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      Cassidy sits at a gray table, hands on her lap. A man enters the room with a thick manila folder.

      There is an uncomfortable pause.

      “Am I under arrest?” she asks.

      Another long pause. He drops the folder on the table and drags a chair on two legs to sit. He thumbs through the contents while humming. A minute goes by. Then two.

      “Can I get some water?” she asks.

      The man doesn’t look up from the photos. Another man enters the room, this one wearing a loose tie. He slides a coffee mug with tepid water in front of her. She holds the cup with both hands like it’s warm. Water splashes her cheek.

      “Nervous?” the man asks.

      “I don’t talk to agents very often.”

      “Often?”

      “Is this part of the interview?”

      A smile jabs his cheek. His eyes walk over her face, pausing on her forehead. Cassidy puts the mug down and then, nervously, habitually, pushes her hair back, fingertips pausing on the notch of missing cartilage.

      “What happened to your ear?” he says.

      “Is that why I’m here?”

      “I’m curious.”

      “A dog bit me when I was three.”

      “Must’ve been traumatic.”

      “It was.”

      “Will that story hold up to your memory dump?”

      “I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      He begins nodding, eyes narrowing, and goes back to the folder, flipping meaningless pages meant to intimidate her. She’d already submitted to a dump, gave them memories that would match her statement. She wasn’t lying.

      As far as they could tell.

      “You have a lot of money,” he says.

      “Inheritance.”

      “Lucky you.”

      “Aunt Maggie had been living in Cuba all these years and no one knew. Died of throat cancer. Not so lucky for her.”

      That memory would show up in the dump, too. And so would an Aunt Maggie and an offshore account bequeathed to Cassidy. It was authentic.

      As far as they could tell.

      “Why are you protecting them?” he says.

      “Who?”

      “They destroy minds, Cassidy. Families. And for what… money? This isn’t a game. It’s an epidemic. So why are you protecting them?”

      She takes a sip of water and wipes her mouth. He’s waiting for an answer, an explanation. The uncomfortable silence stretches out.

      “Do you know Gregory Mallory?” she says.

      “Let’s talk about your father.”

      “He was once asked why he climbs Mount Everest.”

      “Your father?”

      “Gregory Mallory,” Cassidy says. “Know what he said? He said he climbs it because it’s there.”

      The man’s eyes grow lazy. He closes the folder, but not before sliding a page toward her. An intricate symbol is centered on the paper.

      “What does your father know about this?”

      Cassidy leans forward. “My father is dead.”
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      Their heads popped like melons.

      Whoever designed these things should go back to school. They were simplistic, almost cartoonish—a real disconnect between them and this world. This was the most detailed environment I’d ever immersed in. It was indistinguishable from reality. If it weren’t for these shark-nosed goons, I’m not sure I could tell the difference.

      Will I know when I’m out?

      A sour whiff of brains watered my eyes. My arms were sprayed up to the elbows with bloody gray shit. A line of deformed bodies decorated the rooftop. I dialed back my olfactory.

      Almost done.

      The neighboring skyscraper was dark and piercing. A glass-enclosed pyramid glowed blue on top. A massive beast stood in front of it, its skin soaking up the light. It appeared more like an absence of space than a solid form. Its chest heaved in anticipation of my arrival, a red-hot coal glowing just below the neck.

      It’s about time.

      One last fight then it was adios World 25. I was going to miss this body; it was massive without sacrificing speed and agility, the skin smooth, hairless and asphalt black. And it didn’t sweat.

      Before this, my favorite body was gray and lanky; it could leap thirty feet and cling to a brick wall. How many worlds ago was that? Twenty? It was hard to keep track. The deeper I plunged, the fuzzier memories got. I couldn’t remember if my reality skin was Caucasian or African-American.

      It sure as hell wasn’t gray.

      I wiped brain pus off my forearms, the stink coating my sinuses. I didn’t want to shut my olfactory entirely off. Every sense was vital. I stepped to the roof’s edge. A deep breath gurgled through a sharp hole in my chest. I’d survive long enough for one last fight. I dialed the pain back to a dull ache.

      Below, the streets were clogged with traffic and long streaking lines of white and red lights. I spat over the edge.

      A brass plate was on the ledge.

      

      When a farthing of time is paid,

      And a half-moon lights the way,

      See your face,

      With your eyes,

      Only then you escape the Maze.

      

      A clue. Finally, a goddamn clue.

      The programmers put this one where I wouldn’t miss it. A black cord was attached just below it, its weight swaying between the skyscrapers. It was the only way across.

      The only way out of World 25.

      Billboards danced near the street, something that resembled Broadway. Product advertisements I’d never heard of. Maybe those were real shows down there, real products for the viewers to see.

      Cass flashed at street level, the face of a mirrored-eyed cat-thing with a mysterious notch taken from its right ear.
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