Look," Anu whispered. She tilted her head sideways and held her blonde hair away from her right ear. Just beneath it was a similar sized lump.




    Talbot gasped. "What does it mean?" he asked.




    "I've no idea but I reckon you've had yours all along but never noticed. I also believe you were in some sort of car accident and it was forced out by a bang on the head. Have you touched it after that first time?"




    "Only now."




    "Okay but be careful, Talbot. Until we find out more, try not to jar or bump it. Perhaps you should cover it with a Band-Aid."




    Talbot nodded. He found his first aid box and Anu covered the lump with a large square of Band-Aid before she admired at her own handy work.




    "Okay, what now?" Talbot replied.




    Anu screwed her nose up and swallowed the last of her coffee. "We've got some detective work to do."


  




  

    *


  




  

    Talbot smiled to himself when Anu ran out of her dorm and jumped into his car. She was dressed in a white blouse, blue jumper, shorts and modern sneakers. With her long hair hanging loose and infectious smile he thought how attractive she looked.




    "What's wrong?" She looked at him with large blue eyes.




    "Absolutely nothing," he whispered. "I just wondered how you manage to look so fresh after last night at the nightclub."




    Anu smiled. "Yeah well..." she replied but looked pleased at the compliment. "I found out the only place for old records is in the Government Archive Library."




    "Where's that?"




    "The Capitol Building. Apparently you go to a basement entrance around the back?"




    "Okay," Talbot replied and drove the car off into the morning traffic.




    There was the usual bumper-to-bumper traffic on the main roads but once north of the downtown area in the government sector the traffic thinned and the roads widened.




    "It beats me why all the best roads are here and the downtown roads are narrow and crowded," Talbot muttered




    "This area was built to celebrate our independence." Anu replied. "It was once a military base and airport. After the war they built the flash government buildings and surrounded them with these parks." She nodded out the window at the graceful lawns and ponds beside the highway.




    "You know a lot," Talbot said.




    "I'm studying our history for my degree. When I was a kid I used to think how beautiful my mother was and became interested in my Blue heritage." She screwed her nose up again. "Most historical information is classified, though."




    " Why?"




    Anu shrugged. "Something to do with international protocol. That's why your hallucinations interested me so much."




    . "So it wasn't me?" Talbot said with faked disappointment in his voice.




    Anu laughed and slapped his arm. "Be careful. I'm due to go on heat in a few days." She flushed. "I doubt if I'll be as aggressive as my grandmother." Her voice trailed off.


  




  

    "I'll buy a stock whip to hold you off." Talbot said with a chuckle.


  




  

    *


  




  

    A large domed building appeared on their right and Talbot turned the sports car into a half empty car park. After leaving the car, Anu led him along to a small side door. She frisked a swipe card and the door slid open.




    "I'm allowed to come here because of my studies," she said,




    She ignored two guards and led Talbot into an elevator. They descended for an amazingly long time before the elevator stopped and the door slid open. Inside was a modern room. Row upon row of books stretched out in front of them. Talbot frowned. The place was crowded with people, mostly students by the look of them, who sat in tables or wandered up and down the aisles.




    "It's crowded," he said. "I'll look for a spare table."




    Anu swung around, her forehead lined with a frown. "What did you say Talbot?"




    "I didn't expect it to be crowded, that's all."




    Anu continued to frown. "But it's not, Talbot. It's never crowded. That's why I enjoy coming here."




    Talbot blinked as Anu walked right through the middle of a circle of laughing students.




    "Oh excuse me!" one girl muttered sarcastically as she stepped back to stop avoid being bumped by Anu.




    Talbot walked around the group and caught up to his friend.




    Anu gazed at him. "Were you just joking about the crowd?" she asked.




    "No. There are people everywhere. That girl didn't appreciate it when you just about knocked her over."




    The group of students behind them roared with laughter when the girl muttered something insulting about Blues and nodded at Anu.




    "Oh hush up," Talbot called out. "We're sorry we almost knocked you over but the racial slur isn't appreciated."




    "Talbot," Anu gasped. "What's wrong with you?"




    "Sorry. That girl is a bitch."




    Anu stopped. She was slightly taller than he was and gaped down at him, her blue eyes intense. "There's no girl there, Talbot. The only three other people in the room are the librarian behind her desk and two security guards."




    "Rubbish. The place is packed."




    Anu seized his arm and guided him to an empty table. Funny, he thought two guys were there seconds before. They sat down opposite each other and she gripped both his hands,




    "What exactly do you see, Talbot?" she whispered.




    "A noisy room filled with students, a stern faced librarian, half a dozen men in business suits and the security guards you mentioned."




    "Oh moon..."




    "Why, what do you see?"




    "The room is deadly quiet, Talbot. The librarian is reading and the security guards look bored. There's nobody else here."




    "I'm hallucinating again, aren't I?"




    "I think it's more than that, Talbot. I think we both are."




    "So we both see different things?"




    Anu nodded.




    "What about this room?"




    "Ignore the people and describe it."




    Talbot did and Anu nodded. "Yes, that's what I see so except for the people we appear to see the same room. What other sensations do you have?"




    "What do you mean?"




    "You mentioned noise. What other things can you smell or sense?"




    "The air is stuffy from all the people."




    "To me it's fresh and smells of cleaning materials."




    "You smell nice, Anu."




    Anu smiled. "My new perfume. That's real enough."




    "I like your new shorts and jersey."




    "Talbot I'm wearing a top and skirt. You're the one in shorts."




    "Oh moon," Talbot gasped again. "I've got jeans on, Anu."




    "I'm right. Both of us are seeing different things."




    "But other things are real, this library for example."




    "Probably."




    Anu's hands trembled slightly. "Want to try an experiment. Talbot?" she asked.




    "Like what?"




    "You still have that Band-Aid I placed over that round lump on your neck. Take it off and try to pull your lump out slightly."


  




  

    *


  




  

    Anu reached forward and pulled the Band-Aid off. The wound beneath had stopped bleeding but still felt sore. Talbot moved his left hand up and managed to grip the solid lump between his thump and first finger.




    "Let me." the girl whispered.




    Talbot let go and felt her cold fingers against his skin. "You feel real," he said and squeezed her other arm. "When did you say you come on heat?"




    "Talbot!"




    "Sorry!"




    "Tell me if it hurts."




    Anu's fingers pinched slightly but there was no other pain.




    "Keep going."




    The girl squeezed and pulled.




    "That's great... Oh shit!"




    A distinct clink vibrated through his head. He shut his eyes in an automatic reaction but immediately opened them again.




    Sensations!




    A sink of musty air engulfed him, the lights went out and one bare bulb swung down from an ancient ceiling. It felt ten degrees colder than a second before.




    "Are you okay, Talbot?"




    Talbot saw Anu's worried face. She looked beautiful but different. Her skin was almost creamy like when she came up to him that first time at the nightclub; or was that her grandmother? The blue jersey and shorts were gone, too. The girl was dressed in a clean white but well-worn blouse and a faded blue skirt worn by women three decades earlier.




    "I'm okay but I see everything different again. Even you are different."




    "Tell me."




    Talbot gazed around. In a low voice he described everything. They were in the same room but it looked ancient. Rows upon rows of leather bound books were covered in dust. In the shadows above the one light bulb spider webs hung everywhere. The place smelt damp and he could hear the drip, drip, drip of water.




    "Are there any people around?"




    "None."




    "And me?"




    "You look beautiful Anu. I can see your blouse and skirt but they look old fashioned, like those of my mother's generation and…"




    "My clothes are brand new, Talbot," Anu gasped.




    "Oh moon," Talbot gasped.




    "What?"




    He ran a hand over his face. "I've got a beard yet I shaved this morning and my clothes are all tatty and need to be cleaned."




    "Hang on, Talbot." Anu reached out and touched his neck.




    He heard a click, found his eyes shut and opened them again to find everything back as it was.




    "You okay?"




    "Yes. Back to normal."




    "I pushed that lump back. It seems to click inside a tiny holder."




    "This is scary, Anu."




    "I think you saw the real world, Talbot. The one we see now is the fake one. That's why you and I see different things."




    "You were there, Anu. So was this room but it seemed to be hundreds of years old."




    "We're real, the room is here but everything else is an delusion. Perhaps our whole lives are an illusion. Your life and mine could be entirely different."




    "But we're real and together."




    "Perhaps someone or something wants us to be, Talbot."




    "But why, after all these years are we together?"




    "You're male. I'm female. Perhaps they want us to breed."




    "Oh don't be silly."




    "And if you'd gone in Cubical Five with me?"




    "But you know nothing about that."




    "Talbot, I had a strange dream two nights ago. I dreamed I was on heat and here was a tap on the door. I opened it and you stood there. You said nothing but thrust me on the bed, ripped my pyjamas off and force yourself onto me. I fought you off when you attempted to rape me. I woke up to find you dancing with me at the nightclub as nice as could be."




    "Why didn't you say something at the time?"




    "I only just remembered now." Anu gasped. "Perhaps it never was a dream; just an implanted hallucination. If, in your hallucination you might have gone in Cubical Five with Princess Anu, in mine you would have continued the attack on me. In real life we would have sex together. If I was on heat it would be virtually certain that you would have impregnated me."




    "But I ran away from the nightclub and you woke up."




    "Perhaps our subconscious can only be altered so far. At some point our real selves vetoes the suggestions implanted on our mind. You never wanted to go into Cubical Five and I didn't want casual sex."


  




  

    *




  




  

    CHAPTER 3


  




  

    "So what do we do?'" Talbot asked.




    "Take me into the real world you've found."




    "But how? If I go back, won't I just be talking to an hallucination or at the best, the real you with no memory of us here right now?"




    "I don't think it's like that. We talked and you told me about my clothes, your beard and this room in an old decrypted condition."




    "But you couldn't see it."




    "No but if I pulled my lump out I probably would."




    Talbot frowned. "It's too risky. It's firmly embedded and you could bleed to death if we tried to shift it. It took a fair wallop to dislodge mine."




    Anu shook her head. "I'll take the risk."




    "But I won't. Look Anu, even if everything we've learned is only half right we are possibly the only people alive in this city, country or wherever we are."




    "So in that case, the beings in charge would help. If we were brought together to reproduce they wouldn't allow me to die."




    "Unless they can't physically touch us. If you were bleeding, not even a doctor in our hallucinations would be able to help."




    "So you will need to be very careful, Talbot," Anu whispered. "I want you to cut the thing out."


  




  

    *


  




  

    They decided it was better if Talbot stayed in his so-called normal condition and drove to Central Memorial Hospital, the only one they knew of. Once there and in the emergency centre, Talbot would loosen his lump and guide Anu into an operating room. If the hospital was a complete fabrication they would need to try something else.




    The car park and massive building was packed. Ambulances screamed in and an overhead electronic sign informed patients there was a three-hour wait.




    "Unless it is an emergency you will need to consult your own doctor," a harassed nurse said when the pair approached the reception counter.




    "We'll wait," Anu said.




    "Okay. You are fifty-seven on the waiting list. Remember though, emergencies take priority."




    "We'll wait," Anu repeated. They walked away. "Someone knows what we are doing and is trying to dissuade us," she muttered. "Have you ever seen so many ambulances in the middle of the day?"




    Talbot glanced around. "There's something else, too," he whispered.




    "What have I missed?"




    "Look at those patients close to us but use your mind to focus on those further away. Don't look directly at them. What do you see?"




    Anu saw a large black man in the chair beside her. He looked really ill and moaned softly as he held his stomach. She watched him like Talbot said but focused her mind on those further away.




    "Oh moon, I see what you mean, Talbot? I can see that guy who was singing at the nightclub and that girl you said you had been dancing with, what was her name?"




    "Brook."




    "That's right. Several of the others are people from the nightclub. One guy was the drummer and that couple went off to a cubical together."




    "So now focus on Brook."




    Anu did. "There's no Brook but instead there's an old lady with an arm in a sling where she stood. Probably all our lives have been like this. Instead of thousands of people in our minds there are probably a few dozen."




    "...Used over and over like a crowd scene in one of those old movies."




    "So let's do it, Talbot," Anu said. She reached up for the new Band-Aid on his neck.


  




  

    *


  




  

    Talbot blinked and was again engulfed in the smell of stale air, rotting vegetation and a colder temperature. He shook his head and studied the new environment. He was still in the hospital but only Anu sat beside him. Even their chairs were covered in dust, the floor was filthy and in one place a puddle of slime reached half way across the floor. Two end windows were broken and tatty curtains flapped in a breeze. The reception bench lay crumbled on the ground and the electronic sign was dark and covered in grime.




    "Where are we?" Anu asked.




    "Same place but it hasn't been cleaned of years. Stinks like a rubbish tip. What do you see?"




    "One change. I think that if we try to go anywhere we'll be stopped. Two security guards have just walked in."




    "Probably the ones from the night club."




    "Could be. I can't remember those ones."




    "Anu, take my arm and shut your eyes. If you don't see them they won't be able to stop us."




    "You hope," Anu whispered but she grabbed his arm. "Here goes," she said and shut her eyes.




    "Let's go."




    Talbot guided Anu through the old building. It was slow, as he had to stop often so Anu didn't trip over debris, step into rotting floorboards or hit her head on low beams.




    "How do we avoid them in our normal state?" she asked while she kept her eyes firmly shut.




    "I guess only certain areas are used. If there are no real doctors or nurses the hospital wards would be left to decay."




    Talbot came to another electronic sign at an intersection of three corridors. It appeared to give directions but the screen was broken and covered in the inevitable spider webs.




    "Be careful, Anu but you'll need to open your eyes," he said. "You'll see an electronic sign. See if it tells us where to go. If anything else happens shut your eyes. Okay?"




    "Right!"




    Anu opened her eyes and blinked as if she was in bright light. "It does give directions. We follow the red line painted on the floor to the Emergency Treatment Room. I guess that would be the best one to try."




    "There aren't any lines." Talbot felt disappointment.




    "So I'll take you." Anu took his hand and set off along the left-hand corridor.


  




  

    *


  




  

    It was weird in the immaculately clean corridor. Anu only had Talbot crisp words to guide her around invisible objects. Once she even felt something bang against her arm in a seemly wide-open space. Perhaps it was better to shut her eyes but she had the line to follow.




    There were four different coloured lines on the floor and their red one zigzagged through several corridors until they came to a double door under a large sign that read, Medical Personnel and their Patients Only.




    "Excuse me," A security guard stepped out of the door and blocked their way. "Can I see your identification, please?" He was polite but determined.




    "Talbot," Anu whispered and shut her eyes.




    In blackness, Anu sensed the guard in front but heard the door open and, encouraged by Talbot, she stepped forward. Moments later he let her hand go and reached up to hug her. She opened her eyes just as he kissed her on the cheek.
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