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Prologue 
 

August 29, 2014 

 

 

The man walked along the beach and watched the couple on the deck of the house up on the dune. 

The woman was sitting in a chair sipping coffee. She had on a bright yellow T-shirt and black 

running shorts. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her skin was deeply tanned. The 

man was standing, leaning against the rail with his back to the beach. He was eating cereal from a 

bright green bowl. He had on a navy blue T-shirt and white shorts. His blond hair was bleached 

by the sun and he was also tanned. 

They look like an ad for a vacation rental, the man on the beach thought. Handsome, rugged-

looking guy. Pretty, sexy woman. Laughing and having a good time. Honeymooning at the beach. 

Not a care in the world. 

The man on the beach turned to look at the water as he strolled past the house. Even though it 

was late August – the hottest part of the year on the Gulf Coast – he wore a blue hoodie and long 

pants. He kept the sleeves pulled down and the hood up over his head to hide the scars. 

Not a care in the world. But that will change. Yessir, that will change soon enough. 

The man on the beach glanced back at the couple in time to see the man lean over and kiss the 

woman. She put her hand on his cheek. He said something and they both laughed. He kissed her 

again before going into the house. She took a sip of coffee, then leaned her head back against the 

back of the chair, turning her face into the morning sun. 

They had been there for just over a week, on their honeymoon. Their morning routine had been 

to get up and run along the beach – down to the pier and back. It was a mile-and-a-half away and 

it took them about thirty minutes. When they got back they had breakfast, then relaxed around the 

house. Sometimes they swam in the ocean and lay on the beach. Sometimes they sat on the deck 

and read. One day they walked down to a strip mall half a mile away and did some shopping. But 

today was going to be different. He was going deep sea fishing and she would be alone all morning. 

The man continued walking past the house toward the pier. He heard the car drive away and 

knew the woman would be coming his way soon. Sure enough, just like clockwork, she passed 

him as he reached the fourth house down the beach. She didn’t look at him. Didn’t speak. She was 

off in her own little world. Running on the beach, deep in thought, but about what he didn’t know. 

After she passed he stopped and watched her until she was fifty yards or so down the beach, 

then he turned and walked back the way he’d come. As he approached her house he paused to look 

around. There was no one nearby, no one out on any of the decks of the other houses, no one to 

notice as he turned and walked up to the house. 

He went across the deck to the sliding glass doors that opened into the living room. He tried 

the door and found it locked. He pulled a hunting knife out of one of the pockets on the hoodie and 

slipped the four inch blade between the edge of the door and the jamb. With a quick flick of the 

blade he was able to flip back the latch. Then he was inside. He closed and locked the door then 

turned to look around. 

He was standing in a large room that served as a living and dining room. Beyond it was the 

kitchen, separated from the dining area by a counter. There were three doors along the right wall. 



He knew there were two bedrooms, each with their own bath. The other door opened to a coat 

closet near the front door. He went to the bedroom facing the beach and looked in. It was obvious 

that this was the one they were using. A shirt and a pair of khaki pants were draped over a chair in 

the corner, the bed was unmade, and various items were scattered on top of the dresser. He glanced 

at a digital clock on the bedside table and noted the time. Twenty minutes before she’d be back. 

He walked into the bathroom and looked around. A red bikini was hanging over the shower 

door. A wet towel was draped over the towel rack. Various toiletries were set out on the counter. 

He picked up a bottle of hand lotion and held it to his nose. It smelled like lavender. 

As he set the bottle down he looked at the scars on his hand where the skin had blistered and 

burned. He didn’t have to worry about leaving fingerprints because he had none. 

He looked at his face in the mirror. The right side was slightly out of alignment. The skin 

around his eye was pulled back so that the eye was half-closed. His cheekbone appeared to jut out 

at an odd angle due to the pock marks and crevices in the skin that covered it. His lips on that side 

had lost their shape, like they’d melted from the intense heat of the fire. He pulled the hood back 

to reveal the small lump where his ear had been. He didn’t have to worry about being recognized. 

Besides, no one was looking for him now. He was a dead man. One of the victims of the terrible 

fire that had destroyed nearly half a city block. 

And it was her fault. She had done this to him. 

He left the bedroom and went into the kitchen. There were five carving knives in a wooden 

block on the counter. He removed them from the block and put them in the dishwasher. Then he 

checked the drawers. Forks and steak knives also went into the dishwasher, along with a corkscrew. 

He stashed away anything that was sharp. Then he went into the living room and surveyed the 

room. He didn’t see anything that needed to be removed. 

He glanced at his watch. She’d be back in twelve minutes if she stuck to her usual schedule. 

He looked around the room again, searching for the best hiding place. Due to the open floor 

plan there weren’t a lot of options. He didn’t want to hide behind the sofa or in the kitchen behind 

the counter because he needed to be able to see her. He went to the coat closet and looked inside. 

There was an ironing board leaning against the wall and a couple of sweaters hanging on the rod. 

He shoved the sweaters out of the way and stepped into the closet. He was able to close the door 

until there was only a tiny sliver to see through. But he could still see most of the room and he 

would be well hidden in the darkness of the closet. 

He went back into the room to take one more look around. Then he saw her walking up the 

steps onto the deck. She was back early. Must have cut her run short this morning. He stood where 

he was for a minute, knowing she couldn’t see him with the glare of the morning sun on the sliding 

glass doors. She paused at the table and wiped her face with a towel she’d left there. Then she 

dropped it on the table and reached into a pocket sewn into the inside of her shorts for the key. 

He stepped back into the closet and pulled the door closed. He left it open just enough to see 

into the room. He watched her as she unlocked the door and came inside. As she did he reached 

into his pocket and took out the hunting knife. 

She walked across the room to the kitchen, passing only inches away from where he stood. She 

got a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He couldn’t see her now but he could hear her, standing 

in the kitchen chugging the water. After a few swallows she headed for the bedroom. He saw a 

flash of yellow as she passed by the closet door. 

He waited a few seconds to make sure she was in the other room, then he slowly opened the 

door and looked out. He could hear her moving around in the bedroom and he stepped silently 

over to the door and stood with his back pressed against the wall. 



He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 

It was time. After all those long months it was finally time. 

She’d left him to burn, trapped him, blocked his way so he couldn’t get out. 

Now it was time to exact his revenge. 

He stepped around the corner and into the doorway … 
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March 18, 2013 

[Seventeen Months Earlier] 

 

 

Marcus Ramey paused at the top of the ski slope to take in his surroundings. The sky above was 

clear – a deep royal blue. Evergreen trees lined either side of the slope, their limbs weighted down 

with snow. Beneath his skis there was a thirty-six inch hard pack with six inches of fresh powder 

on top. He took a deep breath. The air was crisp and clean and burned his throat a little. He could 

feel his heart racing with anticipation. It had been twelve years since he’d last been snow skiing 

and he’d missed it dearly. 

He adjusted his sunglasses and pulled the stocking cap down around his ears. Then he dug his 

poles into the snow and pushed off. He went straight down the slope, quickly gaining speed, then 

made a gradual turn to the left. As he approached the left edge of the slope he crouched and pivoted 

to his right, planting his pole and coming around it smoothly. This turn was better, sharper. 

His thighs weren’t used to this kind of effort and he could feel them straining a little as he 

worked to maintain his balance. But after a few minutes he was starting to get the feel of it again. 

He continued down the slope, shushing back and forth, before stopping to catch his breath. He 

looked out over the valley below. He could see where four other slopes merged together a quarter 

mile from the lodge at the base of the mountain. There were about two dozen skiers down there, 

finishing their runs, queuing for the chair lifts, and milling around near the lodge – an impressive 

log structure with lots of glass facing the slopes and a steep green metal roof. Behind it the sun 

glinted off a lake. He marveled at the beauty and serenity of the view. 

Just then two other skiers came down the slope behind him. 

“On your left,” a man’s voice called out. 

Marcus turned and watched as they zipped past – a young couple decked out in bright, multi-

colored ski suits. The woman glanced back and smiled, her dark hair blowing around her face. 

Then she tucked her poles under her arms and leaned forward into a racer’s stance, laughing as she 

shot past her companion. He crouched into the same position and gave pursuit. After a second they 

disappeared around the bend. 

Marcus looked back up the slope but no other skiers were in sight. He turned and shoved off 

once again, this time tucking into a more aerodynamic position, emulating the other skiers. He 

skidded around the first bend, then made a couple of turns to slow his speed before reaching a 

point where the terrain became more challenging. There were moguls in this part of the slope and 

he wove his way around a few, then charged over one, following the tracks of one of the skiers 

who had gone before him. He felt the land fall away as he sailed about fifteen feet before dropping 

back down to the snow. In this area the powder was deeper and when he landed he caught an edge. 

He tumbled and slid another ten feet before coming to a stop. His sunglasses were covered with 



the fine powder and he felt a chill where snow had gotten over the collar of his coat to the back of 

his neck. He sat up and wiped off his glasses, then fell back into the soft cushion of snow. He held 

his arms up, fists clenched. 

“Woo-hoo!” he yelled. 

For a minute he just lay there, breathing deeply, his heart pounding in his chest. His thighs 

burned and his shoulders ached from the exertion. But it was a good ache – the kind he hadn’t felt 

in a long, long time. After a minute he rolled over and scooped up a handful of snow and raised it 

to his mouth. It tasted clean and pure and perfect. 

“Incredible,” he said. “Absolutely incredible.” 

 

*** 

 

Ten minutes later Marcus guided his motorized wheelchair into a conference room at the 

corporate offices of Synergistic Escapes, Inc., in Los Angeles, California. There were three men 

waiting for him: James Deniston, the Chief Executive Officer of SEI, Tommy Lawson, the Chief 

Information Officer, and Earl Blakemore, the Chief Financial Officer. 

James and Tommy had been friends since they met in college at UCLA. They were both in 

their mid thirties now and looked enough alike to be brothers – tall and slender with narrow faces 

and sharp features. They had co-founded SEI five years ago with the dream of doing something 

radical and fun, and with the hopes that it might also make them some money someday. To date 

the success of SEI had exceeded even their wildest dreams. 

Earl Blakemore, the CFO, was twenty years older than James and Tommy and his appearance 

was strikingly different. He was short by comparison and thirty pounds heavier with a round face 

and broad features. Where the other men had long hair and stylish cuts, Earl was bald on top and 

the brown hair on the sides of his head was cut close to his scalp. 

All three men were dressed casually. James and Earl had on khaki pants and dress shirts but 

no ties. Tommy wore jeans and a T-shirt and running shoes. He also sported the stubble of a three-

day beard. 

Marcus greeted the men with a huge smile as he looked up at them from his wheelchair. He 

was sixty-three years old and had been in the wheelchair for a dozen years, his paralysis the result 

of a tragic car accident that not only rendered his legs useless but also took the life of his wife. 

Over the years he had amassed a fortune by investing in start-up companies and somewhat risky 

ventures that utilized cutting-edge technology. He’d been watching the growth of SEI for several 

years and though he wouldn’t consider them a start-up now, they definitely were utilizing cutting-

edge technology. 

“Well, what do you think?” James asked. 

“Amazing! I don’t know how you do it but it could not have been more realistic. The snow 

even tasted good.” 

James looked at the others. They were all smiling. He motioned at three leather chairs that 

were ringed around a coffee table. While the other two sat down he went to a table at the side of 

the room where refreshments were laid out. 

“Can I interest you in some coffee or water, perhaps?” he asked Marcus. 

“No, I’m fine,” Marcus said as he rolled over to the coffee table. 

James came back with two bottles of water. He tossed one to Tommy, then twisted the cap off 

the one he held and took a sip as he sat down. He settled into the chair and crossed his legs. 

“When was the last time you went skiing?” he asked. 



Marcus said, “A little over twelve years ago. But even after all these years, that was exactly 

how I remembered it.” 

“Your memory actually feeds into the simulation,” James said. “That’s one of the reasons it 

seems so real. It takes your memories, your perception of reality if you will, and uses it to enhance 

the simulation.” 

“What about someone who’s never been snow skiing before? What would it be like for them?” 

Marcus asked. 

“Well, there is a basic scenario that’s presented. So even if someone had never been skiing, 

they would still have a very realistic experience. But memories, knowledge, even preconceptions 

are used to add detail. If you can imagine it, we can utilize it in the simulation.” 

“So, the Colorado ski vacation I just experienced would be different for each individual,” 

Marcus said. 

James nodded. “To a degree, yes. As I said, there’s a baseline but it’s personalized by each 

participant.” 

“Fascinating,” Marcus said. “Does that mean that as my perceptions change the simulation 

changes? For example, if I took the Florida Keys vacation, then actually went to Key West for a 

real vacation, the next time I went on your virtual vacation would it be different?” 

“Yes. It would be changed by what you experienced on your real trip. Not drastically, but it 

would be a little different. Let’s say you go scuba diving on a virtual vacation, then do the same 

on your trip to Key West. The next time you go diving in the virtual vacation it would be changed. 

The fish you see might be different, the water might look slightly different, the water may even 

feel warmer or cooler. Your experiences and memories would cause it to change. You’d have a 

new reality so you’d experience a new virtual reality.” 

“What about the other people I saw today? Were they real or part of the simulation?” 

“Both,” Tommy said. “Some of them were part of the program and some of them were on 

vacation just like you. There will always be support staff who are there to make everything work. 

At a ski resort you need someone to sell the lift tickets, run the lifts, serve the coffee and hot 

chocolate, all those kinds of things. You need ski instructors for those who have never skied before. 

But you shouldn’t be able to tell who is real and who is virtual. It all has to flow together and 

nothing can look fake or it’s not nearly as effective.” 

“So multiple people can be on the same vacation at the same time,” Marcus said. 

“Absolutely,” James said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be able to take your family with you. Of 

course you could go off completely by yourself if that’s what you want. But most people vacation 

with friends and family so it has to work that way in our system. Sometimes people make plans to 

meet up on another virtual vacation. See you next month at the beach or wine tasting in Tuscany 

or trout fishing in the Blue Ridge Mountains.” 

“You have trout fishing in North Carolina?” Marcus asked. 

“Yes we do. There are twenty-three virtual vacations available at this time and we’re 

developing more as quickly as we can.” 

“Well, I’m not sure you can even imagine how amazing this was for me. To have the use of 

my legs, to go skiing again, and have it feel so real … I can’t begin to explain what that’s like.” 

“That’s one of the many benefits of what we offer,” James said. “It allows someone like 

yourself to do things you can’t do otherwise.” 

“Well, I got pretty tired a couple of times,” Marcus said. “I guess I’m out of shape. Will I be 

sore tomorrow like I would if I’d actually been skiing?” 



Tommy sat forward, shaking his head. “No. There are no physical effects. You imagined you 

were skiing. Mentally and emotionally it was as though you were skiing. But physically you were 

simply lying in the pod for seven minutes.” 

“Seven minutes,” Marcus said. “That’s incredible. It felt like hours. I spent half a day skiing 

in seven minutes. How is that possible?” 

“In the physical world we’re constrained by physical time. There are many reasons for that, 

which I won’t bore you with right now, but basically it relates to the time it takes for our bodies to 

act on the orders it receives from the brain. But in the virtual world we are only constrained by 

how quickly our brains can process thoughts. It’s like dreaming. When we’re asleep we experience 

a dream that seems fairly long but in reality it may only be minutes or seconds in duration.” 

“Surprisingly,” James interjected, “there is a time relationship that appears to be consistent for 

everyone and it’s approximately forty to one. So an hour in the pod is the equivalent of forty hours 

in the virtual world. Based on that benchmark we designed our vacations to be three days in length 

or approximately one hour and forty-five minutes in real time. When you add in the time it takes 

to get prepped and ready to start the simulation, the time required for the whole vacation fits nicely 

into a two-hour window.” 

Tommy spoke up again. “Take a long lunch and spend three days at the beach. And that’s three 

full days because there is no travel time.” 

“During those three days do you sleep?” Marcus asked. “How do those days relate to three real 

days?” 

“Again, the virtual world is based on our perception of reality,” James said. “In the real world 

we get hungry and we eat. We get tired and go to sleep or take a nap or whatever. We do the same 

things in the virtual world. It’s just on a different time scale.” James leaned forward and set his 

water bottle on the table. “You do all the things you’d do in the real world. The only difference is 

that it was all mental. I imagine you were pretty tired when you finished your last run of the day, 

but are you tired now? Do you feel like you’ve spent half a day skiing?” 

“No. I’m not tired in the least. In fact, I feel totally refreshed.” 

“That’s because mentally for the last four-and-a-half hours you’ve been in Colorado skiing. 

You haven’t been worrying about anything or getting stressed out over whatever stresses you out. 

You’ve been in a beautiful setting doing something you enjoy. And, you got the added benefit of 

doing something you haven’t been able to do in a long time. Now that’s a stress buster. Total 

decompression. It’s no doubt that you feel refreshed.” 

“But it was only seven minutes,” Marcus said. “How much can you decompress in seven 

minutes?” 

“No, it wasn’t only seven minutes,” Tommy said. “It was the equivalent of four-and-a-half 

hours because that’s what your mind registered. Did it feel like four-and-a-half hours skiing or 

seven minutes lying in a contraption that looks like a tanning booth?” 

“Well, four-and-a-half hours skiing, of course. But it felt like real time. It didn’t feel sped up 

or weird or unnatural or dreamlike. It felt like a real day at the slopes.” 

“It virtually was,” Tommy said, grinning at the pun. 

“Do you monitor what the people are doing on their vacations?” Marcus asked. 

“We do but we don’t,” James said. “We value the privacy of our clients very much. It has to 

be that way or no one would use our service. Due to the time differential we can’t actually watch 

what you do. It would be an imperceptible blur if we could somehow see what was going on. But 

we do have what we call passive monitoring, purely for health and safety issues. 



“While you’re in the pod we monitor your condition. This is all done by software that records 

your physical state – your heart rate, your breathing level, certain brain activity that indicates 

extreme stress or fright or pain. We’ve established parameters for all of those and if any exceed 

the acceptable level we intervene. In some cases we may even bring you out of the simulation.” 

“So, if someone gets overly excited and starts to have a heart attack …” Marcus said. 

“We terminate the simulation and respond appropriately,” James said. “We can provide 

medical help, if necessary. At each of our facilities we have medical staff on site. Obviously a 

heart attack would be an extreme scenario but typically just ending the simulation resolves the 

issue. It’s like waking up from a nightmare. Once you’re awake, or in this case back in the real 

world, the things that were causing stress in the virtual world are no longer a factor.” 

Earl added, “Of course, we have a release form you must sign, as you know. And we make it 

clear that if you enter into any of the more extreme simulations it could be hazardous if you have 

certain physical conditions.” 

“Yeah,” Marcus said. “That was a long laundry list of conditions. But does that really protect 

you?” 

“Our attorneys tell us it would,” James said. “Fortunately, we’ve never had any issues where 

it’s been challenged.” 

“But other than the physical aspects, you don’t monitor the activities of your participants,” 

Marcus said. “How do you ensure no one does anything unlawful or becomes violent or anything 

like that?” 

“We have software applications which do that for us. They monitor the activities and record 

what happens. That’s for our protection as well as that of the vacationers. For example, let’s say a 

young woman comes back from a vacation and claims that she was assaulted. We can actually 

review the activity logs and determine if that was indeed the case or not. The logs protect us from 

fraudulent charges. Luckily, as with situations requiring medical attention, that has not happened 

to date.” 

“But it could happen,” Marcus said. “You have real people taking part in these virtual 

vacations. I think it’s safe to assume that not everyone is a nice, law abiding citizen. If someone 

does do something outside the accepted behavior what happens? Suppose someone is assaulted. 

What then?” 

“Well, hopefully we can prevent it from happening in the first place,” Tommy said. “It’s a 

virtual world so we have a virtual security force, if you will, that can be activated if the system 

identifies unacceptable behavior. Not only are the activities noted in the log files, but the system 

initiates a response that isolates the offender until he can be removed from the simulation or until 

his behavior returns to an acceptable level.” 

“Physically isolated from the other vacationers?” 

“If necessary, yes.” 

“Before the actual assault occurs,” Marcus said. 

“Yes,” James said. “There are levels of escalation which lead to what we consider unacceptable 

behavior. Security is dispatched based on the escalation level, much like a bouncer at a bar might 

step in and remove a troublemaker from the premises before a situation gets out of hand.” 

Marcus nodded as he thought it over. After a moment he said, “Well, it’s certainly fascinating. 

And the realism is amazing. I appreciate being allowed to see how it works and discussing 

everything with me.” He looked at James. “Now, let’s get down to business. I understand you’re 

looking for investors to help fund phase two. Tell me what phase two entails.”  
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“We’re very proud of what we’ve been able to accomplish so far,” James said. “We currently have 

nine locations around the country where people can come and experience our virtual vacations – 

two here in L. A., one in Las Vegas, one in Dallas, one in Chicago, two in New York, one in 

Atlanta, and one in Tampa.” 

“Tampa?” Marcus asked. 

James smiled. “We’ve found a huge demand from seniors. It gives them a chance to relive life 

experiences and do things they can no longer do because of their age or physical condition. It also 

simply gives them more time, an extension on their lives, if you will.” 

“And we offer a discounted price for seniors since many are on a fixed income,” Earl said. 

“We actually saw it as a way to test a lower price point and it’s proven to be a very lucrative market 

for us. Tampa’s a good regional location for all those retirees living in Florida.” 

“I’ll provide you with a complete prospectus,” James said. “But back to point. Currently our 

business model is to set up sites with a number of pods, all of which are networked and connected 

so the data can flow seamlessly between the various sites. That allows people from different parts 

of the country to vacation together without having to travel to the same pod site. And, as I 

mentioned, we have medical personnel, security, and of course IT support at each site. 

“So far this has been designed purely for recreation. But we believe there are many other 

applications for this technology and we want to tap into those markets. In short, we want to take 

our products beyond entertainment into the workplace to increase productivity. To do that we have 

to develop a solution we can sell to businesses and perhaps even individuals. 

“For example, let’s say a business purchases their own pods. They could use these for virtual 

seminars, training, even productivity gains in certain areas. As Tommy said, you can currently take 

a long lunch and spend three days at the beach. How about blocking a couple of hours one morning 

to attend a three-day training seminar? Students could get a college degree in less time than it takes 

to complete one semester in real time. What if you could complete an MBA in a month? What if 

you could learn a new language in a couple of weeks? How much could you increase productivity 

if your employees only spent a few hours a week in the pod?” 

“There are some obvious exceptions,” Tommy said. “Remember the virtual world is mental, 

not physical. What we’re talking about here is knowledge, intellectual property. You can learn 

things in the virtual world and bring that knowledge back with you. For example, you can learn a 

new language or, as James said, complete college coursework or training for a job. But a 

programmer developing code in virtual time is another matter. He could learn a new programming 

language or write and test code in the virtual world, but the code he created would remain virtual. 

He didn’t physically create any code. It was all mental. He would have to reconstruct it in the real 

world. An athlete wouldn’t get the benefit of three days of intense physical training from an hour 

in the pod. The body isn’t actually working during that time. You can think about lifting weights 

all you want, but until you go to the gym and physically push some iron around you won’t get any 

stronger.” 

Marcus said, “So, when you develop a simulation, you can make information available to the 

participants, but they can’t physically develop anything. You can provide materials and 



information to be studied, as in the case of a training seminar, and the participants can learn from 

the seminar, but they can’t create anything that they can bring back out. A writer couldn’t go to 

his virtual desk and actually write his next novel. A lawyer couldn’t go to his virtual office and 

prepare for a trial and bring back his notes or briefs and whatever.” 

“It’s all mental,” James said. “That’s the key. A writer could use that time to think through a 

new plot and develop characters for a novel, but he couldn’t physically write it. A lawyer could 

study the case files and decide how he wants to present his arguments – even stage a mock trial to 

see how a jury would react – but he couldn’t physically create his summation. When you’re in the 

simulation you aren’t doing anything. It’s all mental.” 

“What about things that involve hand-eye coordination?” Marcus asked. “Pilots improve their 

competency by spending time in flight simulators. Obviously, the mental aspects of flying a plane 

could be learned in a virtual environment, but what about the hand-eye coordination?” 

“It doesn’t translate,” Tommy said. “There’s something called muscle memory that comes 

from physical repetition. You don’t get that in the pod. You know what you want to do, but your 

muscles aren’t proficient at it because they haven’t been trained yet. You can mentally practice 

your golf swing but you can’t perfect the movement without physical repetition. The pilots you 

mentioned can improve their competency because they use simulators that encompass physical as 

well as mental training. What we offer is purely mental.” 

James said, “But even with those limitations, we have medical doctors and physical therapists 

who specialize in rehabilitation after traumatic injuries, particularly brain injuries, who are very 

interested in this technology and how it might change the way they treat their patients. As you 

might expect, the military is very interested in virtual training for their troops. We have 

professional athletes who are chomping at the bit over the idea of using virtual training to enhance 

performance based on the mental aspects of the sport. What if an NFL quarterback could turn two 

hours of time reviewing film and studying his opponent into three days of study and game 

planning? And there are obviously many, many other applications for this technology. We just 

have to identify those applications and develop the simulations.” 

“If a business bought their own pods, could they develop their own simulations?” Marcus 

asked. 

“They could certainly learn how to do that, yes,” James said. “We could even provide that 

training. Initially we would develop the simulations for them. It’s an extremely complex effort and 

not something just anyone can do. We’ve developed a prototype office workspace that could be 

used but I think most businesses would want to be able to customize their environment. We have 

some security modifications we’d need to make for pods that are operating outside our network. 

That will require some work, but it shouldn’t be too extensive. Then, once you have a personal 

pod you could literally download the simulation you want.” 

“Kind of like smart phones,” Tommy said. “Want to vacation at the beach? There’s an app for 

that.” 

“I’m sure the tourist industry would hate to hear that,” Marcus said. 

Tommy shrugged. “You’d think so but our busiest site is Las Vegas. People vacationing in 

Vegas still come in for a virtual trip to the beach or to go snow skiing or to take a Caribbean cruise. 

It’s almost become a fad. Extend your vacation an extra three days by taking a vacation while on 

vacation. We’re actually working on a really cool ad campaign based on that very concept.” 

“But getting to that next level is a major effort,” James said. “To get to the point where we can 

make this technology available to businesses and individuals takes time and resources and 

materials. We need to figure out how to manufacture our pods in a more cost effective manner. 



We need to step up our marketing and develop some demos we can use to target the business 

sector. We need to decide how we’re going to make the simulations available for download outside 

our firewall and what our pricing structure needs to be. There’s a ton of work required to take this 

to the next level and it will be very expensive to do so. That’s why we’re looking for investors. 

But if we can ever get to the point where we’re helping businesses significantly increase 

productivity, then we’re talking about a game changer, a breakthrough that would be bigger than 

anything in our lifetimes.” 

“Why do you use pods?” Marcus asked. “I was expecting some kind of helmet or weird goggles 

or something.” 

“The pod provides a more realistic experience,” Tommy said. “It’s soundproof. It’s also sealed 

to block external light. We pipe in purified air so there aren’t any smells that don’t fit. We 

completely control the stimuli. The pod is, in essence, a cocoon that insulates you from external 

distractions that would interfere with the experience.” 

James spoke up. “We actually started out with a helmet prototype before going to the pod. The 

helmet might be fine for some environments. It would certainly be more feasible for a business if 

they could utilize helmets rather than pods, if for no other reason than it takes up less space and 

would be a helluva lot cheaper. But the experience from using a helmet could never match the total 

emersion you get with the pod. For virtual vacations, we felt the pod was the only way to go.” 

They were all quiet while Marcus thought it over. After a minute he said, “The opportunity to 

significantly increase productivity in the workplace is huge. I mean, come on. This could make the 

forty-hour work week obsolete in some industries. If you go to work and spend four hours in the 

pod, you’ve expanded your work week by six days. If you did that four times a week, you’ve 

expanded your week into a month. Right? Twenty-four days. That’s actually more than a month 

on the job.” 

Tommy nodded. “You could go in and complete a week’s worth of work in half a day and take 

the rest of the week off. Or, maybe go to another job somewhere else. Instead of working forty 

hours at one job, you could work forty hours at several jobs … and collect several full-time 

paychecks.” 

“Are there any adverse effects to spending that much time in the pod?” Marcus asked. 

James said, “Some people do get something similar to jet lag but that’s all. We’ll obviously 

need to do extensive testing but aside from the ramifications of being sedentary for extended 

periods of time we don’t expect any problems.” 

“I just wondered if someone with Alzheimer’s or cancer spent a lot of time in virtual reality if 

it would somehow speed up the advancement of their disease,” Marcus said. 

“With cancer there wouldn’t be any effect. That’s a physical disease that wouldn’t be affected 

by virtual time. It’s hard to say about Alzheimer’s since we still don’t really understand what 

causes it. The doctors believe it’s the result of a physical problem with the brain itself so it 

shouldn’t be affected either. On the other hand, there are studies that suggest that people who 

regularly engage in intellectual activities show a reduced risk for the disease. This technology 

could actually help prevent Alzheimer’s. As you can imagine, we have a group of medical 

practitioners who are anxiously awaiting the opportunity to utilize this technology in their 

research.” 

“Well, I’m sure you know that I’m very interested,” Marcus said. “I think this is something 

that could not only make a ton of money, but also really help a lot of people. Let me have a look 

at your prospectus and we’ll go from there.” 

“If you want to look at it now, we can make it available in a virtual office.” 



Marcus chuckled. “That’s tempting. But I have a whole team of people who help me with these 

decisions. We’ll do our review the old-fashioned way and plod along in real time for a few weeks.” 

“That’s not a problem,” James said. “If you have any questions about anything, don’t hesitate 

to call any of us directly. I look forward to working with you.” 

 

*** 

 

That evening in his hotel room Marcus positioned his wheelchair where he could move from 

it onto the bed. But before he did he looked at the picture of his wife on the bedside table. Even 

after a dozen years he carried her picture with him when he traveled. He always positioned it on 

the bedside table where it was the last thing he saw at night and one of the first things he saw when 

he woke up in the morning. 

“Well, Virginia, I went snow skiing today,” he said. “It was amazing. And I wasn’t half bad, 

if I must say so myself. For an old guy who hasn’t had any feeling in his legs for twelve years I 

did alright. You would’ve been proud.” 

He paused for a minute and stared at her smiling face. 

“This technology is amazing. And if what I think might be possible actually is possible, we 

may be able to go skiing together again someday.” 
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Mike Crawford was at the Dallas Police Department, seated at a desk in the Homicide Division, 

his pale blue eyes intently focused on the file of Emily Montgomery. He was thirty years old and 

had the physique of an athlete – not bulky but lean and muscular, like a tennis or basketball player. 

His blond hair was cut short and looked like it had been recently trimmed. His dark suit jacket was 

draped over the back of his chair. His starched white shirt fit snugly across his chest and shoulders. 

Mike was an FBI agent assigned to the Behavioral Analysis Unit-2, which specializes in crimes 

against adults. The BAU-2 is one of four units in The National Center for the Analysis of Violent 

Crime, a component of the FBI’s Critical Incident Response Group located at the FBI Academy 

in Quantico, Virginia. The primary mission of the NCAVC is to provide behaviorally-based, 

operational support to law enforcement agencies involved in the investigation of unusual or 

repetitive violent crimes, communicated threats, terrorism, and other matters of interest to law 

enforcement. Mike joined the FBI eight years ago, and had been with BAU-2 for four of those 

years. 

Emily Montgomery was a twenty-seven-year-old white female, recently divorced. She worked 

as a pharmaceutical sales rep. She had been murdered in her apartment three days ago. Her nude 

body was found posed on the bed, on her back with legs spread and arms outstretched on either 

side. She had been strangled to death and her body had been mutilated. Someone had used a razor 

to carve up her face, her breasts, and her genitalia. The ME determined the mutilations had been 

post mortem. 

Homicide detectives Matt Billings and Charlie Bauer sat quietly as Mike studied the file. They 

didn’t have a lot of confidence that this “kid” from the FBI would be much help. After all, they’d 

been policemen for as long as he’d been alive. What was he going to see that they had missed? 

Charlie was getting antsy. He glanced at his watch then gave his partner a “what the hell?” 

look. Matt offered a noncommittal shrug and swirled the coffee around in his cup. It had grown 

cold and the non-dairy creamer had separated a little from the coffee. He had a coffee stain on the 

front of his striped shirt where he’d spilled some earlier. He moved his tie over to cover it. 

After a few minutes Mike closed the file and shut his eyes. He rubbed his forehead with his 

left hand and took a deep breath, letting it out slowly before looking up at the detectives. 

“Where are you with the investigation?” he asked. “Do you have anything to add to what’s in 

the file?” 

“We got nothing,” Charlie said. “We’ve been on it almost nonstop for three days. Talked to 

the family, the ex, friends and neighbors, work associates. Haven’t come up with a single viable 

suspect. Nobody saw anything unusual. Nobody heard anything out of the ordinary. Nobody 

noticed any suspicious characters hanging around the apartment complex.” 

“Forensics didn’t find anything you can use?” Mike asked. 

“Nothing. No fingerprints, no DNA, no foreign hair or fibers. The scene was clean as a 

whistle.” 

“You got a couple of other cases with this MO?” Matt asked. 

“Three. Two in Atlanta and one in Baton Rouge.” 

“You think it’s the same guy?” Charlie asked. 



“I don’t think there’s any doubt it’s the same guy.” 

“Did he start in Atlanta, then move to Baton Rouge?” Matt asked. 

Mike nodded. 

“So it looks like he’s headed across the south,” Charlie said. “Could be another Ted Bundy, 

driving cross country.” 

“That’s possible,” Mike said. “Although, most serial killers don’t travel that much. They 

typically have definite geographic areas of operation. They conduct their killings within comfort 

zones that are often defined by an anchor point, like maybe their residence or place of employment. 

Sometimes they’ll move outside their comfort zone as they gain confidence or to avoid detection. 

But very few travel across country killing people like Bundy did. And, thankfully, today we’re 

able to share information a little better than they did back in the seventies. Maybe we can find him 

before he claims too many more victims.” 

“Well, with the body cut up like that, we thought we’d better contact you guys,” Matt said. 

“You haven’t had any other cases in the area similar to this?” Mike asked. 

Matt shook his head. “We have our share of homicides, but nothing like this.” 

Charlie looked at his watch again and rubbed his stomach. “It’s four-fifteen and we never had 

any lunch. Anybody else hungry?” 

“I could eat,” Matt said. 

“I’m not really hungry,” Mike said. “In fact, I’d like to go to the crime scene.” 

“By all means,” Matt said. “The Captain said to let you do your thing and we’re supposed to 

provide any help we can.” 

“If you want, I can follow you over there then you can knock off. I’ll probably be there for a 

while. You don’t have to babysit me. We can reconvene in the morning.” 

Matt looked at Charlie who nodded at the suggestion. His face brightened a little at the thought 

of having the evening off and getting some rest. 

 “I guess that’d be okay,” Matt said. “Neither one of us has had much sleep in the last three 

days.” 

“Can I get a copy of Emily’s file?” Mike asked. “I’d like to study it tonight at the hotel.” 

Matt picked the file up off the table. “You bet. I’ll be right back.” 

 

*** 

 

Later that evening Mike was at his hotel room after spending several hours at Emily’s 

apartment. He’d thoroughly examined the crime scene, talked to the neighbors, and walked around 

the apartment complex to see where her killer might have parked or hidden in preparation for his 

attack. There were no signs of forced entry, which indicated she might’ve known her attacker or 

at least did not feel threatened by him. No one heard any screams or sounds of a struggle and 

nothing inside the apartment was disturbed, which indicated the killer acted quickly and efficiently. 

The CSI team had not found any fingerprints or forensic evidence that was useful, even though it 

was obvious from the condition of the body that he’d spent some time, perhaps even hours, in the 

apartment after he killed her. No one saw anyone other than Emily enter or leave her apartment 

and no one reported seeing anyone who looked suspicious or threatening around the complex on 

the day of the murder. It had been the same at the other crime scenes, as well. Mike learned nothing 

about the killer from this investigation that he didn’t already know, which amounted to very little. 

The victims were similar in that they were all young, single, attractive females. Their ages 

ranged from twenty-five to thirty-five. Each was gainfully employed. And they lived in large cities. 



The second victim was black, the other three were white. So far Mike had not found anything that 

linked the victims in any way. They apparently didn’t know each other. Review of their phone 

records, email, Facebook and Twitter and other social media indicated they had never 

communicated with each other. There wasn’t a work connection anywhere that he could find. It 

was almost as though they were chosen at random; although, Mike hadn’t given up on the idea that 

there was a connection somewhere that he just hadn’t found yet. 

He ordered a burger from room service, then began entering his notes into a software 

application on his laptop. Once entered, the data would be uploaded to a mainframe computer at 

Quantico that did data mining and comparisons with other cases. It also cross-referenced things 

like phone records, credit card transactions, and other information to identify any commonalities 

between the victims. It took time to crunch all the data, but it was still a lot faster than doing it 

manually – and a lot more accurate. 

Mike had entered about half of the information when his dinner arrived. He stopped to eat and 

turned on the TV to give himself a break from the case. A commercial came on for a facility there 

in Dallas which offered “virtual vacations.” The commercial showed a couple standing on a bridge 

that spanned a canal in Venice, then cut to a rugged-looking guy rock climbing in the southwest, 

then to a family walking along the beach, everyone smiling and obviously having a great time. A 

woman’s voice-over said, “For a fraction of the cost of a real vacation, you can experience the 

same …” 

Mike made a mental note to himself to go back over all the cases to see if any of the victims 

had been on a vacation recently. Perhaps they had all vacationed at the same place or had taken 

the same cruise. The computer should flag something like that, but he didn’t want to leave anything 

to chance. 

He picked up the remote and flipped through the channels. Eventually he stopped on a Rangers 

baseball game and watched that as he ate his dinner. 

 

*** 

 

In another hotel room across town Ray Frazier, Emily Montgomery’s killer, also saw the 

commercial for the virtual vacations. He didn’t really like the commercials. He thought they were 

hokey and they didn’t get across the true value of the experience. They hardly mentioned the fact 

that a couple of hours in the pod seemed like three full days on vacation. Most of the commercials 

made it look more like you went and played a video game or watched a movie or something. They 

totally missed the boat. 

Ray picked up a towel that was on the bed and wiped the sweat from his chest and arms and 

dried his hair. He’d been doing pushups and sit-ups on the floor in front of the TV. When he 

finished with the towel he turned to look at himself in the mirror. Standing there in tight jeans, 

shirtless, with his black hair tousled he thought he looked like he could’ve stepped off the cover 

of a romance novel. He flexed his right arm and watched his bicep and chest muscles jump to 

attention. He was slightly taller than average height – just over six feet tall – and his body was 

sculpted from years of weight training and conditioning. He looked at his ripped stomach and 

slapped it with his open hand. Then he flexed again, with both arms this time, raising them above 

his shoulders in a classic pose, hands clenched into fists. His back muscles fanned out to form a 

V-shape from his shoulders to his waist. After a few seconds he exhaled and dropped his hands to 

his side, rolling his shoulders and head to relax his neck. Then he sat down on the bed with his 

back against the headboard and reached for his laptop. 



He signed onto the Internet and went to Google Maps. He typed in an address and waited for 

the page to load. Then he selected Satellite view to see an overhead view of the location. He 

scrolled around and looked at the surrounding area for a few minutes, then clicked on the little 

marker for the address and went to street view. For the next twenty minutes he navigated the streets 

around the address until he had seen the house from all possible angles and knew his way around 

the neighborhood well enough to find the house without a map. He didn’t know how old the 

satellite images were but he doubted things had changed much since they were uploaded. This was 

an old, established neighborhood. 

As he studied the images he thought about Donna, the woman who lived at the address he was 

researching. He’d met her on a virtual vacation at the beach. She was with a group of friends, one 

of whom was getting married soon and this was supposed to be one last wild vacation for her 

before the wedding. As Donna kept telling her friends, “Don’t forget, girls, what happens in the 

pod stays in the pod.” 

The woman who was getting married actually was pretty nice. She was going along with the 

party but wasn’t hopping into bed with anyone who gave her a second look – like little Donna the 

whore. 

The more he thought about her the angrier he got. That little bitch had it coming. No doubt 

about that. 

Eventually he logged off the Internet and shut down his computer. He pulled on a T-shirt and 

tennis shoes, then picked up his car keys and left the hotel room. Time to get something to eat, 

then take a cruise through the whore’s neighborhood. See what it looked like at night. In the 

morning he’d go back again. He should have just enough time to drive through and see everything 

in the light of day before he had to return the rental car and catch his flight back to Atlanta. 

 

  



 

 

 

4 
 

 

Joanne Parker was the Chief Security Officer of the Southeastern division of SEI. She managed 

one of four regional teams responsible for handling situations in the virtual world that got beyond 

a certain threshold for acceptable behavior. She had been with SEI since the company was founded 

five years ago. 

It was just after 9:00 p.m. on Friday and Joanne – Jo as she was called by her friends – was in 

a pod at the Atlanta facility, searching for a man on a virtual vacation in New Orleans. It had been 

a long day but that was relative. When you were in and out of the simulations as often as Jo was, 

time got kind of jumbled up. It was hard to keep up with what day it was in the real world, much 

less how many hours you’d worked on a given day. 

She was dressed in black pants and a black T-shirt that hugged her slim body. Her brunette 

hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. She had heavy eyebrows over dark eyes and her olive 

skin was smooth and wrinkle-free. As she walked down Royal Street she scanned the crowd. She 

touched a blue tooth device that was clipped to her right ear, opening the connection with the 

central processing unit that directed security at the Atlanta facility, affectionately known as Oz. 

Oz comprised more than one hundred computers that monitored the activities and searched for 

data that exceeded specific thresholds that might indicate the need for intervention. 

“Oz, this is badge number 2178,” she said. “Ready for instruction.” 

Jo had been dispatched to intercept a man who was showing increased levels of anger, to the 

point where violence was a very real possibility. Her job was to prevent that from happening. 

Oz’s monotonous, robotic-sounding voice came across her earpiece. “Hello, Officer Parker. 

Your target is two blocks east of your location. Currently crossing Toulouse Street. Heading east.” 

“What’s he doing?” 

“Following the woman, as he has been since he entered the simulation.” 

“How long?” 

“Thirty-four minutes.” 

“Tell me about him.” 

“Jonathan Wellman. Twenty-six years of age. White male. Reddish-brown hair. Six feet, three 

inches tall. Weight of two hundred and twenty-five pounds. I am sending his picture to your phone 

now.” 

“Six three, two twenty-five. He’s a big fella.” 

Jo pulled the cell phone from the holder attached to her belt and looked at the image on the 

screen. Jonathan Wellman had a lopsided smile that made him look boyish. 

“Looks like a nice enough guy,” she said. “Who’s the woman?” 

“Patricia Wellman, his wife.” 

“Uh-oh. I assume she’s not alone?” 

“You are correct. She is with Lance Simons. Their profiles show the same employer but Lance 

entered from the Los Angeles facility. Patricia and Jonathan entered from the Atlanta facility.” 

“Not together, I presume.” 

“That is correct. He entered fifteen minutes after she did.” 

“Looks like he’s checking up on her. This could get messy.” 



Jo picked up her pace to close the gap with Jonathan. 

“Is there anyone here who can provide assistance?” she asked. 

“I have positioned three officers at the corner of Royal and St. Peter.” 

“Real or virtual?” 

“Virtual,” Oz said. “There are no other real security officers in the vicinity. I can request 

someone from another location if you feel that is necessary. Or I can dispatch more VS.” 

VS was the abbreviation for virtual security. 

“Nah, let’s wait and see what happens. I should be okay with three to back me up.” 

Just then she spotted Jonathan. He was standing in the middle of the intersection of St. Peter 

and Royal streets looking south toward Jackson Square. His hands were clenched at his sides. 

“Where are the wife and her boyfriend?” Jo asked. 

“Presently entering Jackson Square. Data indicates they are proceeding to Café Du Monde.” 

“Okay, I’m approaching the target,” Jo said. “Looks like the VS are here.” 

On the opposite corner three young, muscular men were standing together watching Jonathan. 

As Jo approached they moved to different corners of the intersection, in effect surrounding him. 

They were dressed in the same black uniform she wore. Their T-shirts stretched taut across their 

chests and arms. The only difference was they had the SEI Security logo on their shirts. Once they 

got in position they stood completely motionless, yet Jo knew they would spring into action and 

do what was necessary to neutralize the situation if commanded to do so. 

“Hey,” Jo said to Jonathan as she came up beside him. “You okay?” 

He glanced at her, then looked back down St. Peter toward Jackson Square. 

“I’m fine,” he said. 

“You don’t look like you’re fine. You look like something’s bothering you.” 

“Mind your own damn business,” he said, his eyes still focused down the street. 

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.” She pulled her security badge out of her pocket and held it out for 

him to see. “It’s my job to make sure we don’t have any trouble. And from where I’m standing, 

you look like trouble.” 

“I’m not doing anything wrong.” 

She slipped the badge back into her pocket. “No, technically you’re not. And I’m here to make 

sure you don’t. You’ve been following a woman since you entered the simulation. We felt we 

should intervene before you did something you might regret later.” 

His eyes narrowed and he studied her for a few seconds before turning his gaze back down the 

street. She was only five-six and one hundred and twenty-five pounds. Standing next to Jonathan 

who was half a foot taller and more than a hundred pounds heavier, she felt like a little girl. But 

she’d handled big guys before. Size didn’t matter. It was all about figuring out how to defuse the 

situation. Besides, the VS were there for the physical restraint, if necessary. Her job was to keep 

that from happening. 

“That woman is my wife.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

“She’s with another man.” 

“Looks that way. But there’s nothing I can do about that.” 

He took a deep breath. “I knew it. I knew something was up. Goddammit!” He shook his head. 

“It’s that guy from the corporate office. They met at a training seminar. And now they’re hooking 

up. In here.” He paused to look around. “This is some setup you got here. How does it make you 

feel to know you’re providing people a place to go and screw around all they want to with no 



consequences? It’s all virtual, right? It’s all bullshit. Not real. So people figure they can sneak off 

and do whatever they want.” 

“People are going to do in here what they do out there for the most part. We don’t control any 

of that. We can’t police human nature. But there are consequences. Maybe not physical 

consequences but certainly mental and emotional consequences.” 

Jonathan looked at her, the anger blazing in his eyes. “What if I went down there and beat the 

shit outta the little bastard? That’d be physical consequences, wouldn’t it?” 

“Well, first of all, we wouldn’t allow that to happen. See the three guys standing around us in 

the black shirts? The ones with all the muscles?” 

Jonathan looked around him at the VS. 

“They would restrain you,” Jo said. “They would prevent you from harming the man with your 

wife. But even if you got by them somehow and you did beat the shit out of him, he’d be fine when 

he came out of the simulation. No injuries. No bruises or broken bones. No physical damage at 

all.” 

“Well then if that’s the case why not let me pound on him for a few minutes? If it won’t matter 

when he comes out, why not let me bust him up?” 

“Well, aside from the fact that he’d sue the hell out of us, we have to maintain at least some 

degree of civility. We can’t let people pound on each other just because they won’t be injured 

when they come out. We have to maintain order even if it is all just bullshit, as you say.” 

“Yeah, but if I kicked his ass every time he hooked up with my wife, I bet he’d eventually quit 

doing it.” 

“He’d probably quit meeting your wife in here. But that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t see her on 

the outside. And if you kick his ass out there, there are very real consequences. You’d probably be 

arrested for assault and battery and maybe thrown in jail. We don’t do that here because we want 

people to enjoy their vacations. Besides, we don’t want to have to run a jail. So, we just remove 

troublemakers from the simulations before they do anything that would get them arrested.” 

Jonathan looked at Jo for a minute as he thought about what she’d said. 

“So, what you’re saying is, I have to leave.” 

“I think that’s the best option at this point.” 

“What if I say I won’t bother them. I’ll just go over there to Pat O’Brien’s and have a few beers 

and leave them alone.” 

“I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that scenario. I think we’d have more trouble later, 

especially if you had a few beers. No, I think it’s time to go. Like the bouncer at a bar might say: 

You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.” 

When Jonathan didn’t respond Jo continued. 

“Look, you’ve paid for a vacation. We can put you in another location for the remainder of 

your time. It might be good to go somewhere and cool off for a couple of days.” 

He studied on it, then shook his head. “I don’t want to cool off for a couple of days.” He looked 

around again at the VS, sizing them up, trying to figure out if he could get past them. After a 

minute he asked, “Can I get my money back?” 

“I think that can be arranged.” 

He looked at her and his hands unclenched, his shoulders relaxed. 

“Okay, I’ll leave. But I don’t want to go anywhere else. I’d rather just go home.” 

“We’ll need to go back to the access point,” Jo said. 



He nodded and they headed back down Royal Street the way they’d come. Jo motioned to the 

VS and they followed at a distance that didn’t make it too obvious that someone was getting thrown 

out. 

 

*** 

 

After she delivered Jonathan to the receptionist at the access point Jo went back out to the 

street. She touched the blue tooth device to re-open the line with Oz. 

“Anything else I need to take care of while I’m here?” she asked. 

“No other activity is required at this time,” Oz said. 

Just then Jo saw a guy duck around the corner a block away on Conti Street. He was dressed 

in a gray T-shirt and jeans and tennis shoes. He was tall and skinny and the clothes hung off his 

boney frame. She only caught a glimpse of his face, but it gave her a jolt of adrenaline. 

“Hey, Oz. I think I just saw Pete Gunther.” 

“Peter Gunther is blocked. He should not have access. Can you confirm?” 

“Going to check it out now.” 

Jo jogged down to the corner just as the man reached the corner of Conti and Bourbon. He 

looked back and she saw his face clearly. As he turned right on Bourbon Street, she ran down 

Conti. 

“Okay, Oz, I’ve got confirmation. The target is indeed Gunther. He’s headed east on Bourbon 

Street. I’m in pursuit.” 

Pete Gunther was an ex-employee of SEI. He’d been one of the original developers and had a 

talent for creating simulations with amazing realism. But he’d been caught developing a simulation 

for sexually adventurous adults featuring masochistic behavior, bondage, and other activities that 

were well outside SEI’s business model. Needless to say the work was not approved. He was fired 

and the simulation deleted. 

Since then he’d gotten into the system several times and caused various problems. For the most 

part it had been minor issues of harassing people and doing what he could to make the experiences 

unpleasant for the vacationers. He was blacklisted and hadn’t shown up in several months. They 

thought that was the end of it. But now he was back. 

Jo reached Bourbon Street and turned east just in time to see Pete duck into a bar halfway down 

the block. She sprinted to the door. As she entered she stopped to let her eyes adjust. It was dark 

after coming in off the sunlit street. The bar was a small place and as she scanned the crowd she 

counted off six patrons, none of whom were Pete. She hurried over to the bar. 

“A guy just came in. Did you see him?” 

The bartender nodded and pointed at a hallway at the back of the bar. “He ran into the men’s 

room.” 

“Oz, have you got me?” Jo asked. 

“Affirmative. Your position is Renaldo’s Bar on Bourbon Street between Conti and St. Louis 

streets. I have identified eight people on the premises.” 

Jo scanned the bar again to double check. There were six patrons and herself. Gunther would 

make eight. The bartender was support personnel, a virtual bartender, so he was not included in 

Oz’s count. 

“Roger that.” She said. “He went into the men’s room. He’s at the back of the bar.” 

“Affirmative. There is one person in that location.” 

“Okay, looks like I’ve got him cornered.” 



“Do you require VS backup?” 

“I don’t think that’s necessary. I can handle Gunther on my own.” 

Just then Oz said, “Be advised. Your target has exited.” 

“What do you mean he’s exited? You mean he climbed out a window or something?” 

“Negative,” Oz said. “He is no longer in the simulation.” 

“What?” 

Jo rushed down the hall and into the restroom. It was a small, dark room with two sinks, two 

urinals, and three stalls. The room was empty. She checked each of the stalls. They were also 

empty. She went back out to the bar. 

“Oz, did Gunther request termination?” 

“Negative.” 

“Did someone initiate an emergency extraction?” 

“Negative. Nor have any broadcast messages or alerts been issued.” 

Jo went back out onto the street and scanned the crowd. 

“Where the hell did he go?” 

 

*** 

 

Fifteen minutes later Jo and Steve Riggs were in the security command post. Steve was the 

Assistant Director of Security at the Atlanta office and had also been with SEI from the start. In 

fact, he was the first person Jo had hired for her staff. At fifty-three he was at least fifteen years 

older than any of the other officers. He was the “old man” on the force and his confident, fatherly 

persona fit the role. Jo often thought how much he reminded her of the actor, Morgan Freeman – 

both in appearance and personality. 

It was 9:58 p.m. and Jo was feeling the effects of a busy week. She’d spent too much time in 

the pod in the last few days and, as always when that happened, she had a hangover. It was like 

having a severe case of jet lag. 

They were on a conference call with Tommy Lawson, the CIO, and Fred Harvey, a senior 

developer. Tommy and Fred were at the corporate office in Los Angeles. Jo had just explained to 

them what happened when she tried to apprehend Pete Gunther. 

“Gunther must have had someone working with him, one of our employees, who pulled him 

out,” Jo said. 

“That’s one possibility,” Fred said. “Another is a program with some type of itinerary built in. 

It would be designed to send you to one location for X number of minutes, then move you to 

another location for X, and so on. But I don’t know of any way to initiate something like that from 

within the simulation. It would have to be controlled programmatically.” 

Tommy said, “Well, Gunther was one of our original developers. He did a lot of the 

foundational work, coded a lot of the framework that our software uses. If anyone would know 

how to do something like that it would be him.” 

“But that would still register an exit in the log, would it not?” Steve asked. 

“Yes, it should.” 

“But I checked the logs,” Steve said. “There was no evidence of an exit, emergency or 

otherwise, at that time. There were five exits three minutes before, and two four minutes after, but 

none at the precise time that Gunther disappeared. All seven came through the access point and 

have been accounted for. The five were a family vacationing together and the other two were 

female.” 



“Did you check for entries at other locations at that time?” Fred asked. 

“I have not,” Steve said, “but I will.” 

“Well, let’s not overlook the key factor here,” Tommy said. “He still had to have access to a 

pod. Whether he used an app he wrote that extracted him at a specified time or one of our 

employees pulled him out, he had to actually get in a pod in the first place.” 

“Unfortunately, it’s not that easy to keep him out, especially if he’s working with one of our 

employees,” Jo said. “We’ve already sent out alerts and he’s on our ‘no access’ list. But as we 

open more sites and our customer counts increase it gets harder and harder to control access.” 

“The system board on every pod has a unique ID,” Fred said. “If we search the log files on 

each pod we should be able to find the one he used. We know it was running the New Orleans 

simulation at the time he exited. We have four hundred and fifty pods in operation currently. It 

won’t take that long to run the query. That will at least give us a location.” 

“If the pod’s on line,” Jo said. 

“When we run our scan we’ll be able to identify if any pods are off the network,” Fred said. 

“We also have fifty here that are being staged and a few being repaired,” Steve said. “I’ll check 

to see if any of them were in use at the time. But I doubt he’d be able to get into our assembly 

plant.” 

Tommy said, “It’s more likely he got in through one of our LA sites. As far as I know he still 

lives here.” 

“There is another option,” Jo said. “He could be using the credentials of one of our support or 

security personnel. We’re in and out all the time. We need to search the logs for all trips of non-

standard duration. If he’s working with someone on our support staff or hacked our system and 

got to our personnel files then it’s going to be a lot harder to catch him.” 

“I’ll get busy with the searches,” Fred said. 

“I’ll go ahead and check the status of the pods here in Depot,” Steve said. “As for the log 

searches, I’ll be glad to assist with that, as well. Just let me know what you need me to do.” 

“Are you guys working second shift?” Tommy asked. 

“Yes,” Jo said. “But I can stick around until the searches are done.” 

“There’s no need for that,” Tommy said. “Are you working this weekend?” 

“No, we’re both off,” Jo said. “We go back to first shift on Monday.” 

“That’s fine,” Tommy said. “I’ll get the data to one of our security guys out here and we’ll run 

it down. We should have a full report for you when you get back on Monday. Incidentally, how 

many hours have you spent in the pod this week?” 

“Only a couple of hours for me,” Steve said. 

“I’m still under the twelve hour limit,” Jo said. “I’ve had a lot of short trips. Nothing more than 

fifteen minutes at a time.” 

“Yeah, but sometimes those short trips are more tiring than the long ones,” Tommy said. 

“Going in and out like that a bunch of times gets to me worse than the prolonged trips. Go home 

and get some rest. Enjoy your weekend.” 

“We need to talk with a customer when she comes out,” Jo said. “We’ll knock off after that. I 

look forward to seeing your report on Monday.” 

 


