The Other World
The sky was red: clouds bled tinted drops, carrying within their translucent surface the toxic miasma of the atmosphere. The droplets fell quickly, unobstructed by bird or tree, racing towards their untimely end: to touch and break against the tainted earth, to release their dark contents of even greater misery. And the earth consumed it all, greedily swallowing up the reddened rain—for just a moment, then turned the moisture into vapour just as fast, uncontrollable as its anger was, and sent the fumes back upwards as a signal call for more. The world was ending. Or rather, it had ended. We were just the ones to stay behind in this world, as things continue to slowly dwindle away… 

I blinked and glanced away from the window. What a waste of time. When the situation has already gone on for so long, who would think about it still? I turned my attention back to the massive computer screen before me. 

Reimagine your World — from Morpheus Inc.

The company slogan, from when there were still enough people around to see it. Now it was nothing but a grim reminder for myself. The others had all moved on already, going on to use the technology we had developed. Now it was only me, and those left in this shrinking ward. Just a doctor and his patients, both heading towards the deaths we could see so clearly just ahead of us. 

I stared—continued to stare—at the computer screen blankly. Just lines and numbers of data. Meaningless data, reproducing itself infinitely. No one needed this data, not anymore. The system could do everything for us. It could do everything for them too, the ones within it. They had chosen to enter it, to leave all of reality behind, to become something as abstract as data, as dreams that they once could view, now could live. To us, only their bodies were left behind in this world, encrypted safely in their coffins. But even that was unnecessary. They wouldn't be coming back anyway. In fact, it may well be impossible for them to. 

I sighed. Despite being the only researcher—the only employee of Morpheus, really—I had completely nothing to do. The computer’s data could handle itself: all it needed was energy from the sun to keep it running. And we had already covered what land there was left with more than enough solar panels. 

I laid back in my chair, swivelling away to spare my eyes from the eternal glare of the screen. I stood and stretched, letting out an undignified yawn. I’d need yet another cup of coffee, it seemed. But first, perhaps it would do me some good to take a walk around this husk of a facility, check on the patients—residents, rather, that we still had. 

Exiting the control room, I walked through the long hallway of coffins: the technological coffins filled with gas for those who were dreaming, those who had opted to surrender themselves to an eternal fantasy. A base fantasy. Even something as great as virtual reality, no matter what you could say about it, was not true reality. Though it seems like all of them thought otherwise. Perhaps they had simply decided that even a fantasy was better than a dying reality. I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t exactly the most sociable of people.

My footsteps, clacking through the hallway, slowed as they approached the end, then paused completely. I let my gaze fall onto the last coffin, just beside the doors. Only one more person would be able to leave this forsaken land. I had tried, at every expense, to procure another coffin, but to do that without assisting personnel was blatantly impossible. Not that it mattered, I had come to realise. The old man was still reluctant to leave, despite all the advice I had given him, and I had made an oath: I had no intention of taking the coffin for my own benefit, despite how easy it would be to do so. Glancing at the already-open doors leading to the many wards that housed no one, save for the one that did, I left the empty coffin behind me. I was an employee of Morpheus Inc. My will was unshakable. 

Entering the hallway, I briefly took a moment to appreciate the sights: I rarely ever got a chance to now, and if the last patient were to—forgive me—pass on, perhaps I would never leave the research area again. I navigated my way through the crawling corridors that circled around the glass enclosure for the withered tree: we had no resources to spare for it, and no more use in keeping it around. The sound of my footfalls echoed on the old tiles, making it almost sound as though others were walking with me. But there was none: only the faint imprints of dust tossed into the air. 

“Here we are.”

It felt strange saying that aloud, after so long in my work-imposed isolation. When was the last time I spoke with someone? And not the messages I sent into the other world: those only needed the effort of my fingers and my mind. Forever, I would say, perhaps not since the mass exodus of the upper staff. And not with the residents, unless they were ready to enter virtual reality. Even announcements I made through the speakers or the signs, however impersonal and formal as I could. But now I was approaching the last one left. Just what was I doing? 

That realisation made me stop in my tracks: and just as well, for I noticed the floor ahead was still an impression of unchartered white, and behind me were the prints in the dust I could see so clearly. I wouldn’t want to ruin such a pristine floor. It almost reminded me of the way things were. Or perhaps, the way things could be. 

“Hey there!”

I glanced up. It was the old man. I could barely remember his face just before, but I already knew it was him upon sight. Wrinkles painted his well-worn face—more so than my vague recollections would indicate—and his hunched contour, with a hobble in each step, gave me the impression of someone who should have been diminished by his circumstances, but just never seemed to die. 

“Whaddya doing here, Doctor? It’s pretty unusual for you to come out of the control room. Just strolling around, or got something to do?”

I considered his question for a moment, before giving the awaited response, “I’m just strolling around.”

The old man paused for a moment. “Uh, well, uh, Doc, didn’t really expect that from you. Wanna come inside then?”

I took a step forward before realising. “Oh, but your floors!”

“Eh, it’s fine. Just make yourself at home or whatever. The floors aren’t as important anyway.”

Hesitantly, I followed the old man into his assigned room, letting the greyness of the dust outside mottle the white tiles in an instant. The rooms we had given the residents were simple, just about functional enough to let them see the sunrise once again. The pure whiteness of the room, though, surprised me. I was used to seeing—by way of camera, or a colleague's mouth—a room filled with colour and keepsakes, all the objects that represented the resident’s old life. But there was nothing really here, just a few trinkets and tools. 

“Looking for something?” the old man asked. 

“Not in particular. I was just taken aback by the…” I swung my hand in a wide arc around the room in a weak attempt to explain.

“Emptiness?”

“...I was going to say cleanliness.”

The old man sighed, picking up a rag to look at. “When there’s nothing else to do, you find entertainment in even the most mundane things.” 

“I see.” Though I wasn’t really sure if I could relate. I hadn’t been doing much of anything recently—just observing the data produced by the system and counting the hours that passed, and those that were left. Just observing, and not doing… I seemed to myself to be even lesser of a human than this man. But it was this state of not doing, not taking, that made me human at all. 

“At least the floors are clean,” I offered. And they really were. Perfect, almost. Unreal. “Maybe we should have hired you at Morpheus as a janitor.”

The old man threw his head back in a laugh. “I don’t think I would have been able to settle for such a job, back then.” 

The old man tossed his rag into a pile stacked up on a mat on the floor. He walked over to the far side of the room, grabbing a chair tarnished brown and green—a stark contrast to the white all around us—and placed it in front of me. 

“Here, have a seat,” he said, himself plopping down on the end of his bed. 

“Thank you.”

“So, how’s your life been going, Doc? Musn’t be very busy nowadays, unless you’re cooking up some way to get us out of this hellhole.”

“Not really.” That was the most I could admit. How could I tell this old man, who had his hopes placed in this world, the inevitable doom that was approaching? At best, we could only hold out for the rest of our natural lifespans. Any more was far beyond what this reality could offer. Which was why I needed him to understand. I needed him to make the decision. “I’ve just been observing and studying them recently.”

“Them?”

“The ones all living in the simulation.”

“Oh, those people.”

I decided to take my chances and get straight to the point. It was why I had come here in the first place, after all. “Say, why don’t you just enter the coff—the capsule?”

“Bah!” The man’s sudden outburst caught me off guard. He stood, raising and shaking an arm upwards as if cursing the very heavens with all his strength. “I don’t need some virtual reality! Normal reality is good enough for me. I was born here, and I’ll die here, you hear me?”

“Ah, I, yes.”

The old man huffed and sat back down. “Sorry for that, Doc.”

“No, no, don’t…trouble yourself.” 

“Well, I will! Explain myself, that is.”

“Oh…okay.”

“You see, it’s my family. They’re all buried here, you get what I mean?”

“You mean, in this very facility?”

“No. I don’t know. What I know is that they died without ever getting to enter the virtual reality your company made.”

“Oh.”

That was surprisingly heavy. There was a moment of silence as I pondered what to say next. Perhaps asking him that question wasn’t such a wise thing to do after all. I was so focused on my own thoughts, I barely noticed him eyeing me cautiously. 

“Ahem.”

“Ah, yes?”

“No, nothing,” he said quickly, then followed up just as quick, “I was just wondering…” 

“Yes?”

“How many of those ‘coffins’ are left anyway?”

Ah. He had caught onto that slip of my tongue and figured out what I was trying to say. I blushed a little. How unprofessional of me, given I was a Morpheus employee, and a researcher at that. I was so flustered, it took me a moment before I properly processed his question.

“Well, there’s— Why are you asking?”

“Just curious.” He waved his hand dismissively. “No need to answer that if you don’t want to.”

“I’m sorry, I can’t tell you. It’s…confidential information.”

“That’s Morpheus Inc.’s instructions, eh?” 

The old man lay back on his bed, yawning. He grabbed a large white blanket from the side of his bed, drawing it around himself as he lay flat on the bed. In that state, he suddenly looked to me so much like a living corpse that I wanted to grab those sheets, throw them off him, and ship him right to the last capsule. But I couldn’t make that decision for him. I could only observe, watch him grimly. 

“Ah, I’ll excuse you now.”

“Yeah, I’m getting kinda sleepy,” he mumbled. 

“Very well.” I walked to the door, closing it. “Good night.”

“I’ll see you soon, Doc.”



Later an alarm had informed me that the old man’s life signal had gone down. I had rushed to the room, but naturally, there was nothing to be done by then. It looked like he had just passed on in his sleep, in his bed right where we had ended our conversation. It left me wondering if he had planned it all, in the end. 

I had no choice but to bring him to the basement. It is where we had decided the store all the coffins: the real ones, not those used to keep the bodies within the program. It was a shame, having the dead lie in a place hidden away and avoided, while the dreamers enjoyed a comfortable position in the control room hallway. The immaculate white sheets drawn straight up to his chest made him seem like a corpse already, but now that his face had replaced its colour with pale pallor, the image that I had seen was complete. I hadn’t even got to learn his name, nor the coffins of his family. Nevertheless, I made sure to properly put the old man to rest.

And I had him to thank too: for helping me finally make up my mind. I stood before the screen. Staring blankly. Lines and numbers, records and projections: all that the system needed, as long as the sun could rise. I walked to the empty coffin—the last one left, the others already filled with not the dead, but the dreaming. I sat in it almost automatically. Which did I want to be? My gaze drifted over the others in the hallway, then darted back at the glow of the screen from the other side of the doors. Even without me, the system would live on. There was no one else in the real world; I was the sole, the only. I reclined without thinking. It was comfortable: free of the burdens of the living. This situation was…okay, more so than everything else. I yawned. Morpheus Inc., huh? I was certainly getting sleepy. So I pushed the button, and the glass covering closed: letting the gases overwhelm my senses; letting my eyelids finally come to a close; letting myself reimagine the world… 

Then everything in the world came back to life. 
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