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Praise for the Novels of Nick Sagan
Edenborn
“In Nick Sagan’s nove, the survivors of aplague have achanceto start al over again . . . [but] the new
generation of humanity is, if anything, even more spiteful, schizophrenic, ideologicaly fixated, and
generaly screwed up than any of its predecessors. . . . [Sagan] knows how to keep the pagesturning.”
—The New York Times
“All the best sciencefiction isabout human beings, not technology or aiens; stories about the last men
and women in the world are therefore even more poignant. But what Nick Sagan does here goes wll
past genre tropes and into rare climates of terror, pathology, and rage; hope, from this vantage, seems
more fighterly and ragged than noble or sentimenta. Edenborn isadaring and refreshing look at one too
possiblefuture” —EDGE Boston
“Postic. . . . Sagan’ s sharp observations and rich imagination entertain . . . and lay a strong groundwork
for volumethree.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Elegant SF, dark and haunting, with characterswho linger in memory long after thelast page isturned.”
—SF Site
“Gripping. . . . Thesory’ s heart liesin the complexity of the characters psyches, motivations, and
relationships, which prope the action and augment the overriding sense of desperation.” —Booklist
“[Edenborn] deliversanumber of powerful emotiona punches. . . another excellent character-driven
work of literature from an author with agreat dedl of promise.”
—Infinity Plus
“I believethat Edenborn isthe finest book that | haveread thisyear. . . . It'sone of those few books
that | literdly could not put down. . . . Sagan’ s mantel piece deserves to be heaving with shiny metalic
awardsand | certainly do not think it would be wrong to mention theword ‘Hugo'. . . . Saganisan
adrendine shot straight into the heart of SF. Do yoursdlf afavor—don’t miss these books.” —SF
Crowsnest
“[An] appeding chronicle of superhuman folly.” —Starburst
“Edenborn isone of the best postapocalyptic novels you will ever read. . . . The story itsdlf isonethat
has been thought out and rehashed so many times that to experience such an exciting and original take on
it is breathtaking. With arumbling urgency throughout, Edenborn istough to put down without finishing,
whilst Sagan’ s depiction of afragile, falible race will bring people back to thisbook time and time again.
I’ s not often authors like Nick Sagan crop up, and it' sa crying shamethey don't.” —S-X Magazine
(5-dtar review)
“Thrilling and unsettling, Edenborn serves both as a gripping stand-alone story and as astrong linchpin
for where this prospective trilogy has been, and wherever it might be going next.” —Wigglefish
Idlewild
“A genuine page-turner. Absolutely fun, like aroller-coaster ride of fusion fiction: starts out like Amber
meets The Matrix, and asit goeson, it turnsinto several something elses. . . gripping . . . the kind of
book you smply don’t want to stop reading.” —Neil Gaiman
“Thisguy obvioudy has asense of wonder in hisDNA. Thisbook isan essentid upgrade for the Matrix
generation— download now! Sagan has aferociousimagination, and he knows hisfield; | caught echoes
of Gibson, Egan, Stephenson . . . and he can tell agreat human story: the sentence he gave to Voyager |
isn't thelast of hiswordsto touch human hearts.” —Stephen Baxter
“Sagan provides plenty of suspense and perfectly captures the angry adolescent solipsism that makes
kidsinto hackers and superheroes.” —Entertainment Weekly
“The author’ s compelling tendency to interweave mythology with his story sets him apart from less-gifted
writersin thisliterary niche” —San Francisco Chronicle
“Riveting. . . . Nick Sagan both embraces and contests his famous father’ svison of the universe” —
Popular Science
“A dark, twisted carnival of oddities and dippery redity . . . beautiful . . . an extraordinary ride.” —



Ithaca Times

“Reading Idlewild isan intriguing, sometimes baffling experience, but somehow never confusing or
frustrating. A stunning twist of plot brings dl the threadstogether. . . . Idlewild isared page-turner: an
engrossing, exciting debut, an excellent summer read.” —NPR

“A fun but frightening place, something like Disneyworld seen through aHieronymus Bosch filter . ..
wonderful.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Aimed at the audiences of The Matrix and Minority Report and fans of Neil Gaiman, Orson Scott
Card, and Mark Danielewski, Sagan’snove . . . isafinedebut . . . and fans of those same authors will
enjoy this” —Library Journal

“Thetension is papable from thefirst page. . . . Sagan captures perfectly the voice and actions of a
rebdllious, extremdy intelligent teenager . . . mesmerizing.” —Booklist

“Idlewild isan entertaining and suspenseful sciencefiction novel. . . . Nick Sagan’s devious mind moves
eventsin unexpected directions. . . animpressve debut.” —Rambles

“Sagan seemsto ddlight in changing the rulesjust when you think you' ve got the hang of them. There's
plenty to confound the reader’ s expectations, and all of it is couched in engaging, well-paced prose. . . .
Thisisoneof thebest I'veread. . . . It'sutterly astonishing.” —Infinity Plus

“Thisisan absolutely stunning novel and agreat entry for Sagan onto the scene. Thetext is packed full of
dark humor and wonderfully evoked settings. . . . Sagan’s characters are well defined; each hasaunique
persondlity that is striking and memorable, resonating in my mind long after the book wasfinished. . . . It
israrefor an SF nove to pack so much into o little space. It' swhat you' d get if you took al the best
bitsof Buffy and stirred in a hedlthy dose of philosophy and seasoned it with some Grade-A
postapocalyptic pepper.”

—SF Crowsnest

“Bloody good. Fusing elements of cyberpunk with the hitech crime nove, Idlewild istaut, edgy SF.” —
S-X Magazine
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Speed of sound.
It's coming round.
Heaven's on the way down.

LOCAL H, “HEAVEN ON THE WAY DOVWN”



PROLOGUE

The roomwas white, and sterile, and fearsome. It would be the last room he would ever see and
he knew it. He knew it all too well.

With hisblurry vision and the poor fluorescent light overhead,he could just make out the pain
poster on the far wall. Cartoon faces had been arranged side by side, only the one at the far |eft
looking happy and content with its engaging smile and soothing periwinkle hue. Beneath it he
could see the number zero, a response to the question at the top of the poster: “ How much pain
areyou in?” And by the zero, the word “ none.” But to the right of that smiling face, he saw a
colorful rogues’ gallery of the unsmiling, a progression of cartoon torture victims. From one they
ranged up to the number ten, “ more pain than you can possibly imagine,” a grotesque parody of
suffering, the crimson face contorted in a berserk anguished cry. He stared balefully at that
countenance,hating it, feeling increasingly mocked by it over the past few weeks. Compounding
theinsult was the chart itself, wholly inaccurate as far as he was concerned because “ more pain
than you can possibly imagine” becomes imaginable the moment you experienceit. It becomes
“oh God please no.” Smply that. And you can experience it again and again, and then even

wor se pain that makes it seem pleasurable in comparison. That ten can stretch. There are elevens
and twelves. The pit is truly bottomless. He knew that now.

He glanced over at the pine green face, the first stop on the trip to hell with its number one and
nervous look. A look that said notice | am not smiling any longer, in fact unlike my
periwinkleneighbor | am distinctly worried about my condition. I’m not going to feel any worse
than this, am 1? Vividly he remembered that feeling when he first got sick.When he still had faith
in medical science finding an eleventh-hour vaccine. How bad will it get before they cure me?
Never this bad, he’d thought. What price those illusions? The green face still had hopein its
unseeing cartoon eyes, hislost optimism trapped in a two-dimensionaldrawing. He hated it more
than the red face, he realized. He hated it because it would go through all the colors of the
rainbow before inevitably becoming red, and he hated it because it was too stupid to recognize its
doom.Worst of all, he hated himself for hating it, bitterly mourning the cheerful and untroubled
man he once was, a man with heart and character who had seemed momentarily impervious to
the many unlovel ytransfor mations the disease would put him through.

As his temperature spiked, he clutched his aching gut and wondered if he had not in fact
swallowed Death itself, so powerful the affliction chewing away at him from the inside out. It was
wretchedly unfair, this bait and switch in which he' d been promised a long and happy life but
instead had been given an illness that would kill not only him, but everyone he knew and loved,
and even everyone he didn’'t know and love. Black Ep would successfully wipe out all humanity
and it wasn't the least bit fair. Felled by tiny microbes. He felt like Gulliver captured by the
Lilliputians. Only these Lilliputians would not recognize his worth and put himto work as a giant
defender of their land. On the contrary, they would ruin him utterly, consume him, and of his
dearest hopes make kindling.

When the pain waned, the nausea waxed, and vice versa, so moments of comfort seemed as
scarce as gold nuggetsin a coal mine, and to him, incalculably more valuable. In those
heaven-sent moments of relief, he found himself weeping, though whether he wept for hislost
future, hiswife's or the world’ s was never clear to him, and he did not like to think of himself as a
woebegone sort, so he rationalized that he was simply weeping with joy at an oasis in the desert of
his disease. And when the pain and sickness returned, the oasis would vanish, disappearing so
quickly and completely that he came to look back upon it as nothing more than a mirage.
“It'snot real,” he mumbled, histhroat burning and encrusted with phlegm.

“What isn't, sweetheart?” she said, blotting his forehead with a cool compress. When had she
returned?

“Mercy,” hesaid. Or perhaps he just thought he said it. No mercy in the genome of the virus.
“What about you?” he asked, blinking rapidly. “ Are you real ?”



“Of coursel am.”

He took her hand and sgueezed as hard as he could, then nodded, eyes closed. “ I’ ve been
dreaming so much | don’t know what’ s real anymore. | dreamt about you before but . . . you
weren't. . .itwasn't...”

She shushed him and he nodded again, breathing deep before succumbing to a coughing fit that
forced himonto hisside in a tight fetal ball. She stroked his hair and asked if he wanted her to get
the nurse. He didn’t answer. He thought about the child they had been trying to have and all the
good things they’ d wanted for him. Or her, he'd have been just as delighted with a girl. If only

he' d lived in another time when dreams of parenthood and prosperity and living to a ripe old age
still had promise. But fate had dropped himinto an era of uncertainty and fear, with technological
wonder s secondaryto hostile ideologies sweeping the globe, no end to the strikes and
counterstrikes and poverty and plagues, of which Black Ep would undoubtedly be the greatest and
last. And yet, here he had found true love, a strong and gentle flower he could fight and die for, a
woman who not only could stand to be near himin his last moments of weakness, vomiting and
dread, but who would help him through his awful pains, and relish that time as precious. He
would be forever grateful for her if little elsein hislife.

Hetried to sit up, failed, tried again. His head lolled back against the pillow and he looked at her,
loving her, past the point of being embarrassed for her to see him this way, but wishing he could
be just a little healthier now, strong enough to put on a brave face and be the comforting one. To
hold her, stroke her hair, ease some of her concern. Why had he been the oneto get sick first? It
might be easier for her after he died, he thought, because though she would be grief-stricken there
would surely be an accompanying sense of relief. He could kill himself to expedite that day. But
she would never forgive him for that. It was only a matter of time until she took his placein a
hospital bed. She would die soon enough, they both knew it, and the time she had left she wanted
to spend with him.

“Who will take care of you after I’'m dead?” he asked.

She shrugged. “ Don't think of that.”

“It’s not right for you to take care of me when you' re bound to get sick soon and there'll be no
one to take care of you.”

“Just rest.”

“What happened to you today?”

“Nothing,” shesaid. “ | waited there for three hours and they wouldn’t see us. We chanted, we
begged, we pleaded. They just left us outside the fence staring in.”

“Like kids at the bakery window.”

“ Exactly.”

“ Those miserable fuckers,” he spat. “ Don’'t go back there.”

“ Oh baby, | haveto,” she sighed. “ They have to know how important we are.”

“\We're not important.”

“ Then they have to know how serious we are about this. I’ ve tried reasoning with them, I’ ve tried
bribing them.” She shook her head. “ Every time | go, they don’t let mein. They just tell mewe're
on thelist and say they’ll call when they have room.”

“They won't call.”

“They will.”

“They' relying. They don’'t have enough facilities. Hundreds of millions sick, soon to be billions?
It'sa miraclethere s space for me here.”

“But the list!”

“No list. They tell uswe're on the list so we don’t get violent. That’ s what they' re doing. But it
won't fool anyone for long. Promise me you won't go back there.”

“You know | can’t promise that.”

“ Everyone' s desperate. Everyone's crazy. There are people out there who think the gover nment
has a cure but won't give it out because they want to thin the population. The news said it’s



anarchy all over the West Coast and it’ s just a matter of time 'til we get riots here too.”
She took his hand tightly and said, “ | don’t care. | won’t give up. I’ [l do whatever it takesto give
us a chance.”
“What chance? You’ re buying false hope from a cryonics lab. What' s the point of it?”
“To freeze us. In case someday they find a cure.”
He laughed a short and brittle laugh. “ They? They who? No one’s surviving this. At the rate
we' reat we'll all bedead in ayear.”
She told him about a company called Gedaechtnis. About their fireball of a plan. About the
extraordinary children they were engineering and how those children might actuallypull off a
miracle when they came of age.
“It won't work,” he sighed. “ We' Il messit up the way we' ve messed everything else up. The way
we fucked up the world.”

(thirty-seven yearslater)



PART ONE
THE WORLD



pandora
Thisisthe Sunday to beat dl Sundays. I'm taking a stroll through the park and we' re talking sunny
shores, shade-giving trees and sailboats floating on the Seine. It'san infinity of pleasure and leisure, with
couples gazing out at the water together, families enjoying open-air picnics, and no oneinarush. There's
green grass beneath me, and blue sky above. I'm carrying the End of the World in my veins, but | don't
know it yet.
A nineteenth-century French boy moves past mein ablur. It'snot his speed that blurs; he' swaking no
faster than | am. But he' s not so much aboy asa collection of colorful dotsin the shape of aboy, asif his
atoms were somehow visible to the naked eye. He paysme asmile, and | pay him one back. Thiskid is
full of springtime and laughter, reminding me of ayoung footballer | used to coachin my teenage years. |
watch adot |abrador |ope after him, stopping short to watch his dot master bend down to uproot some
dot lilies. At adistance everything looksred, but up close like thisyou can see thingsfor what they are.
That’ s not the case in most domains, wheretheillusion of lifeis near absolute,
Champagne signd's me. She' sdressed for thiswith her embroidered traveling dress, her lace fichu, her
fancy hat and her parasol. I’ m the anachronism with my fringed faux-leather coat, blue jeansand sllver
eyebrow piercings. But neither of usfit in because we' re the only ones here who don’t smack of
pointillism. And we' re both wearing our old faces, the ones programmers and artists assigned uswhilein
the real world our bodies dept and dept some more.
“Y ou tweaked it,” she says.
“Y ou noticed. Do you like?’
She scrunches her nose up. “1 don't know yet. Tell mewhat you did.”
“Played with color, madeit alittle less painterly,” | say, passing her the bottle of Beaujolais|’ ve brought
for thisoccasion. *Y ou' re the art historian—give me some of your expert opinion.”
“Theré ssomething dse”
“Y eah, | disabled the automatic compaosition. When you turned your head, the dots that made up the
characters used to rearrange to fit your point of view. They’ d frame up to create a perfect pointillist
painting wherever you look.”
“And now they behave more like regular people.”
“Right. You don't likeit?
“Who said | didn’t likeit?” She smiles, popping the cork. “ Y ou’ re so senditive, Pandora. Don't be so
worried about what people think.”
“Who said I'mworried?’ | say, taking the glass from her after she pours. “ Cheers.”
“Y eah, cheers.” We clink and drink to the second half of our lives. eighteen years of wonderful, terrible
freedom. Today isthe anniversary of the day thelie unraveled, the day we learned what we were, where
wewere, and why. It's hard not to think of it asabirthday.
“Nice,” shedecidesof thewine.
It is—thisvintageis crigp and not too dry, not half as complex asthe “ serious’ wines she prefers. You
can keep your oak and berry and nutty bouquets, thank you very much.
| tell her how | programmed this particular Beaujolais, but she’ snot interested. “We'll have ared drink
when you come up,” she says, threatening me with a far-too-serious twenty-year-old bottle of Rieding
shejust discovered in aBavarian pub. Over the years she hasfilled her wine cdllar with a collection that
would be the envy of any oenophile, building it up by looting the stocks of the dead. We re dl scavengers
these days, indulging our various hobbies as compensation for the work we do.
My work istechnicd. If anything bresks, | fix it. I'm responsible for power, communications, computer
systems, IVR and similar inorganic technologies. | am not responsible for cloning or parenting. | couldn’t
do what Champagne does. | chose thisline of work because—
Excuse me, Pandora. Another matter requires your attention.
Canitwait?l’'mteling astory here.
| can seethat. | can also see you're telling it wrong.



Herewe go.

You should start earlier, when you realized your world wasn't real.

It smy story, Maachi, and I'll tell it my way. Give me aminute, will you?

| can afford you another three minutes, and then we should talk.

Threeitis. Now go away before you wreck my narrative structure.

| chosethisline of work because | keep clinging to the past. | grew up in afake Brazil and afake
America, but | woke up in Belgium, thered Belgium, to learn that my wildest nightmares were true.
When the kidswerelittle, we taught it to them like this:

Desperate times had settled on us—

The Black Ep swept like a scythe through our ancestors
The brilliant among us knew none would survive—

But against this threat some must stay alive

To carry on the species

So they meddled with our DNA, and gene-ripped babies
came into being

But who will raise them to adulthood?

Only computers would serve when all were dead

They built a false world for dreamersto explore

While our bodies dept safely in the real

Not knowing we were alone in the world

With a great burden awaiting us

When we awoke and saw what had been concealed

One of us went round the bend

With treachery and shameful acts

He made six of us from ten

But now the battle’ s fought and the battle’s won

With each and every successful birth

But childrearing just isn’t for me—’mterrified at the thought of bringing kidsinto a place like
this. Soit’s easier for me to work behind the scenes, and stay a little closer to my old life by
maintaining and upgrading the Immersive Virtual Reality | grew up in. Inthereal world, | visit all
my nieces and nephews. I’ mtheir favorite aunt, and | love them because I’ m not totally
responsible for them. Not the way Isaac, Vashti and Champagne are.

“1"mlooking forward to seeing you guys,” | tell my drinking buddy as | pour her another glass.
“Wish Isaac would join us.”

“We're closer to that than we have been in quite a while,” she says.

“ Sometime soon then, | hope.”

“It's possible,” she says, putting an accent on the word “ possible.” She doesn’t think it’ Il happen,
and sheisn’t sure that it should. There's so much history with Isaac, not all of it rosy.

“Imagine if we could. The four of ustogether again, all united in purpose?’

“| thought we were talking about a drink,” Champagne frowns. * Good luck getting us on the
same page.”

“ The one might lead to the other.”

“ Ever the optimist.”

“ Absolutely,” | say, momentarily distracted by a dot man blowing a dot bugle, “ and if we can get
back on track, maybe we can bring the hermitsin.”

“ The famed classreunion?” Her smile comes just shy of a smirk.

“I'mtill hopeful,” 1 tell her.

“That’swhat | love about you,” she says. “ You're stubborn. Or dreaming. Either way, | loveit.”
“It hasto happen,” | insist. “ We have to put aside our differences.”



“Tell ittoHal.” That’sall she needs to say, because he still won't talk to them, and only barely
talks to me. That's okay, I’ Il take what | can get from him. He's broken, but he stole my heart
when we were kids, and he's still got it, and | guessit’s broken too.

Sarcastically, Champagne adds, “ He' s had a sudden pang of conscience, right?” | look away.

“ What about Fantasia?”

“Nothing,” | say. No news. None of us knows where sheis.

Champagne hasn’t hurt my feelings too badly, but she thinks she has. People have a hard time
reading me sometimes; it's a common complaint. “ Hey, I’'msorry,” she says, taking my hand and
squeezing it. “ |1 hope they come back around. | do. | want us all to be friends again. You know I’'d
like nothing more than that.”

| give her a nod and squeeze her hand. Thereisn’'t alot more | can say on the subject, and even
less that | want to.

“When you talk to Hal tonight, give him my best, okay? No one’s given up on him yet. Except
Vashti,” she says, “ but you know how sheis.”

“1 do,” I tell her.“ Hugsto Vash and the kids, and I’ see you soon.”

Leaving Champagne at Un dimanche aprés-midi aI'Tle dela Grande Jatte, | relocate to the
middle of nowhere. Just an empty domain | use as a launching pad. | send a flashing ball of yellow
and black, and | wait, but no orange and black answers my call. Hal must not want the gift | got
him. I check my watch. | wait longer. Maybe he’s not online.

| exit the system altogether, waking up in the real world. A rolling boom suggestsit’sraining
outside, and when | check | realize I'mas cold as Mercutio’ s heart. Rubbing some warmth back
into my shoulders, | shut the windows against the downpour. Outside, the clouds ook polluted and
strange. | turn away from them to put on some clothes. No message from Hal yet. It’s been weeks
now. And we always talk on the anniversary; that’s supposed to be clockwork; | count onit. So |
bend my privacy rule and take a ook at the satellites, but that corner of the world is silent and
still.



haji
Thedisruption comeswhen | am halfway in and hdglvay out of acircular tub, tracing a pattern in water
that has splashed on the ceramic tile floor. Mu'tazz calls my name, striking the door again, the knock
scattering my daydreamslike birds. He brings a message from father, then leaves with my whispered
thanks. | make no move. The candlesyield more light than warmth, and the chill keeps mewhere| am,
contemplating my fingertips, clean and wrinkled from my evening ablution. The caluses are fading. How
wondrousit isto hed. A minor miracle, except miracles defy the laws of nature and this exemplifies them.
Enough. Guilt pulls me from the bath. No one likes to be kept waiting.
Wool and linen cling to my skin and sand shushes beneath my feet. Had | lived thousands of years ago, it
might be green grass. Look backward; every desert was once lush.
A cold wind embracesme and | do not care. Twilight ismy favorite time, and tonight the Sky isclear. |
can gaze up into endless Iapislazuli and count the pinpoints of pure, white light. Beauty seenisonly
eclipsad by beauty unseen, and though the vast distance of space keepstrillions of worlds from my eyes,
it cannot keep them from my mind. What orbitsthat star? That one, the lowest in UrsaMgor? What isit
liketo livethere?
Questionsinhabit every fiber of my being. If | could find God, | would ask one question after the other
without stopping, emptying myself to savor the answers. | think sometimesthat if God wereto give shape
and form to my thoughts, the universe would so create. But to find God, | must first find myself.
My father isatal man with eyesasblack askohl. | am short with eyes like amber. We look nothing
dike. Heisnot my biologica parent. | congder thisatrivid digtinction.
For years, | did not. Asmuch as| loved him, as much as he loved me, DNA put us oceans apart. In my
heart, not his. | fought my disconnection through meditation and prayer. It took al my patienceto seize
that €lusve moment, amoment of connection, of immediacy, the triumph of higher consciousness, that
holy moment right now, right now, where the past and the future do not exist and thereis no difference
between you and anyone elsein theworld. | found it, and woke, and then it left me. But when it eft, so
did my fear. | can find that moment again. It isnot easy, but | can find it on anight likethis, if thewind
dies down and everything grows cam. It isamoment of joy and my heart acheswhen it dipsaway. My
father kegpsit with him. Inthe midst of awhirlwind, in araging inferno, or at the bottom of the Nile, he
hasit. He hasit dways.
| hear birdsong in my ear as my mask filters out impurities. Saggara has not been sanitized; here the dead
are plentiful. Indde the city, brittle skeletons pantomime dumber, while out in the desert, carrion eaters
have scattered human bones far and wide. The wind hides or revedl s these benesth the sand, asis her
whim, and | take notice as | walk, quietly accepting these reminders of how populous this place once
was.
The mask not only protects me from the environment; it protects the environment from me. Thewater in
my breath becomes salt. Salt deposits cause cracks. Cracks wreak havoc on the structures we hope to
restore. Great damage has accrued over the years, tombs dowly crumbling from the carel essness of
countlesstourists, dead now, but breath lingering. Thisisasad thing. My brothers, sistersand | use
microbesto desdinize the structures, and lasers to erase the graffiti. Together, we have spent the better
part of aweek restoring the Step Pyramid of Zoser. It isnot atraditiona pyramid with the edges of the
planesrising to apoint; it ismore like aziggurat, with six mastabas atop each other, each smaller than the
lagt. Itis Egypt’ sfirst pyramid, dmost five thousand yearsold, and as| limp toward it, | take satisfaction
in thework we have done. The limestone shell is clean and unmarked. We have rebuilt it, made it smooth
and white again, 0 starlight dances on its surface. Thereis still much to do insde the tombs, and many
loose bricksto repair. A complete restoration would take years, we return homein just days. Still, itisa
good deed, agood lesson and agood challenge. Zoser built this towering wonder in the hopes of forging
a connection with God, and so we honor that. We honor the brilliance of his architect, Imhotep, and the
labors of countlessworkers whose names arelost to time. We honor the cradle of civilization. We honor
ourselves.



When | find him, my father is hunched over the new ventilation system with hisdeevesrolled up. Heis
fine-tuning the airflow and the bioremediation, to control how many salt-eating microbeswill be released,
and how often. His back isto me, but he senses me without turning around.

Salaam alaikum wa rahma-tullah, he says, wishing me Peace and God’ s Mercy.

Walaikum assalam, | say inreply.

| moveto his side and we work together in silence. | can see the ddlicate balance heis striving for and
assst him asbest | can. We adjust, test, readjust and retest. Such isthe process for so many tasksin life.
God has blessed us with an aptitude for thiskind of work, and before long we have achieved our
objective. My father seals up the system and nods, satisfied. He toudes my hair, and beneath hismask |
know heisamiling.

Heasksif I'm hungry (I'm not), if I'm warm enough (just bardly), if my legs are paining me today (no
more than usud). We speak in Arabic, adifficult language for meto write, though I can spesk it
passably. Asaways, heis concerned for my well-being, but the questions are leading somewhere. What
does he want? Matha tureed?

Heasksif | am strong enough to travel, an old, frustrating topic for me. | suffer from a degenerative
condition that makeswalking a chalenge. | can manage an awkward shuffle, but not moving is often
worse than moving, as my joints and muscles stiffen painfully when not in use. Long trips exhaust me. We
aretreating the problem with exercise, yoga, drugs and prayer. By dl accounts, the treatment isworking;
some days are better than others, but | am stronger now than | have ever been. | tell him this. | do not
want to be aburden to my family. Thereisno need to delay on my account; we can return to Thebes
whenever he wants.

No, he says. A return home is not what he means. Where, then?

Bahr, he says, taking me by the shoulder to turn me north and dightly west. The direction heisfacing.
Bahr, the ocean. And beyond.

It isawelcome surprise, shadowed by sadness. My lost sister stedls away from paradise for a
bittersweet instant, dancing through my heart before returning, as she must. Y ou have arranged an
exchange, | say. It hasbeen along time.

Too long, he agrees. He has made peace with my aunts who live a continent away. Somewhere | have
never been. Would | go there? Most assuredly, | tell him, | would make the journey with greet joy. My
German relatives have dways been too far away for my liking. Savefor therarevist, | know them only
as specters from long-distance conversations. They are family, but | have embraced too few of them.
They are strange, but they should not be strangers.

There are reasons for the distance, of course, reasons both practical and emotional. With so few of us
left inthe world, it would befoolish to dl livein the samelocae. Should catastrophe strike Germany,
Egypt will survive, and vice versa. The eggs are in two baskets. The emotiond rationdeisfar more
tangled. Bad fedings among the adults predate my existence. My father does not hate them but fedstheir
tenets are incompatible with his own. They do not believe what we believe. Nor should they. Every soul
followsits own principles, and what fits one may fail another. The unfortunate redlity isthis: an accident
has fractured our peace. My father forgivesdl but forgets nothing. He holds them responsible for

Hessa s desth.

When | remember my sigter, | see her easy smileflow fredy into avelvet laugh. With thisvison comes
the sense memory of clean, balmy mint following her wherever she went. Next | think of the hue of her
hair, rich like a pony in sunlight, reddish-brown and full of warmth. She was the eldest child, morea
mother than asister to me. | remember her cradling me closein her arms, sharing the library’ s dearest
treasures with me, helping me with language and arithmetic, stretching my limbs, my mind and my heart,
and reminding me to take medicine when | wanted only to play. And | remember my father when he
heard the news of her degath, tearsrolling down his weethered face. It isthe only time | have ever seen
him weep.
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Entry #300: The Princess and the Ladybugs

_Open_

Fresh gart!

| junked the old logs because | felt likeit.Y ou don’t have to thank me, but you redlly should. Pages and
pages of childish rambling. Now lifeistruly beginning, and whet | record here will truly matter.

Before we go any further, let’ s cover the basics.

Number one: I'm not like the other kids.

Number two: The reason | think of myself asa princessisbecause | livein apaace. Nymphenburg was
the childhood home of Ludwig I1, who they used to cal the Swan King or the Mad King or the Dream
King. Hedied along time ago. In case you' re geographically impaired, I’ m talking about Munich, which
ispart of Bavaria, which is part of Germany, which is part of Europe, whichis part of theworld. And if
you don’t know where theworld is, you' re out of luck.

Number three: I'm named after the linein that Lung Butter song, the one about the strawberries, and a
girl, and adisagreement. Have you heard it? It goes. “ Play Penelope, freeto beme and disagree.” It's
true: | disagree with lots of things. There are other famous Penel opes out there, like the onein that Greek
poem, The Odyssey.

Momssay Y chromosomes are overrated, so | don’t have any brothers. It'sjust me and my sisters, and
they should cal us Generation X for dl the X chromosomes, but instead they call us Waterbabies. Water
asinH,0? And H,O asin Humanity 2.0, which iswhat we are. Except I'm more like Humanity 2.1 since
| don't have any bad genesat dl. I’'m new and improved.

Actudly, if anyoneisreading this, you' re probably Humanity 3.0. Which means you' re even more perfect
than me, God help you.

That' skind of adirty word, God, since everyone around here thinks there’ s no such thing. Everyone but
me—I”m undecided. Someone had to give birth to the world.

And just because | fantasi ze about intelligent design doesn’t mean I’'m one of those wacko God nutswho
crippled civilization. “ Allegedly crippled civilization,” my mom would protest. “Here sthe evidence,” my
other mom would say, and one of them would roll her eyes and the other would get mad and they’ d go
back and forth on it for hours and hours. I’ ve seen it happen. And who redlly cares? | mean, sure,
someone unleashed the plague. But whoever did it is dead, so who cares? It’s our time now.
Waterbabies are soldiers, born to survive Black Ep. “Rising from the ashes,” asmy momswould say.
My last name might be Pomeroy because that’ s one of their names. Champagne Pomeroy. The other’s



nameisVashti Jai. So | can take my pick.

* Penelope Pomeroy

* Penelope Jai

Right now, there are twenty peoplein the world. Nymphenburg is home to my moms, my sstersand me;
my cousinslive in Egypt with my uncle Isaac. I’ ve got an aunt in Greece. That'seighteen. And there area
couple of ghosts floating around, one in America, one who knows where.

Thismorning, | found alog covered with ladybugs, al stuck together, crawling on top of each other.
There must have been hundreds, thousands even, little wriggling spotted things. They were beautiful, but
they made me kind of sick. Sometimes| try to imagine what life would belikeif there were that many
people. To be surrounded like that.

My moms own Europe and Asia; I'm going to inherit some of it. Maybethe U.K., which I’ ve got my eye
on becauseit’ sanidand. Il be the new Queen of England, and I'll clone my subjects (not too many, just
enough to do my bidding, ha-hal), and with mein charge, the sun will never set on the Empire again. All
hail Queen Penelope!

Or maybe France. | like France.

Today | found out we' re having another exchange. Three of my ssters get to swap places with three of
my cousins. | didn’t get picked, thank God! | hear it’s so hot in Egypt that you can’t even sweat—the
perspiration gets flash-fried the second it leaves your pores! Anyway, maybe the new cousinswill be
cooler than the last ones. There was thistragedy thing last time where one of them died, but she used to
make fun of me, so | can’t fed too bad about my part in that whole drama.

Enough for one day.

Lock.

Entry #300: The Princess and the Ladybugs
-locked-



pandora
Actually, thisis Malachi, her right-hand machine. Lovely as Pandora is, she can’t tell a proper
story to save her life. So while she'stemporarily indisposed, | thought | might take a moment to
clarify a few things.
The world has not ended, nor isit likely to end for billions of years. Only when the sun swells into
ared giant does planet Earth have legitimate reason to fear. Likewise, civilizationhas suffered no
serious threat, unless one defines civilization narrowly, seeing it in purely human terms. Many
societies are thriving: amphibians, reptiles, fish, birds, marsupials,arachnids, insects,
microorganisms and a wide variety of mammals continue to flourish, following their various
patterns of behavior to impose structure upon the world.
However, the past fifty years have not been kind to primates. The so-called Microbial Apocalypse,
Black Ep—the origin of which remains a mystery to this day—all but annihilatedthem. Saughter
of the dominant species on such a grand scale might best be compared to the extinction of the
dinosaurs. Every era must come to an end, and there is no exception for the era of Man.
But the inevitable can sit back down, for primates cling to life still. Thanks are due to the
extraordinary efforts of Gedaechtnis, a multinational biotech corporation. The men and women of
Gedaechtnis gambled on experimental creationsand won, genetically engineering ten
“ posthumans’ shielded from the plague by unprecedented immune systems.With no human fated
to live long enough to raise these precious infants, the decision was made to enclose themin
virtual reality, with computer programs seeing to their every need. Pandora is one of these ten,
and | am one of those programs,though | should point out that my original purpose was not to
help directly, but rather to beta test the other programsthat they would need.
For various reasons, only six of the ten survived. Of those six, only four remain committed to
repopulating the Earth with humans and/or posthumans, a cause | consider noble in my good
moods and the blackest of comedies in my bad ones. And these four— saac, Vashti, Champagne
and Pandora—continue to work against extinction by winnowingvast stores of genetic material,
begetting new life through ABCs: artificial birthing chambers. With rare exceptions, what they
create survives Black Ep. New children walk the Earth, but what kind of children are they?
Herein liesthe problem.
There are two camps, one in the north, one in the south.
Vashti and Champagne hold the northern camp, based in Munich, Germany. Nine of their
creations still live: posthumansbiochemically and genetically optimized for the purposeof
triumphing over Black Ep.
Isaac’s camp is the southern camp, based in Luxor, Egypt, though he prefersto call it Thebes.
Five of his creations still live: human beings for better or worse, taking constant medicationto
keep the plague they carry at bay.
Why are there two camps instead of one? Why do they differ on who will inherit the Earth?
Perhaps it’s because they’ re infected with incompatible ideas.
| often think in memetic terms—deas propagate like viruses,going from mind to mind via
teaching and repetition. 1saac has been infected by a religious, self-abnegating meme, which he
passes on to his children; Vashti has been infected by the meme that suggests Nature can always
be improved upon, which she passes on to hers.
What is the world but a competition between differing philosophies?
| sometimes daydream about Pandora—not my Pandora, but her namesake from Greek
mythol ogy—opening the forbiddenbox and releasing memes into the world.
As for my Pandora (if | can call her that), she is a fence-sitterlike myself, largely apolitical,
unwilling to declare either way of life superior. Together, we stay in the middle, and watch, and
help as best we can.
The northern camp: Vashti (36), Champagne (36) and their posthumans:. Brigit (15), Soane (15),



Penelope (15), Tomi (15), Isabelle (14), Zoé (14), Olivia (13), Luzia (13) and Katrina (9).

The southern camp: I1saac (36) and his humans. Mu'’tazz (16), Rashid (16), Haji (15), Ngoz (13) and
Dalila (10).

The sarviceteam: Pandora (36) and yourstruly.

Themisang: Halloween (36) and Fantasia (36).

There, that’ s the sweep of it. Of course there’s much more to talk about, including how it felt for
Pandora to discover that what she in her childhood believed was the world really wasn't the
world at all. Then there' s the shock of seeing Earth as a blue mausoleum, at least asfar as
primates are concerned. There' s the reason why she won't go back to Brazl, and the reason why
her friend Mercutio went on a killing spree. And then there’'s a reason for the most cripplingof
memes, her unrequited love for Halloween. Sometimes there' s more than one answer to a
guestion, and I’'m sure she'll get to them eventually, but as | said, she doesn’t know the first thing
about storytelling, so—

Here she comes.

What' sgoing on here, Maachi?

Nothing.



haji
As plants crave water and sunlight, so theworld cra\alles wisdom and love. We dl have partsto play in
this. | am responsiblefor Ngozi and Dalila, my brother fox and sister frog. It ismy task to look after them
in our upcoming journey, as| am the edest of the three. Keep your trust in me, Father. The tragedies of
the past dare not repeat while | stand guard.
Why can’t | deep? Ngozi asks the question. Heislike ayoung fox, too independent now to be called a
pup, yet still playful and eager for praise. Thirteen birthdays have come and gone without leaving asingle
scar upon him. Though puberty has cracked his voice and made him self-conscious, heis till the good,
pure child I grew up with, still eager to roughhouse with me, to fly long-tailed fighting kites, to make
games of counting things, and to tell joyful, slly storieswithout amoral.
Y ou know why, | tell him. But pretend that you can deep and perhaps you will.
Hetries but cannot—or will not. Tomorrow istoo powerful in hismind. He asksif | think it will be as
Mu'tazz said.
Nothing but worldly glitter? No, | say, lowering my voice and making sure my older brother is not here.
No, there must be something more.
Theremust, Ngozi agrees, brown eyes shining in the flickering candldight. He shifts, tucking his pillow
under hischinto look at me. Could it be as Rashid said?
Wondrous beyond words? | have no answer, except to say that we will find out soon enough. Mu'’ tazz
and Rashid came back to us with diametrically opposed impressions. Thereis no common ground. They
can no longer abide each other’ s presence, and this has strained our family as much as Hessa' s passing.
If only she had lived. She would find the peace again, and would do it in such away asto make dl
partiesfed important and heard. She would have no trouble answering my curiosity and Ngozi’ sfears.
He asksif | think the experience will change us. | am certain that it will. This causeshim not joy but pain.
| remind him that we are dwaysin the process of changing. That isthe nature of lifeitsf.
But will we turn the way Mu' tazz and Rashid turned? Will we become zedlots and rebels? Absolutdly, |
tell him, and you can havethefirst choice. Zedlot or rebel, which will it be?
Quit teasing me, he says, throwing his pillow a my heed.
Quit worrying, | say, tossing the pillow back. And | draw a breath as one of my father’ sfavorite sayings
dipsto thefront of my mind. Quit thisworld, quit the next, quit quitting. | have never fully understood the
meaning. He hastold me of his childhood, and | understand alittle of the artifice with which he was
raised. But the expression runs deeper than that. There are worlds without and there are worlds within.,
When one detaches from dl of them, what isleft? God? Or nothing?
Onethingiscertain, saysNgozi. | am not coming home without akiss. Our cousins are atopic of great
interest for him, and for this| blame him not &t al. They are beautiful women, and distant enough to serve
asobjects of wild fantasy. | assure him that he will indeed be kissed; in fact, he can expect kisses on both
cheeksjust assoon aswe arrive.
That isnot the kind of kiss| mean, he says, dipping out of his deeping bag to pace naked about the
room. | want Olivia. Do you think shelikesme, Hgji? Am | handsome and charming enough?
Alluring Olivia sname arrives asamild surpriseto my ears, as| thought his degpest crush was on Tomi.
Not any longer, | learn. Tomi will have to content herself with second place. How fickle the human heart.
| tdll him that Oliviawould be foolish not to fal madly in lovewith him.
Y es, but there is no future in this, he complains. When we speak on the phone, | have no words. | see
her looking at me and sheislovely and sweet, but | open my mouth and talk about nothing. What do |
have in common with jinn?
They are our cousins, | tell him, not supernaturd jinn.
Y ou know that they are both, heinssts. Y ou have said as much many times before.
Just s0. | have called them jinn, for they are not precisely human. They are experiments. Much like my
fether.
| am human, as are my forefathers, but my father 1saac is not. He has been made genetically inhuman, an



evolutionary hiccup, abreak in the chain. Y ou would not know thisif you spoke with him. He seems
human enough, al too human at times. Nevertheless heis something more. Heisour jinni, | often think, a
being shaped from smokelessfire instead of clay. Itisasif God crested the universefirst and my brothers
and sgtersladt, pausing in between to stoke life into angels who might keep usfromfolly. | am no angd,
he hastold me. And perhaps the spark of existence comes only from scientists here on Earth: the work of
Man, not God. And herein lies the paradox, for God liveswithin us. We have an expression: | searched
for God and found only mysdlf. | searched for myself and found only God.

If they aretruly jinn, then you will talk to them about what that is like for them, | tell my love-struck
brother. Happiness can be found. Read the tale of Tishawdibyan. A beautiful jinni from the ssamarriesa
man and bears him two sons.

That story does not end happily, he says.

Ngozi, | Sgh, you are banging adrum.

A smile skitters across hisface, and sheepishly, he nods. | am banging adrum, aren’t I? Apologies,
brother.

Seep, | tdl him. Minuteslater he takes my suggestion, though | do not. | lie wide awakein my deeping
bag, ligening to therise and fall of hisbreathing. | notice that my left ankle has stiffened painfully and |
flex it back and forth in the hopes of soothing it. Great books surround me here in the accommodating yet
srangely pungent library where we have made camp, but | am no morein the mood to read than | am
capable of deep. Voicesfrom acrossthe hall end my attempts at meditation. Oneislouder than the
others, and as| listen my opinion vacillates asto whether thisis a conversation, alecture or an argument.
Curiosity roused, | free mysdlf from my deeper, wrap arobe about me, and tiptoe out on atender ankle.
Beyond the reading space and the research stacks | find the librarian’ s office, where my father stands
between my older brothers. Tempers have flared. Mu'tazz is quoting scripture and Rashid is cursing him
for preying upon the mind of an impressionable ten-year-old girl.

She doesn't need your snake ail, so keep your goddamn fears to yoursdlf.

We should dl fear hdlfire, Mu'tazz replies, lest we experienceit.

Assuming it exists, which it doesn't, Rashid sneers. But eveniif it did, she'sachild. Ddilaisayoung child
and she' s nervous about thistrip, so you don’t tell her about hellfire, you don't put her in fear for her
immorta soul.

Fear? Oh, yes. We should be God-fearing Mudims. We should be obedient to God. He destroyed the
world with plague, as He did with flood in the days of Noah.

That’ s not what—

Brother, | beg you, stop and listen. Listen to the Second Call, the Second Shout. That which is coming
has come. These are the last minutes of the Day of Reckoning. Some shal be abased and others exated.
Let us open ourselvesto the truth. Let us obey Him and become exated. Would you not prefer the
rewards of Paradiseto thefire and filth of Hell?

Look what’ s become of you. Fire and filth. How you exploit the basest of passions. And whereisyour
compassion, Mu'tazz?

Areyou mad? Do | not speak from compassion? Why do you think | tell you this? Why do you think |
work to save Ddila?

Because misery loves company, and because cowards fed |ess cowardly when they can infect others
with their fears.

Thereisno shamein fearing God, Mu'tazz says. Only in abandoning Him.

Rashid has no immediate answer, perhaps because he has too many at once, al competing to escape his
throat. Enough, my father says. His somber eyes arrest Rashid, chalenging him, angering him, and yet
somehow moving him to spare Mu'tazz aretort. Thisdone, heturnsto Mu' tazz. For the space of two
breaths, he does not speak. And then he says, Oh God, if | worship you for fear of Hell, burn mein Hell.
If I worship you in hope of Pearadise, exclude me from Paradise. But if | worship you for your own sake,
grudge me not your everlasting beaity.

It isaquote from Rabi’ ad-Adawiyya, who waked the Sufi path. My father walks that path. | walk that
path. Rashid walksit no longer, choosing atheilsm. And | listen now to the hurtful sound of Mu' tazz



turning fromit aswell.

If you follow Idam, hetellsmy father, thereis nothing € se you can follow.

| have long imagined that he fedsthisway, but it is another thing to hear the words spoken with such
findity. Itisnot what | believe. We Sufis recognize the essentia unity of al world religions. We are
Mudims, Hindus, Chrigtians, Buddhists, Jews, Zoroastrians and Baha'is. Every path leads to the center.
My fether taught methat.

Mu'tazz may till love us but he sees us as transgressors now, astraitorsto Idam. Ever snce Hessal's
desth | have seen him rgject an increasing number of my father’ steachingsin favor of alitera
interpretation of the Qu'ran. That ishisright, of course, and there are many wonderful thingsin that book,
and there are many wonderful thingsin many books, and | do not believe God wants to be feared.
Thismay mean | am not agood Mudim. Only God knows. Whatever | am, may Helovemeas| love
Him.

| wonder whether | ought to announce my presence, when the pain in my ankle forces meto shift.The
noise carries. Father hears me and turns.

Go to bed, Haji.

| go back to my deeping bag and dream of my brothers watching over me throughout the night, Mu' tazz
speaking words of faith, and Rashid speaking words of freedom. Dawn breaks with the redlization that
one of these vistswas not adream, but | cannot remember which.



penny

Entry #301: The Princess and the Big Picture

_Open_

Bad news. | may not be going south but my best friendsin theworld are. 1zzy and Lulu are Egypt-bound.
So is Sloane, who can stay therefor dl | care, but avacation from Sloane won't be worth losing my
friends,

|zzy—that' s short for 1sabelle—I rank as our second best student and fourth best athlete. Maybe third.
Dependsif she' smoativated or not. She's smart and funny with areally easygoing attitude, too easygoing
if you ask me. She' sfriends with everyone, even dirty witcheslike Brigit and Soane. That’ s probably my
biggest problem with her. | think she might be part Swiss she's such adiplomat. But moms say her
genetic makeup comes from mostly Nigerian stock with alittle Sri Lankan and Honduran thrownin.
Lulu—that’ s short for Luzia—I fed sorry for. She's maybe our saventh best student (and that’ s being
generous) and I'd rank her last in athletics. She's DNA-challenged so you can't expect too much from
her. Waterbabies aren't dl created equal; not everyone turns out aswell aslzzy, much lessme. Pity that,
but I like Lulu anyway. She' sredlly nice and asurprisingly gifted musician, her composition withina
stone’ sthrow of mine. She' sworking on her first operanow and it’s pretty good from what I’ ve heard.
Reminds me of my firgt, back when | had athing for commedia dell’ arte and liked to play around with
twelvetone.

I’ sgoing to be londy without them. As much as| hate to admit it, I’ m not the most popular kid in
Nymphenburg. People can get—well, | guessthe word is*“intimidated”— when I’m around. Because |
make them fed inadequate. That's never my intention; it just happens sometimes despite my effortsto put
them at ease. In aperfect world, it wouldn’t be that way. Shouldn't they look up to meand try to learn
something instead of being stupid and mean? But they won't. So why bother? It snot like | need them
for anything. And asfor my cousins—I redlly hope we get along but it' s okay if we don’t because | need
them evenless

Don't misunderstand. Family isfamily. Y ou can’'t escape your family even if you want to—they’ll stay
with you your entire life. Oneway or another, they will. But the last thing | want isto have to depend on
them. Now if thiswerefifty years ago, | could head out into a populous world, get ajob, make lots of
money, and livelife on my own terms. Maybeit'll be like that fifty years from now, but today we re not
30 lucky. Black Ep nearly annihilated civilization, so sacrifices have to be made. It' sasif the whole of
history got shoved off acliff and just managed to hang on by itsfingernails. My moms, aunts and uncles:
the fingernails of history. My generation: thefingers.

Moms say kill the disease, rehabilitate the technology, make more Waterbabies, and establish the kind of
society our planet deserves. That'saplan and ahalf but what about me? What roledo | play? How do |
get the life | want? Some people are born to be followers; I'm not. There are only afew ways| can
control my destiny, and put myself somewhere where | won't ever have to be dependent on others, and
can instead look forward to the reverse scenario of having them dependent upon me.

One Politics. My moms are getting older, and it's Smply ametter of time until my generation takes over.
One of uswill wind up with the lion’ s share of the decison-making process. That’ satempting prize, but
am | likely towin aglorified popularity contest? Eveniif 1 win, I’ d be serving at the whim of my sigters.
No good.

Two: Art. Try aswe might, we can’t live on bread done— that’ swhere creative fire comesinto play.
Not to brag (okay, bragging, you caught me), but between my music, my writing and my world design,
I’m top of the mountain at feeding both the mind and the senses (except taste—I’ m aterrible cook!). But
asmuch as|’d liketo be hailed as the voice of my generation, there’ s no job security init. Too many
politics, too much chance of someone ese steding my thunder.

Three: Epidemiology. Between the genetic enhancements, the immunomodulators and BEAR, we' ve
parried and delivered an excdlent riposte, but the plague may ill counter. Y es, we are symptom-free,



but we dl remain carriers. Retroviruseslike Black Ep mutate rapidly and can evolveinto noved strains
that dip through defenses. We re one nasty mutation away from eternity. Just ask my cousn Hessa
Thankfully, the srain that killed her didn’t get to infect anyone s,

Needlessto say, here’ sachanceto play the hero. Whoever puts an end to this thing will be adored
forever, but can it even be done? My moms have been at it for yearswith no end in Sght. Call thisonea
maybe.

Y ou do know what BEARis, don’t you? It’ s short for Black Ep Analeptic Retrovirus, we re using one
retrovirusto inhibit the other. Like sending acrimind after acrimind instead of calling acop.

Four: Technology. So much infrastructure has crumbled, rotted or burned away—power sources,
agriculture, trangportation, communication, manufacturing and on down theline. There are only afew
enclaves where people took precautions against thiskind of disrepair—Munich, for example, went whole
hog on the solar-assisted zero-energy building thing—and that’ s great for asmall number of people, but if
We' re going to repopul ate the Earth, someone’ s going to have to do a dizzying amount of work to make
life bearable. Thisisthe onethat kegps me up at night, the onel like best. Not because I’ m keen for dl
that work, but because thisiswhere thereal power lies.

Insde. Where dl my money goes. Where everyone' s money goes. Candy for the senses. IVR. Call it
what you want, it'sawonderland of smulation, and the greatest invention of our time. Wedon't live
there—not the way my moms' generation grew up—but we go there alot, not just for school
assignments, but for escape: the best comedy, drama, games, sports, art, music, food; the least worry;
the most fun; the chance to buy your own domain and build it up however you want. It may not be“red,”
but it' s satisfying, and most of uswill take enjoyable computer wizardry over boring redlity any day of the
yedr.

My sgterslove going Inside, and that’ sthe point. We rewesk for it. Moms useit to motivate us. But I'm
smart enough to seethis. | can appreciate what atrapitis. So how do | makeit my trap? The answer is
ample. If | can demongtrate an affinity for it, then | caninherit it, and dl the addicted will haveto cometo
me.

Aunt Pandorarunsit from Greece.What can | do to convince her to teach meits secrets, or take me on
as her apprentice? I’ ve sarted dropping hintsto my moms, casua ones because | don’t want to come off
rude or look too eager. | think they’ Il push for me. Champagne will at least; I'm not sure yet about
Vashti. She' sthe gtrict one. She reminds me of acrab. Low to the ground, snappy and armored; it’'s
hard to get through to her. Champagne ismy taler, nicer, easer mom. If | need something, | goto her.
Unlessit' simportant. Then | go to Vashti. She wears the pantsin our family, and it' swhy we sometimes
cal themtheV.C. but never the C.V.

Pandoraisthe X factor. I’ ve never redly gotten along with her, at least not Snce she gave methat music
box on my eghth birthday, &l cherry wood and em with brass and mother-of-pearl inlay. Sweset gift that
broke within the hour and everyone blamed mefor it, even though it was mostly Brigit’ sfault. Not to
mention—the stupid thing was two hundred years old! Anyway, ever sincethen it'slike she doesn't
completely trust me. | haveto think of something nicel can do for her, because I’m not redlly sure moms
can make her teach methingsif shedoesn't fed likeit.

I”ve written off Uncle I saac with good reason, and Aunt Fantasiaand Uncle Halloween are either dead
or “asgood as dead” depending upon who you ask. So the big pictureissmply this: it’smoms and
Pandorawho matter most, and my job isto impress them and learn from them and be excdllent at
everything | do. Keegp them happy and | become my generation’ s grestest entreprenedr.

It's past my bedtime now and every minuteis costing me. I’ll have to do extra chores tomorrow to make
up the difference, but | don't care—I really wanted to get al thisdown. Now it feelslikeit’s out of my
head. A big relief because when | carry too many thoughts at once, | have nightmares.

Lock.

Entry #301: The Princess and the Big Picture
-locked-



haji
Billionslived on the Earth, and many of these wereglood people who knew God. Can onerdligion be so
“right” that good people who wereignorant of it should suffer the most horrific punishments we can
dream? Are dl religions man-made but one? | suspect there are more “right paths’ than starsin the sky,
and we should embrace wisdom wherever wefind it. My heart tellsmethisand | believe.
| St by my sister frog, who has spent the night thinking about scorching winds, seething water, pitch black
smoke and endlessfire. Few will be spared thisfate, she informs me, gravely reporting what her eldest
brother has warned.
Frog, | say, does Mu'tazz look happy to you?
Sometimes.
Does he dance?
Not like he used to, she admits.
God respects me when | work but loves me when | dance and sing. She makes asmall face at thissmall
truth but | can tell sheislistening. She worriestoo much, my baby sister. Watching her brood like this
aways makes me sad.
She murdered a serpent once. Collecting stones one warm summer night she bared the nest of acoin
snake, which rose up in surprise, hissing, itstriangular head yawning to show fangs. She did not run or
cry out. She smply brained it with the heavy stonein her hand. It squirmed into an inward tangle, asif it
could escape by becoming agray knot. Ddilafinished it off with seven blows. Though nonvenomous, it
most certainly would have wounded her. We found her in tears, afrightened remorseful thing, sone sill
clutched in her fist, and we comforted her and praised her and made sure she was unbitten. Some cadled
her 1bis after the famed snakekiller, but she took no pride in what she had done. Thefollowing night |
hel ped her bury the unfortunate creature, and she says prayersfor it to this day.
We st together and chant the zikr, the recollection of God, until the prospect of hdlfireisal but
forgotten. Then | clagp my hands together and pretend that | am gtirring the air with agiant spoon. The
slly motion dways drawvsasmilefrom Ddlila, and | smile back, happy to have lightened her spirits.
| make apoint of crossing paths with Rashid after | pack the last of the medicine.
Am| ready for thetrip? Yes, | am.
I’m so0 happy for you, hetellsme. Y ou not only get to see how the other half lives, you get to experience
it firsthand.
Following in your footsteps.
| hope so, he says. Either way, expect your horizonsto broaden.
If you arelooking for new recruits, you may be disgppointed, Rashid.
Recruits, helaughs, eyestwinkling.
Wewant no part of your quiet war. Y ou and Mu'tazz both find fault with Father, but thisway of lifeisa
good one, and avigt north will not makeit poor.
But it ispoor, hetelsme. Rich in spirit, | grant you, but that’ s just one piece of the puzzle. There sso
much more, Hgji, and only afool would cdll it glitter.
Tdl methen.
Helays ahand on my shoulder and gives me agood long look before speaking. No, he says. Go and see
for yoursdlf. Forget dl you know. Go with fresh eyes.
Fair enough, | say.
He touches his forehead to mine, putting his sweat on my brow. Be safe, he says. Mind your medicine.
We head our separate ways, but not before he leaves me with alast thought about the journey. Y our
dreamswill change. Y our dresmswill change and your sense of what is possible will follow.
It may be the only prediction upon which Mu'tazz and Rashid agree.



deuce
Y ou' re o dangerous. Doing what you shouldn’t. Steding fire from the gods and burning down the lies.
Every new ideais dangerous but you can't possibly hold them al in. Fuck al if knowledge doesn't cry
out to befree. If someone gets blinded from the light you shine, then it' sanecessary evil with the
darkness more to blame. Think of the poor swans and doves, your comrades-in-arms and ladyloves,
They're shivering in their ignorance, can't you hear their teeth chatter?
Open their eyes! Make them taste the hitter apple! The pulse quickens and the blood heatsjust to think
of what you can do to them.
Don't you mean for them?
To or for, Sx or eight, makes no difference to the hand of fate.
Follow in the footsteps of Prometheus, Maui, Olifat, Tobo, Eleutherios, Koyote. Add your nameto the
ligt of liberators. Tear down thewalls, shatter them utterly, erase even their memory so anew day may
dawn.
Y our day.



pandora
I’m halfway to Egypt when Vaghti rings. She' sin her pharmaceuticslab, and | see she' smultitasking the
cal—not her most endearing habit (though | do it just as often)—by counting out trand ucent red pills that
gligen like sdmon eggs.
“You cantalk, right?” shesays. Y ou're not going to crash or anything?’
“No, these thingsfly themsdves”
“All right, listen, | looked over the system diagnostics you sent, and it’ sfar too wild and woally in there.
What'syour ETA on thefixes?’
“Don’'t have one.”
She looks up from her pillslong enough to read my face, then goes back to counting, shaking her head
with amix of mild amusement and disgpproval. “Y ou' ve got data shifting around, programs getting called
when no one' s called them, and arat’ s nest of phantom errors. What' sthe story?’
“When | know, you'll know,” | tdll her. “I’m il investigating.”
“Give meyour best guess,” shesays. “A program’ s bleeding, we' re hacked, the system’ s gradudly going
snile?’
“Could be any of thosethings. Or acombination. Like | keep telling you, the origina programmersdidn’t
live long enough to completely debug their work. I’ ve got thousands upon thousands of programs
interacting with each other a any given second, and sometimes the combinations render unexpected
results. Honestly, it'samazing that the IVR works aswell asit does.”
Here comes the numb expression, the forty-five-degree head tilt, and the dow, theatrical, salf-indulgent
roll of the eyes. Vashti hasthisfacia maneuver trademarked. “ Oh, come on. Can't you control things any
better in there? And please don't tell me the one about how it’s awave and no one can control awave,
al you candoissurf them.”
“Vash,” | say coally, “I'll drop the chauffeur hat and turn around if you want me to work on this
exdusvdy.”
“Did | say that? No, | want you to come here with the kids. Let’ s bring the tribes together. Then I’d
gppreciate it—thank you—if you'd shore up the IVR.”
“Allright,” | say.
“| gppreciateit,” sherepeats, and | nod like usual. Y eah, Vash, you' re dways grateful for the things| do,
evenif your civility comesand goes—| get it.
“You know, | redly could turn around,” | tell her. “1’m tempted. | don’'t know how much of agood idea
thisis”
“What, the exchange? It' sagreat idea, don't be silly. Don’'t you want the kids to know their cousins?’
“Thelasttime,” | say, and | redizel’m till angry. | thought I'd moved past that stage, but no—my hands
have bdled into fisssand my jaw fed stight. “ The last time we did this Hessa got sick and you shrugged
your shoulders, Vashti, you just shrugged and said she had a“*design flaw.””
“Stupid,” she admits. “Insengitive. Not anicething to say. But factualy correct. Isaac’ skids are
immunodeficient— that’ swhat he wanted, that' s what he got. Let him answer for her death.”
“Your watch,” | remind her.
“Under my watch, yes, and under Champagne's. We should have kept acloser eye on her. I'm happy to
say it. Meaculpa.” Shelooksa measif to ask how many times she hasto gpologize. “It won't happen
agan,” shesays.
Thisonly reassures me so far—she can mean it, but can't promiseit. Y ou can’t dways keep your loved
ones safe.



penny

Entry #302: The Princess and the Fortunate

Twist -open-

Gresat news! 1zzy overheard moms complaining about Pandora. They think she's spread too thin. Asin
maybe she needs someoneto help her.

This could work out perfectly.

More newsasit comesin. Until then. . .

Lock.

Entry #302: The Princess and the Fortunate
Twist -locked-



haji
| have never set foot in my aunt’ s transport copter b?ore. It isan oddly shaped tilt-rotor craft, deek and
curved, and supremely aerodynamic, reminding me of along black egg with rotary blades on adjustable
wings. Vibrations buzz-rumble through me until the skids touch upon the sand and the engines power
down. Dark clouds hang heavy this morn, and the sun just barely prevails over the haze, areddish-pink
diceof light knifing through the cover.
The egg cracks and Pandora emerges with a buoyant wave. We wave back and hurry to her. My father
reaches her fird.
Isaac, she says, returning his hug, and then touching his cheek with her fingers. | have dwaystaken
comfort in the warmth between them, an easy acceptance and unspoken good feeling. Of al the other
relatives, sheisthe closest to my father. Even when they disagree they find ways to support each other.
Sheisnot my blood reation, but | am salf-conscious about fedingsfor her that | hold in my heart.
Though agenuine smileis never far from her lips, ameancholy and mournful look never quite leaves her
eyes. She spangles her face to distract from those wounded eyes, but | will dways see what can be seen
no matter how much slver she wears. The thought of protecting her makes for adistracting daydream,
and it isgood to have that daydream, good to let mysdlf walk that path. Alas, nothing will come of it. We
make a poor match and | am far too inexperienced to undo the damage done.
When she hugsme | rest my chin on her shoulder and catch the faint fragrance of coconut shampoo in
her wind-blown hair.
YipsasDdilaliftsthree pet fennecs up for Pandora to see. Weeks ago we were blessed with anew
litter, and these wide-eyed pups are restless and playful, eager to meet the newcomer who has
descended into our midst. Pandoraturns her palm skyward to let the trio sniff and lick her fingers, and
then strokes their tawny fur.
I’ m so tempted, she says, and we remind her what great companions these |long-eared desert foxes
make, but she always refusesin the end. Sheistoo busy. She travels too much. She would be unable to
givethem the kind of homethey deserve. Areyou sure, my little S ster asks, setting the pups down upon
the sand, where they immediately make atangle of leashes by chasing each other and wrestling with
joyous abandon.
Speaking of foxes, my brother Ngozi is swifter than |, swooping down to carry her tools before | think to
do s0. Her comment about how strong he has become finds me biting my lips, and | must scratch theitch
of jedousy by laughing at it until it goes.
Mu'tazz and Rashid are in fine moods, | note, each greeting her politely, neither making ascene. |
expected less of them. They are ill good brothers, though they have changed so much this past year.
Hessa s death has changed dl of us, but only they have turned against my father.
Asmy sster untangles the pups, one spots prey, and the call of the hunt is urgent enough for him to jerk
free from her grasp and sprint off, tether trailing behind. | chase after him, not because | am fast enough
to catch him, but because animals have aways found me acaming presence. | cal and clgp for him, and
soon he comes bounding back, enormoudy pleased with himsdlf, afat and sandy scorpion wrigglingin his
mouth, her cracked body pregnant with young.
Wil done, | tell him, asthe mother struggleslessand less. Thereislittle | can do for her and nothing to
be donefor the unborn. What | can do isthis: digtract the pup from playing with hiskill. So | kned down
close and spesk in awarm and soothing tone. Well done, | tel him, well hunted. Now come home, little
hunter. Come deep 'til nightfall.
Scorpions make virulent pests, but | should love them no less than the pleasantest of God' s creations.
Pupinhand | trail after my family. They are heading to our Saggara camp. Daliladoublesback to join
me and take the leash, and together we follow the others. Pandorawill stay for an hour or two, however
long it takesto repair my father’ s machines. After that, she will take usfarther from home than we have
ever been.



pandora
Over the years, I’ ve become good with my hands. | can assemble, disassemble, fix, caibrate, streamline
or augment most anything with parts. And I’'m quick—I would make ahell of an elf in Papai Nod’s
workshop. But today | have met my match in an Argos 220-G. I’ m tinkering with it like amad fiend,
sweet in my eyes and my ankh necklace sticking to my chest, and the environmenta sensors keep failing
no matter what | try.
“Ten thousand?’ Isaac asks. (That' sacode we have for “ Giving up?’)
“Not yet,” | tdl him. I’'m sure| canfix thisthing eventudly, but so can an infinite number of
monkeys—eventual ly— assuming nothing unfortunate happens to them and they’ re not too busy writing
Shakespeare. Eventually is no good when there’ s a schedule to keep. That’swhat my father used to say.
Still does, actudly. He' s got some wonderful words of wisdom to dispense, evenif heisn't redl.
You know | find that terminology highly peorative.
Areyou going to keep interrupting me? Isthat something | can look forward to?
When you use the* Rword” inappropriately, yes.
Wonderful. Then | suppose | might aswell introduce you. Everyone, meet Malachi. Like my father, he
isn'tred.
Don't be insulting, Pandy.
Take acompliment, then. You'rethe bestilluson I’ ve ever seen.
Gosh, thanks loads, do you really mean it?
Listen, sarcasmitron, whileit’ stempting to call you life— and maybe you are—it’ s ill reasonableto call
youanilluson.
We can freely debate whether or not | constitute quote-unquotelife, but I am by no meansillusory.
How about | call you “atificid intelligence’?
That' s worse.
“Mechineintdligence’?
Closer, except all living organisms can safely be called machines, and so the termfails to make a
distinction between us. “ Programmed intelligence” fails by a similar rationale.
What do you prefer?
| don’t see the need to make a distinction between us at all.
How about “organically chalenged’?
Don't pushiit.
Push what, your buttons?Y ou know how | like to push your buttons, Mdl.
Thisis going to end badly for one of us.
All right, I'm sorry. Let me makeit up to you by refining the compliment. Everyone, there are thousands
of convincing Al persondities online, programs| grew up thinking werered people, but they’redl
confined to their roles— doing what they’ ve been designed to do well but with limited flexibility—while
Malachi isless of an actor and more like a gifted improvisationist. Most programslearn and grow through
interaction, but adhere to patterns that keep them from losing their essence. Heredity triumphs over
environment. With Malachi, heredity and environment are better balanced—all the so-called genetic
agorithmsdon't pardyze him—so he' sa continua work in progress. True evolutionary computation, an
Al Adam. Isthat better?
Sightly.
Doesthat mean you' re setting the “ offended flag” back to zero?
Sorry, I'mtoo busy plotting humanity’ s downfall at the hand of machines.
Y eah, good luck with that. Can | get back to my story now?
Of course, Pandora. | doubt | could stop you if | tried.
So | blitz the sdlf-rep circuitry and bypass everything e se with an improvised micromotor—victory—the
Argos sensorsfinally snap on. “Ten thousand and one,” | brag. (That’s code for “ Eurekal” We re both
big fans of the old Thomas Edison quote: “I have not failed. I’ ve just found ten thousand ways that won't



work.”)

| saac takes the device and scansthe room with it, “ sniffing” for microbia threats. “Very nice” he says.
“How much do | oweyou?’

“Whatever you think isfair.”

He smiles. Bartering for my repair work has become something of agame, asit’' salways my pleasureto
help out and there' svery little | wouldn't do for him. Every visit, we make apoint of exchanging gifts, so
| never come or leave empty-handed. Thistime, I’ m getting pomegranates from Isaac’ s orchard. | don’t
know what he does to them, but they’ re huge and ddlicious, the thick purple-red skin hiding colonies of
swedt, juicy arils. Much better than the synthetic imitations they passed off on us back when we grew up.
It’s curious to see what the programmers got right and what they botched. I’ ve noticed when | look into
an IVR spoon, thereflection is ever so dightly off, the smulated light refracting in such away asto make
everything look abit more stretched than it redlly should.

Using red spoonson ared pomegranate, we go back and forth about the exchange. Though nervous
about what might happen to his children, he' staking Vashti and Champagne at their word. “ Are you sure
about this?’ | ask him.

“No,” he says, “but they haveto go. | won't treat them as caged birds.”

“Thetrip’sgood for them, | agree, but—"

“But what if the worst happens?” A wise, haunted expression creases hisface: “ Some things you can't
control.”

“Maybe | could chaperone them?’

“No, Vashti swears she' |l conduct meticulous potency tests on every pill—and it’ sup to the kids to take
them— so | don't see anything left for you to do.”

“They’regood kids,” | assure him (and mysdif), squeezing his hand tightly. “ Strong, sdf-reliant,
responsible”

“They are,” he agrees, “though the older ones are causing meto lose some hair.”

| run my hand over his shaved head and smile. “They’re rebelling againgt their father, like every teenager.
Like you predicted they would.”

“Only aphase?’

“Well, let’ shope,” | say, my tone casud and light.

“Loveand wisdom,” hesays. “That’sal any parent can give.”

“Hear, hear. And what they do with it isup to them.”

He squeezes my hand back, thumb gently brushing against my pam. A cam feding takes hold of meand
| close my eyes. |saac radiates serenity—something within him reminds me of the desert itself on awarm,
dill night. When I’m with him, | try to absorb as much of that feding as| can because it never lastswhen
| go. | don't know if it’s hisfaith that comforts me, or his basic goodness, or the unconditional love he
shows. We carefor each other the way old friends are supposed to—with awonderful smplicity—but,
of course, nothing is atogether smple. Electricity unites us, the shared attraction pulling our hearts back
and forth but habitually ending with the other out of reach. | don't love him that way, but | can bresthe
him in and lose mysdlf in hishug long enough to forget about Halloween. For alittlewhile, at least.
Though we' d never consummate what we fedl, we have come within awhisper of it. And as| fed his
other hand stroke my wrist and arm, | remind myself of the line hewon’t cross. He refusesto risk how
purely we care about each other— something | can’t blame him for after losing Champagne as he did.
Our “colorful friendship” may belimited, but it’ srich and gratifying, and we' ve both made peace with
what we have.

We hold each other—asiif for warmth—and when | pull away from histouch, my thoughtsimmediately
flit back to my niece and nephews for whom | have few answers, and then to Hal for whom | have even
fewer. Infuriating Hal. How many times has he forced concessions from my principles? 1’ m consdering
breaking my biggest rule with him by dropping by unannounced. Isaac can dwaystdl when I’'m thinking
about him, and it doesn’t take much for him to coax out my plan.

“Invade hisprivacy? Hewon't likeit,” 1saac agrees, “and you' |l probably set him off. He' snot aforgiving



“But if he'shurt?

“Thenit'sachance to save him—the one you' ve aways wanted.”

I’m not sure | saac appreciates how much of agambleit is. Though my work has kept meflying al over
theworld, | haven't set foot in North Americaanytime in the past eighteen years, and over those years,
my relationship with Halloween has been dying. Like aclock winding down. | used to hear from him
every other day. Then once aweek. Phone cdls, smal talk, nothing too serious. Then he decided to go
back into the IVR again after swearing it off forever, so we' d have amonthly get-together at Twain's, the
little diner near our school. And | thought maybe since he' d welcomed I VR again, he was heading the
other way, tearing down some of thewalls he built up. But from Twain's, | saw lessof him. Less, and
less, and less, until the point we' re a now, the point where | have to risk everything by doing the one
thing he told me never to do.

| know helovesme, in hisway. That’ swhy it's so painful for him to be around me. I’'m hislink to what
happened. Without me, he can just dip away and forget.

But | can’'t forget. That’ s the problem.



penny

Entry #303: The Princess and the Good Word

_Open_

We have arule where if someone overhears you saying something negative about a person, you haveto
make up for it by saying three positive things. So what can | say about Brigit and Sloane?

They’re not completdy stupid.

They're not completely evil.

They’ re not beneath contempt.

I"d say they're eye level with contempt—asfar as|’m concerned, anyway. My two least favorite Ssters,
they’ ve been picking on mefor years.

There sthe physicd part of it—bump into me, trip mein the halls, make fun of me, put gum in my hair,
etc.— which they have to do carefully because momswill finethem if they catch them, likewise dl the
name-calling when no one elseisaround, and if that’ sal they did, it'd be one thing, but then there sthe
rest of it, the subtleinsultsin public, the whispers and giggles, the nasty rumors, and dl the timesthey
invite my other sstersto do fun things but never me. People fear what they don’t understand—well, they
sure don't understand me, and beyond that they’ re jealous of me, and when | redlly think about it | pity
them.

Inafar world, people would ostracize them for being mean to me, but I’ ve given up on that ever
happening. They' retoo popular. Everyone wantsto hang with them.

| got into it with Sloane today. The chore whedl had me cleaning the dining hall, which is not my favorite
job because there’ s dways too much to do. Along with the usua crumbs, spills and food stainsto
contend with, little flecks of paint sometimes flake off from the fresco celling. (Everyone thinks we should
just eat in the kitchen but Champagne won't hear of it so every other dinner some piece of ahorse, or a
cloud, or achariot flitters down from the celling and falsinto my soup. It'sagood thing we use designer
microbesto render al that lead pigment harmless, but even so someone ought to scrape the thing clean!)
So there | am scrubbing everything down like ademon because God forbid anything be less than perfect
when the cousins come, and in walks Sloane with her muddy shoes. The autoclean is bad on tile and
especidly bad with mud, so | know she' sdoing it intentionaly. | asked her why did she have to be so
spiteful to me, and shetold me what did it matter, no one likes you anyway, and | caled her aname, and
she got right in my face, close enough for meto think about popping her, just reaching back and hitting
her superhard, but | didn’t. | can’t afford to get in trouble right now. So | got the mud out with soap and
elbow grease, and later | found a handprint she left on the window.

| can’t wait until she goes away. Brigit' s no better. | wish she'd go to Egypt too, but they sent her last
year. But maybeit'll be different with Sloane gone—as bad asthey are individudly, it'sawaysworse
when they’ re together. WWhen Soane goes maybe Brigit won't bully me so much.

At least 1zzy and Lulu like me even if they are going south. That leaves Zo& Tomi and Oliviasomewhere
inthe middle with their fedings, those three can take me or leave me—whichishow | fed about
them—along with Katrinawho doesn't redlly count because she' sjust alittle kid.

Champagne came by to see how the cleaning was going, and | didn’t rat Sloane (thought about it
though!). Instead | asked the big question and she confirmed it—Pandora does need help. So | dropped
ahint—avery direct hint thistime—and got her to admit that I’ d be * perfectly suited” for it. She'll
definitely put in agood word for me. Will that be enough?

Obvioudy, | have to do something for Pandora, but what? How do | make her like me again? What' sthe
perfect gift?

Before sheleft, Champagne gave me a hug and promised to dip an extra hundred into my bank account.
“Our little secret,” asin, “Don’t tell Vashti.” Three cheersfor Champagne. It' s nice to be appreciated.
What to do with that money? Maybe buy Pandora a present next time I’m Insde? Troubleis, she owns
the Inside, so there' snothing | can give her she doesn’t dready have. “It’ s the thought that counts,”



people say, but that’ s just a cover for when they don't like what you gave them.
Il have to think about this.
Lock.

Entry #303: The Princess and the Good Word
-locked-



pandora
“Precious cargo, take your seats,” | say, ushering the kids to the back. Their excitement isinfectious, but
it smaking me anxious. I’d much rather fly aone.
A glanceat Hgji as| strap himin. He smiles back, ashy smile. He dways looks like someone on the
edge of taking a chance. Quite a handsome boy, dark hair sparked with chestnut strands that taper
around adim and golden face.
“Do weredlly need these?’ Ngozi asks of the safety belts. Playing it off like he'snot nervous, but | can
see the sweat on his ebony brow shimmer like iridescent peerls.
“Jugt until we'reintheair,” | explain, running down the safety procedures before buckling up the littlest of
my charges, Ddila, and heading to the front.
We are airborne for two and ahaf minutes. That’show long it takes for my intuition to get the better of
me. | dia up Maachi and together we check-sweep the systems. There' samotion sensor out in the
cargo hold.
Onthe ground again, | pop the hatch to find Rashid huddled between the luggage we re bringing to
Germany and the extra supplies | stock therefor safety.
“If he wantsto go that badly, then he should go,” Isaac sayswhen | cdl him about it. | get the sense that
he' s hurt by Rashid’ s deception, but too proud (or too enlightened— it’ s sometimes hard to tell which) to
gand in hisway. “If you don’'t mind taking him dong,” he says, “it might be agood thing for everyone
involved. If nothing dsg, it will give me sometimewith Mu'tazz.”
Four isn’'t much more trouble than three, so | pull Rashid into the copter, to the surprise of hissiblings.
“Missme?’ heasks.
Ddilamight. I'm not so sure about the boys.
“What are you doing here, Rashid?’ Hgji asks.
Rashid shrugs guiltily. “I want to go too,” he says. “ This place isno fun without you. And you know how
| missour cousins.”
| stick Rashid in the front with me so I can keep an eye on him and find out what hel sthinking.
“I’'m old enough to make my own decisions,” he says, brushing hisdark hair back from his paleface.
“You caught meand | fed foolish, but | have no regrets.”
“Y ou broke one of my motion sensors.”
“I know. I'll fix it,” he says. “Remember last year when you showed me how everything works? Well,
amogt everything. How did you find me?’
| don't fed like explaining the intricacies of diagnostic check-sweepsto him. | just say, “ Y ou've been
planning thissncethen?’
Hetriesto read me. Am | angry with him? How angry am |? He starts to clean theimaginary dirt from his
fingernailsand nods.
“You didn’'t haveto ssow away,” | Sgh. “Y ou could have just asked me.”
Helooks up and grins. “1 didn’t want to give you the chance to say no.”



haji
Never have | been up so high. With modest tools an?an appreciation for flight, | have constructed
dozens of kites over the years, coaxing each one up into the air, but none have reached this dizzying
dtitude. My two-sticker diamonds, my tailless box kites, my quad-line stunt kites, my sturdy ripstop
fighters and my heavy traction power kites, all my brave wind-tossed paper hawks are benesth me now.
Looking down at the vast Mediterranean, | find the blue astonishingly beautiful, generous sunlight
sparkling off the water in gentle rhythms. If | could hear what | see, it would be music. Pandorasayswe
may see gullsflying on the thermals. We may even hear their criesasthey divefor food in great and
greater numbers. But not until we draw closer to land.
Ngozi and | exchange smiles of delight, no need for words. We are both enthralled. Ddila hurries back
and forth, her hands excitedly fedling the glass and her feet dancing her to adifferent part of the cabin for
anew view of thewaves. She laughs and asksif thisisasample of heaven, no end to the horizon and no
end to the sky. She wishes she could walk on the clouds, springing from oneto the other. And if it were
possible, would she leave footprintsin them? If it were possible, she would indeed, Ngozi decides,
unbuckling his safety belt to point out patternsin the puffy shapes, showing her the enormous white faces
and animals who watch over the world.
With my younger siblings occupied, | begin to daydream about Pandora. Though awake in the cabin, she
isadesgpinmy mind, so | can contemplate her without averting my eyeslike | so often do when sheis
speaking or laughing.
When | wasasmdl child she brought us coconuts: hairy, dimpled, silly-looking things. She perforated
them with adrill, then passed them around to share. We al drank the milk, asweet, watery ddight. Then
she showed us how to break open the husks and discover the firm flesh insde. She laughed when | said
the mysteries of God were boundless. | saw her perfect white teeth, her head thrown back, abead of
swest rolling down her long neck, dripping down tanned olive skin. She has magnificent eyes, green as
the Nile Delta, wide and round, and bright as the power gauges on so many of my father’s machines.
Though my daydreams can be fought, my nighttime imagination succumbs to no such restraint. Three
years ago when | awoke in pleasure for thefirst time, fantasies of Pandorawere to blame, sending meto
my father in my confusion and guilt for an explanation of human sexudity. The plague has taken our
natural ability to procreate, but the impulse remains as a constant reminder of where we come from. |
pray someday one of usfindsaway to undo the damage done and makes us populous again. But be it
through natura childbirth or not, | fed the biologica need to have children, and first find awifewhom |
can learn from and protect, our bond forged from the strongest forces on Earth: love for each other and
God.
Lost inthis| dmost do not see my older brother making hisway back down the aide. Someone wants
you, he says.
| follow him to the front cabin and look for Pandora. Sheis not here, having stepped into the lavatory.
She is not the one who wants me. Amused, Rashid shakes hishead at my mistake and directs meto the
copilot’schair.
For reasons | do not fully understand, | do not want him here.
As hereturnsto the back, a colorless, sprightly and rather inscrutable-looking hologram appears on the
dashboard display.
Hello again, saysthe ten-centimeter-high man.
Have we met?
We havenat, | learn, but he knows about me.
He must be Maachi. Pandora s assistant lacks body and blood, but otherwise approximates humanity .
So | have heard. Approximate is a subjective term. He has been soft-linked to a number of machines,
and when | ask himif heisflying the copter now, he agreesthat heis.
| tell him she must havefaith in himto let him beall that keeps usfrom crashing.
It'searned, he assures me. Don't worry.



My older brothers have told me about you, | say, but | cannot imagine what your lifeislike. You are
many placesa once, are you not? Y ou are smultaneoudy talking, flying, listening, researching, making
computations, and many other things besides.

Arewethat different, Hgi? Y ou’ re breething right now; your blood is circulating; your digestive systemiis
absorbing nutrients. Y our endocrine system isbusily producing hormones while your immune system
safeguards againgt infection. Nerve cells are feeding you information al over your body. Neuronsin your
brain are firing as you think about avariety of subjects, not just what I’ m saying now.

True, but I am not fully conscious of al thesethings.

And | thought you were enlightened, he says.

| have made no such claim.

Perhapsit will comeintime, he says. Enlightenment must comelittle by little. Otherwise it would
overwhem.

| recognize that quote. It isa Sufi quote. | wonder if heisteasing me.

A belated birthday present for you, he says, reaching down to pull atiny holographic newspaper out of
theair. | squint to read the lettering: The New York Times. September sixteenth, he says, your birthday.
| have over two hundred of these waiting for you in the IVR. Y ou can find out what was happening in the
world on that day up until the year they stopped printing them. See what your birthday commemorates.

| thank him. | fedl surprised and embarrassed. | explain that my birthday is March third.

My mistake, he says, after an uncomfortable hesitation. Fortunately, | have al the New York Times
issues on that date too. And if you don't like the Times, | have thousands of other newspapersfor you
instead.

How isit that you made amistake?

Just asyou forget things from timeto time, so do I, he says. It' sa subroutine | run to keep things
interesting.

This confuses me. | want to ask him about it, but do not wish to beimpolite. My face must betray my
unasked question. Malachi reads me and says, Yes| could disableit, Haji, but then | wouldn’'t bewhat |
am.

This| can understand. Assuming heisteling thetruth. But if truthful, perhaps someone so forgetful should
not bein charge of our flight?

By the sametoken, | limit my memory to just afew terabytes, he says, because that's more human. And
then he interrupts my musings with a question that makes dl my musclestense a once. How long have
you loved Pandorafrom afar?

| say nothing.

| can tell from your body language, he says. From your skin temperature when you look at her. Don’t
worry. I'm not going to say anything to her.

Say what you like.

He studiesme and amiles.

| have never met anyone like you before, | tell him.

Right you are, he says. I’'m one of akind.

What are you trying to get from me?

Just your friendship, he says, if you'll giveit.

Itisfredy given, | say, cautioudy, though | mean the words.

One more question, he says, as Pandora emerges. And he asks the question, prompting Pandorato tell
him to leave me aone. Don't mind him, Haji, she says. He strying to be playful, but he's cursed with a
terrible sense of humor. So | smile palitely at them and return to my seet in the back. | buckle mysdlf in,
glance a my siblings, and think about Maachi’ s question.

Dol fed like anything ismissng from my life?

No, should I?



penny

Entry #304: The Princess and the Bad Break

_Open_

| can make things happen just by thinking about them.

Redlly, | can. It doesn’t happen very often, and | don't know exactly how | doiit, but it’ sred
psychokinetic power—or elseit’sjust coincidence. I'm sure momswould call it coincidenceif | told
them about it, which isthe reason why | don't.

Everyone decided to take the free dot in the schedul e to go skating, except for me and Lulu; | had to
give her notes on her opera because the second ariawas totally stupid. We spent about haf the period
going back and forth on it, but then she wanted to go skating too so we hurried out to see Brigit racing
Soane. They were neck and neck and laughing, and all of a sudden Sloane saw us out of the corner of
her eye, and she must have decided that it was more important to make fun of me than skate, because
sheturned her head and stuck out her tongue. And | wasin midstep, rising up on the ball of my Ieft foot,
my right knee just about to swing forward, my head turning to follow her because she was moving so
fast, but | felt like time was dowing down. And the thought came to me suddenly and naturaly, likea
flower blooming under time-lgpse photography: she might fall. Andinthat moment | hexed her. |
crossed my fingers and thought: now.

Her skate hit something—an extra dippery patch of ice—or wasit the force of my mind? Either way, she
tripped hard over her own feet, aamsflailing, legstwisting. Shetried to catch hersalf and kept her
forehead from bouncing off theice (not that it would have killed her or anything with the oversized

hel mets moms make us wear), but one of her legs came down at asick angle, and some of the bones
broke. | don’t know how many—they’ re checking her out now. It wasn't as satisfying as | hoped it
would be, just weird and kind of scary. Everyone looked at her, and she curled up onto her side and
screamed. | turned to Lulu and said, “Watch me get blamed for this.”

Truth betold, I am to blame. Because | hexed her. Just like last year when | hexed my cousin Hessa. But
thething is, | hex people dl thetime and it only works every blue moon, so | can’t rule out coincidence.
Anyway, | made apoint of going over to Soane and trying to be hel pful, and she ignored me and put her
armsaround Brigit and Tomi instead. She wastotally fake crying—you know, making ashow of
it—these gresat big crocodile tearsin between trying to seem like shewas't redly hurt. She kept saying,
“I'll bedl right, 1 just need to walk it off,” and everybody told her how brave she was. Hal

When someone linked the newsto Vashti, she came out to immobilize the leg and take Soane to the
infirmary with Brigit and Tomi hel ping, while Champagne gave the rest of us another safety lecture. “If
you want to skate like maniacs, do it Insde because virtual falls don't break actual bones.” The same old
thing. I don’'t know why in the world shetold us that when Brigit and Sloane were the only onesracing.
Soane getting hurt isan awful thing because now she won't be going to Egypt. Moms are going to send
Zoéin her place, so | lose my friends and keep my enemies. And Sloane' sgoing to belaid up for a
while, which isgood, but she' Il bein anasty mood and that’ s not good for anyone.

Haikubot: scan and summarize.

My sister falls down

The ice does not cushion her
How unfortunate

Not exactly, but close enough.
Lock.

Entry #304: The Princess and the Bad Break
-locked-



haji
| am struck by the colors. Turquoise water lapping aaglai nst sandy shores and wooden dinghies. Adobe
buildingsin every shade of white. Verdure bursting up from the earth to fill me with surprise. Olive
groves. Fig trees. Even pams. So many shades of green to drink in. Greeceisthriving.
| do not know why we have stopped here, but it ismy pleasure to be aguest in the land Pandoracalls
home.
Over theyears, the essence of fruits, lamb, fresh fish and wildflowers seeped into the stalls and uneven
pavement of the marketplace, and if | try, | can breathe the ghost of these fragrances through my mask.
Pandora paints a picture of vendors selling stuffed grape leaves and spanakopita, and shouting to their
cusomers yia sou, seeyou next Sunday. | envision it as she describesit. | can seefor myself, she says,
an IVR smulation once we get to Germany. But there are thingsto do herefirst.
She leads us through a courtyard of cobalt tiles, dotted with flowering lemon trees. WWooden benches
againg the walls offer aplaceto sit, and | need one, briefly, before continuing to amarble fountain. There
she hands each of us apebble. She saysto close our eyes, make awish, and tossthem in.
My siblingsgo first. When it ismy turn, echoes of my father’ swords permesate my mind and my heart.
Vividly, | remember him sitting me down when twin fears of desth and failure twisted mein their coils. He
sat me down, dried my tears, and armored me with the wisdom of Abu Sa'id ibn Abi’l Khayr, a Persian
Sufi master who lived athousand years ago. The master said:
Whatever you have in your mind, forget it.
Whatever you havein your hand, giveit.
Whatever isto be your fate, faceit!
They arefreeing words. | do not know why | remember them now, but | am pleased to have them with
me as | release the stone.
When | open my eyes, Ngozi and Ddilawant to know. What did you wish for, Hgji?
For your wishesto cometrue.
Weadl smile except for Rashid, who rolls his eyes disapprovingly. A year ago that is something he would
not have done.
Beyond the courtyard stands a bronze door marked by a stylized G. We crossit into Pandora' s home,
one of the many bases established by Gedaechtnis. It isthey who genetically engineered my father's
generation, and they who taught us how to combat the plague. Without them, none of uswould exist.



deuce
Y ou spy with your little eye something that beginswith A.
A isfor Athens, cradle of democracy. Satellitesjust caught one ladylove and three comrades-in-arms,
climbing out of the funny-looking plane. Ah, the wonder of imagery intdligence. Click, snap, got your
sould
N isfor Nymphenburg, impregnable stronghold of the ladyloves. Nine of them there, one more ddlightful
than the lagt, dl tyrannized under the crudest lock and key. Linked, though, foolishly linked, which means
ageniuslike you can find them wherever they are.
T isfor Thebes, ancient capitd of Egypt, which for awhile became Luxor, and is now Thebes once
again. Onelast comrade-in-armsthere, back from Saggarawith his ambidextrous father, so the satellites
sy.
| isfor Idlewild, and you know what’ s happening there.
Put them together and you get “anti.” Anti-what? Anti-lots. That’s good. Pro can’t hold acandle to anti.
Figure out what you' re againgt, and you' re left with what you are.
Anti-authority. Anti-ignorance. Anti-shitstorming forces of darkness.
It' sadangerous job, but someon€e' s got to do it. Who' s better suited than you? Y ou’ re not the type to
just talk about taking evil to school—you' |l actudly pull thetrigger. That’ sthe silver lining about having an
impulse control problem—you can unleash it on dl the nasty fucks who deserveit.
Don't be stupid though. Be sure and check the omens before embarking on your epic quest.
The effigieslie before you. Little bundles of straw, twigs, dry leaves, weeds, bark and bone, bound
together with twine. With your lockback pocketknife you cut avertical incision into the chest of each
doll, and into each dit you dide adisc. Naturaly, the discs contain the choicest downloads from your
treasure trove of information— satdllite images, link movements, fragments of overheard
conversation—everything you know about your comrades-in-arms and ladyloves.
Y ou gather them together, your pile of people, and you arrange them carefully around the heart of the
stone circle. Now the tricky part. Which lighter to use? The stainless-stedl Dr Pepper? The nickel -plated
Mickey Mouse? No, today it's best to |et Fate decide, so you reach into your mystery pocket, fishing
around with your eyes closed and trying not to identify the contents by touch. Shake, scramble and
pull—congratul ations, you just nabbed the Ningworks jet torch-dash-digital camerawith its engraved
Mandarin lettering and solid copper case, very classy.
A quick snapshot to remember the momentous occasion, and anticipation must be the sweetest part
because you fed like you' re stiff enough to burst through your jeans. But you don't, and it’sburn time
with aclick and awhoosh and that satisfying first crackle asthe flames catch, spread, dance and rise.
Y ou brought the extinguisher thistime, didn’'t you? Just in case?
Man oh man, isit aviscerd thrill, but something about burn time always putsyou in atingly philosophica
headspace. Thistime you' re grooving on subjective redity because the fourteen sacrifices you just put to
thetorch are (a) just cold, lifeless objects and yet (b) symbols of actua flesh and blood people as seen
through your eyes.
In essence, you' re deconstructing your understanding of your comrades-in-arms and ladyloves by
disntegrating their fetishes and asamilating how they burn. And then there' sthe weird nature of the magic
itsef—by undertaking thisritual, are you merdly predicting the future or are you dtering it? Maybe both.
It'slike each effigy has an astral cord that stretches out like a grappling hook through space-time, landing
in another sequence of events, another universe—and when the fire burns out al the cords snap and you
come out of your trance to redlize that the reality you know has shifted in some of those directions. Y ou
know it sthe spirit power of fire. It' s the reason why nearly every culture on this godforsaken planet
made burnt offerings for thousands of years.
Y ou Sit cross-legged on the ground to watch what the fire shows you and listen to what it says. Those
pop, pop, pop sounds are reassuring—the louder the crackle, the better the omen. And the rate of
consumption can't be beat— the way it’ s burning so bright, so hot and so dangerous, you know this sexy



beast just can’t get enough of what you fed it. Look out, the wind' s picking up—there sawild flicker
and thewind teasesthat it'll die down but doesn’t deliver and now it’ s getting worse—now the smoke's
blowing right in your face, making your lungs ache and your eyes sting. The fire does't go out and you
can thank your lucky starsfor that, but it bends sinister, an unmistakable arc in the flame, curving likea
scimitar, and that’ s abad omen, portending sickness to the hedlthy and degth to the sick. Then thewind
drops down to asoothing little breeze and your fireis burning robustly once again.

When it’ staken its course and dwindled down to cinders, you poke through the remains to see which
discs survived and which melted down to ablack and silvery dag. There are two survivors. one
comrade-in-arms and one ladylove. That’s how it should be. That's how you knew it would be. The
future looks brighter than it’s ever been.

Yes, you'll reach out to those two because they' re Fated.

Fear nat, little deepwakers. Liberation isat hand.



pandora
As| suspected, Vashti won't take Rashid in.
“I have nothing againgt him,” she explains, her image dmost fritzing out before whipping back like atrick
birthday candle, “but | won't have the added responsibility.” The rest of what she says comes through
garbled, but |
gather it’ s about how Isaac shouldn’t change the rules of the exchange at the last minute, and how she's
under enough pressure thistime, what with the tragedy that happened last year.
Atmospheric interference makes the rest of the call pointless. | decideto try again after the weeather up
there improves.
I’'m not that surprised to find Rashid standing outside the door to my office. He' s heard enough to know
the newsisn't good.
“A prickly pear,” hesays.
“Shecanbe” | agree.
“| don’t want to go home, Aunt Pandora. At least not yet.”
“| appreciate that, but Vashti won't bite—there’ s no changing her mind on these kind of things. Trust
me”
“If I go back now, thingswill go badly,” he says. “For Mu'tazz.” He shows me hisfigt, hisexpresson
sharp and serious before diding into asaf-conscious and childish grin. “1 love my brother, but if | haveto
put up with him for much longer, we re going to cometo blows.”
“You need abreak from him,” | say. “Do you want to stay here?’
“You'dlet me?
“If you don't causetrouble, yes, for alittle while.”
“I won't be any trouble—infact, | can help you around the house,” he says, genuinely eager to prove
himsaf useful.
“Wadl, sofar, I’'m down one motion sensor,” | prompt, and off he goesto replaceit. What heredly
wants, | think, isn’t abreak from Mu’tazz so much as a break from the world itself. He wants a passport
back to the life heleft behind. The lure of dternate redlity can be powerful— especidly when it tugs at
theloins. Sadly, Isaac’ s children have no redl outlet for their hormones, and last year, after Rashid tried in
vain to romance his cousins, | decided to make his VR experience more colorful. | suppose | felt sorry
for him, and don’t regret it now, but once that geni€' s out of the bottle (so to speek), there’ sno putting it
back in.
| remember the night Hal and | |et the genie out. We were sixteen. He'd just come back from atrip to
Fiji with Simone, who he loved, and Lazarus, who he hated. When he came back it was clear that he
wasn't ever going to be able to win her away from Laz. I'd never seen himin so dark amood. | redly
thought he might hurt himsdlf. So | took advantage of him, the one beautiful night we shared, eveniif it
was only virtud. But the next morning everything was so awkward between us and we redized the
ramifications of what we d done. His heart still belonged to Smone evenif hishead told him it wasfutile.
| couldn’t keep him but at the sametime | can’t let him go.
He doesn’'t remember any of this, of course. That's courtesy of Mercutio, who tried to kill himwith an
electrica surge as strong as alightning bolt, overloading the machinesthat kept him aive. Hedidn't die,
but helost agood chunk of hismemory, and | don’t think it’s ever coming back.
Every timel seehim | think about reminding him, but | never do.
While Rashid’ stending to my copter, | take the other kidsinto my studio. They’ reintensaly curious how
everything works. | explain the scanning process, how al the microcameras work together, the way the
computer extrapolates speech patterns from basic voiceprints and so on. They get akick out of how |
can make my computer greet them with Rashid's, Mu'tazz' s or even Isaac’ sinflections.
When | tell them they each have to say a sentence and sing a song for the computer to take accurate
voiceprints, Dailafinds she can’'t make up her mind about what to sing, which sparks Ngozi to joke that
it doesn't redly matter because whichever one she picksis sureto be off-key. She giggles at that. “I have



lots of notesin my head,” she agrees, “ but when they come out of my mouth they al sound like one.”
One by one, | scan them. A quick and painless process. “Like being bathed in blue sunlight,” Ddila says.
“Isthat it?" Ngozi asks, shrugging to himsdlf before laying down hisvoiceprint, “To be present isthe
greatest gift of al.” Just happy to be here—I’'m sure fdt that feding asasmdl child, but | must have lost
it dong theway. Thenit’'sHgi’ sturn, which isan opportunity to give him good news.

“One of the nicethingsabout IVR isthat you'll have full mohility inyour legs” | explain. “You'll fed like
you' rewalking, running or jumping, and nothing will be ableto dow you down. Y ou won't cramp up or
havetorest.”

Hejust looks at me, untouched by my enthusiasm. “Why?’ he says.

“Becauseit'sasmulation,” | begin, but | scop when | redize that’s not what he means.

“Why do that? heasks. “Thisistheway | am.”

| won't argue the point with him because | can’'t. Though | think he' sbeing asfoolish ashethinkshe's
being wise. What do | know? It's not my decision to make. Cada um sabe onde o sapato aperta, as
my mother used to say. Only the wearer knows where the shoe pinches. So now | must duplicate his
infirmity, laming him via software where fate lamed him viabiology.

After lunch | take them to the Acropolis, and then the ocean. The boys play in the waves, splashing and
bodysurfing, whilel st in the sun with Ddlila, working her long blond hair into braids. A little time with her
aunt—it’ s something she needs. From personal experience, | know it’'s sometimes hard to be the only
daughter in alarge family, and sSince Hessa s passing that’ s exactly what sheis. Hopefully the trip north
will be good for her—she can find akind of sisterhood with her cousins. That’ sabig reason why 1saac
wants her to go. Last week she asked him if God might perhaps be awoman, and if Shetook Hessa
because She wanted another woman to talk with and share Her thoughts. And Isaac said yes, that just
might be.

“Greeceis beautiful.” Shegrins.

“Asbeautiful as Egypt?’

“Of course”

“No more, no less?’

She snortslike I’ ve made asilly joke, and looks over her shoulder, her expression gently chiding, asif to
ask how could one place be any more beautiful than the other? It sthe same world, isn't it?

Sounds of horseplay pull my attention back to the water, my concern for the boys safety trickling over
into irrationa fear. They're perfectly fine, | remind mysdf. There' s no danger, they’ re not out too deep, |
know CPR, and they know CPR, no problem. Why should | be anxious when they’ re not? Smply
because I'm an adult? Whatever it is, they don’t worry about thingstheway | do. | wonder if maybe
that’ swha “enlightenment” is.

“How long before | get those?” Dalilaasks, with aglance at my bathing suit top.

“You'redeven, right?’

“Almog.”

“Well, | would say about three years, give or teke ayear.”

She does the math and says, “Okay, | guess 1’|l make the most of that time.”

“Y ou're not looking forward to them?’

“Not particularly,” she says, scrunching up her nose, “but what can | do but accept them when they
come?’

“Reecting them won't hep, huh?’

“| just wish they did some good,” she says.

“Sodol,” | tell her. And admittedly they don’'t do much good, since there' s no point lactating when
you're barren. We may be survivors of Black Ep, but the plague has robbed us of our motherhood.
Champagne and | saac discovered this after many painful failures. Our immune systems are strong enough
to fight the plague, but hypersensitive to the point where they attack things they shouldn’t. No matter
what preventative measures my friends took, Champagne swhite blood cells aborted their children every
gngletime

Though Ddlila s only human, with dl the immunoboosting drugs she' s been taking, | doubt she'd fare



much better. The only wombsthat can sustain life are artificid. It saterrible truth, but what can | do but
accept it?

| can hope.

“It won't dwaysbelikethat,” | tel her. “Y our father isvery smart. So are your aunts, your cousinsand
your brothers. And so are you. If we all keep working on this, if we keep learning and studying and trying
new things, then one day we' Il find away to turn things back to how they’ re supposed to be.”

She sares a mefor the longest time, and then takes my hand. Comforting me.

“Oneday,” shesays.



penny

Entry #305: The Princess and the | cebreaker

_Open_

Amlinheavenoramlinhdl?

| hear that question alot. Every timel go Inside | hear it. That’ show I’ ve spent my money. Not al my
money, to befair, snce I’ ve bought my share of impulse purchases— little pleasureslike pepperoni pizza
and pistachio ice cream, games and rides, cool gear when I'm fedling mirror-friendly, and even my own
operahouse once upon atime—but the preponderance of my cash feeds my fantasy of choice.

What | do for fun: I’'m asecret agent. | go behind enemy lines on search-and-rescue missions. People
depend on meto save lives. | tangle with dastardly villains, trading quipsfirst and sted second. | am
loved or feared, and no one knows my true identity. It slike being a superhero. Best of dl, I'm dways
challenged and | dwayswin.

Lots of books got adapted into s mulations—some crudely, and others quite well—but my favorite never
was, 0 | had to do it mysdlf. It's set during the French Revolution, and the dirty, scum-sucking
revolutionaries are sending al the French noblesto the guillotine, so the British nobles haveto snesk in
and rescue them. The main character seemslike aharmless, dandy fool but he—or in my case, she—is
actudly the leader of aband of British spies. Code name: Scarlet Pimpernel. When | go to my domain,
that' swho | am. A socid lifein England and adventuresin France—if only it werered! Sadly, it'snat,
but it' s been afun escape over the years. | especidly enjoy hearing the other characters gossip about me:
They seek her here,

They seek her there,

Those Frenchies seek her everywhere.

Is shein heaven?

Isshein hell?

That damned elusive Pimpernel.

For al thetime and money I’ ve put into it, there' s still more to be done. My setsare limited: an English
mansion and afew “stock” French locaesthat | copied from A Tale of Two Cities. Also, | only havea
handful of charactersto play off of, and they’re dl origindly from other sources— my Marguerite
Blakeney isjust arevamped Josephine from a Napoleon smulation. Characters are ridiculoudy
expendgve to create and they tend to fall into set conversationa patterns, so after awhile they stop
surprisng you. The solution to thisis more time and more money, and there’ sthe addiction, the trap of
theInside, and like | said I’ d rather be the trapper than the trappee.

So I’ ve decided to empty my bank account. I’ ve decided to gamble. All the money I’ ve saved over the
years, dl that alowance, dl those rewards for good grades and upstanding behavior, it’ sal going to buy
memy future.

Since she' sthe queen of the Insde, there’ snothing | can give Pandora that she doesn't dready have or
could easly get. But my sisters are another story . . .

I’m going to bribe them to say nice things about me. I may not be able to win people over, but I’'mrich
enough to buy them—much richer than they are, | bet, especidly with al the extramoney Champagne
keeps giving me. Or if not buy, rent. With everyone singing my praises, Pandorawill haveto look at me
inanew light. Thenit'sup to meto sall mysdf asthe best woman for the job, which should be easy
breezy sncethat’s exactly who | am.

| believethisiswhat’s called a“ charm offensve.” And it hasto work, becauseif it doesn’t I’ m bankrupt
with nothing to show.

The opening move? Start at the top. That’swhat | did and we' Il see how it goes. Thefirgt thing | did was
change my clothes, because powdered wigs and satin waistcoats might have been al theragein 1793,
but take them out of their proper context and they look awful stupid. | settled on black jeans, awhite
sriped blouse and atan Burberry coat. It' s a pretty good ook on me. Anything' s better than the navy



blue-hunter green school uniforms we have to wear on the Outside.

| sent out a sprite (cost: twenty-five little ones) and waited for an answer. Soane kept mewaiting for a
while— probably shocked that | would seek her out—but | knew she’ d pick up eventually. Curiosity’s
just too powerful.

When shefindly picked up and our domains collided, | saw shewasn’'t in her usua digs. She'd goneto
the zoo of dl places. And she' d taken Brigit with her. That certainly wasn't in the plan—I"d been hoping
to talk to her alone because when you get Brigit and Sloane together they’ re twice as mean and half as
mart.

“What do you want?’ Soane growled.

“I just wanted to say I’'m sorry about your accident,” | said, and | pointed for emphasis but of coursel
was pointing at her virtua leg, which was unbroken, supporting her virtual body the same asever. “We
may not get along, but | don’t wish that on you any more than you’ d wish it on me.”

She snorted at that, and got up in my face. *Y ou should be sorry. It'syour fault | fel. | got distracted by
how ugly you are. | can only stand to look at you now because I’'m on so much medication.”

“No way, there' s not enough medsin the world for that,” sneered Brigit, looking not al that different
from the hyena exhibit behind her. But | didn't riseto their bait.

“Why don’'t you make likelightning and bolt?” Soane said.”1 think the animas are complaining about the
ardl”

“Givemefiveminutesand I'll go,” | told them. “Just hear me out, because there' s something important |
haveto say.”

“Y ou're running away from home?’ guessed Brigit.

“Y ou’ re writing an opera about how colossally dumb you are?’ guessed Sloane.

“| cameto gpologize,” | said.

That shut them up.

All this bad blood started years ago, back when we werelittle kidsand | caught them copying off each
other during amath test. What they did was againgt the rules, so | turned them in the way moms wanted.
| didn’t know | was bresking some big important code. Honor among thieves or however they seeit.
They never especidly liked me before, but afterward they started calling me Penny-the-Rat, and
Penelo-pee-pee, and so many other nasty danders, and just generally started making me an outsider in
my own family. | pinpoint this as the moment between us where everything turned for the worse,

“It waswrong of metodoit,” | said, even though it wasn't. “1 should have minded my own business.
Bdieveme, if | could doiit al over again, you' d never have gotten in trouble.”

“A fat lot of good that apology does now,” Soane said.

“Okay, you're sorry,” Brigit said. “ So what? Are we supposed to like you now?’

“No, you may never like me, we may never befriends, and that's okay, but | just wanted to tell you that.
And something more: | have aproposa for you.”

“A proposa?’

“It’ sabout money.”

Soanelit into me with another insult, but Brigit reded her in before she could get the whole thing out,
reminding me of someone pulling the choke chain on arabid dog.

“Goon,” Brigit told me. (She was always the more levelheaded one.)

So | laidit out for them. Set my price at five thousand big ones for each. That' s serious bank, the kind of
fundsit takes months or even yearsto save up for. | could tell they were surprised to see me throwing my
financia weight around—I’ m usudly tight as atourniquet when money’ s concerned.

“Y ou want to pay usto pretend welike you?’ Brigit said.

“Right, becauseif everyone seesyou guys accepting me, they’ [l havetojoininaswell,” | said,
sweetening it further with, “Y ou set the trends, after all.”

It' ssafeto say they didn’t know what to make of me. Sloane seemed to think | was playing ajoke on
them or at least not telling them the whole truth. And | can’t blame her for her suspicions, | suppose,
because | didn’t mention Pandora specificaly, for fear of giving voiceto my plansto take over the Insde.
That’ s need-to-know information, and why give them ammunition to use against meif they passonthe



offer?

Anyway, she got yanked before we could come to ameeting of the minds. Moms wanted her Outside
again because they had her cast ready, so that left me alone with Brigit, the two of usjust looking at each
other, and then not looking at each other, neither of usredly sure what to say. | think maybe | shamed
her alittle, that | would give so much just to be treated decently again.

And afunny thing happened—we gtarted talking about the e ephants. How funny they look, but aso how
old and wise, and what we would do if we ever saw area one. | bought a bag of roasted peanuts (cost:
fifty little ones) and started feeding the baby elephant through the bars, and Brigit told me how back in
World War 11, thefirst bomb the Allies ever dropped on Berlin killed the only elephant in the zoo.

From there we just shared the peanuts and talked about how much better the food is here on the Insde.
How virtua fareisaways mouthwateringly fantastic and no one ever hasto clean up the dishes, while
real food ranges from heythat’ s-pretty-good to

my-God-what-is-this-disgusting-poi son-paste-congedling-on-my-plate? And how not asingle living thing
has to suffer Indde—you can eat cheessburgers and sushi until your money runs out, but out in the redl
world you'd haveto actudly kill acow or afish—something neither of us are keen to do.And how the
virtual vegetables are aways fresh and delicious and no one ever botherswith dl that “Isacarrot
conscious?’ junk and “ Do turnips fed pain when you yank them from the ground?’

Now that | think about it, while the prospect of killing acow isdistasteful, | know | could do it if | had to.
| don't care how many lectures moms give us about the ethics of vegetarianism, if | werestranded ona
desert idand donewith acow, I’d be having Bessie-burgers by the third or fourth hunger pang. Sorry,
but I'm far more important than livestock, and that’ swhat cows get for being so gosh-darn tasty. Or
maybe real cowstaste terrible. Who knows?

By thetime Brigit |eft, we were pretty comfortable with each other. It wasjust asilly conversation, but
the best we'd had in years and years.

About my proposd, “I’ll talk to Soane,” shesaid. “We ll think it over.”

“Thanks” | said, and that wasthat. I’ m cautioudy optimigtic.

The freakiest part about today happened right afterward, when | came back to my mansion. Got that
dippery feding where you redize that everything is not how you left it. I ve felt that on the Outsde | ots of
times, whenever someone decided to messwith my stuff, but never on the Insde before. Therel amin
my ballroom admiring the blue damask slk drapes, and Marguerite rushesin to warn methat Chauvelinis
blackmailing her to find the Scarlet Pimpernd’ sidentity—the same old story—but when | go to reassure
her, | notice something in the roomisout of place. Something, but what? | can’t figureit out, so | freeze
the smulation and make the system run through an A-to-Z inventory of al my props. Nothing'smissing at
al. On the contrary, something’ s been added.

Upon my mantelpiece | found aflat teardrop-shaped charm, black, dotted with awhite circle. To meit
looked like atadpole, the circle serving as an eye. | checked the system code: jewelry, ornate,

pendant, yin-yang symbol, halved, choice 2.

Definitely not mine. So how did it get there? The system didn’t know or wouldn't say. Must bea
glitch—Vashti’ s been concerned about them lately—but when glitcheswork out in my favor, | don’t
complain. It' sashameyou can't sell things back to the system—it’ d be nice to get alittle money to offset
My expenses.

If it' snot aglitch, does that mean someone sent it to me on purpose? Who then, and why? Not to
mention how the heck do you send something anonymoudy? Every time I’ ve doneit, my sender ID
showed up in the system logs.

Intriguing, but weird. | think I'll ask Pandora about it when she comes. I’ be my icebreaker.

Lock it up.

Entry #305: The Princess and the | cebreaker
-locked-



deuce
Oh, that’ sanasty one. That’'sa popping drop. That's an abyss of fizzling, sizzling neurons. No one
should dream that, not even you.
Don't remember it. Let it disspate like smoke.
You can't let it go, can you? It clings and chokes. Life in the catacombs, blood-soaked, butchering, your
hand goes up wet and comes down wetter, and everything you touch begs you to stop. Why won't you?
They die but they’ re never dead, and the second you stop they’ |l take revenge. They’ Il do what you did
to them and worse. Y ou have to keep going or it’ s the furnace crinkling your skin layer by layer and into
the cdllar that eats. And blood that clingsto you startsto plead, each individua droplet taking the
tortured face of acomrade-in-arms or ladylove, infected eyes accusing you, convulsive lips snapping
open to howl and wall.
Y ou've had that dream before. It' sarecurring favorite. A greatest hit. But thistime it concluded with you
floating in anightmare lake, your hands gripped around awhite-festhered neck. Y ou strangled a swan.
That' stheworst of it. It'sthelast thing you want to do. Y ou don’t want to hurt them. Y ou just want to
wake them up. Remember that.
Oncethey’ reawake, it'll al be so much easier. They'll be off balance from having their illusons swept
away, and you' |l be the hero for showing them the truth.Y ou won't be rejected. Y ou'll go to the one you
want and she'll adore you. Y ou won't fed blank anymore.
She' s so beautiful. What will it be liketo talk to her? To listen to her? To know her heart and dry her
tears?
Just don't dream like that anymore. You'rein thefina stages and you know it' sno timeto go flying off
the deep end. Don't talk about it. Don't tell him. What would he say if he could look inside your head?
Remember, you control the dreams. They don’t control you.



haji
Holy places do not exist. When the entire universe k?ellongs to God, how can any piece of it be more
hallowed than any other? All places are holy, one could say, equaly holy in the eyes of God.There can
be no digtinction in His mgjesty, and | would never suggest the contrary. However, there are places of
power. Placeswhere | fed history more keenly than any other, where | can suddenly find mysdalf moved
and not redlize why. Places haunted, if not by ghosts, then by echoes, by the lingering aftereffects of
human ambition, imagination and desire.
The Pyramids are one such place. The power there overwhelms, asintense as sunlight. But thereisalso
power in Nymphenburg, subtler, more sinuous. Like moonlight. | fed it coiling about me even before we
land.
It isopulent and whimsical, a Baroque Xanadu. It seducesthe eye. With its perfectly manicured lawns, it
seduces, and with the elegant swanswho bathe inits circular courtyard fountain. Flower beds, fruit trees,
Statues and gardens, al protected by magnificent palaces, they themsalves compassed by equaly
magnificent parks. | cannot imagineliving here. It isfar too sprawling, with more space than anyone
would possibly need. In Egypt, we help my father restore the architecture of monarchs, but we do not
live as monarchs ourselves. Not so with my cousins. They have found akingdom and madeit their own.
Nymphenburg. | cannot deny its beauty. Especidly after athunderstorm, with everything so clean and
fresh and green. | think | understand why Rashid wanted so dearly to return here. Still, there is something
about it that strikes me as desolate, and when | try to understand why | fedl that way | have no answers.
Thisisarobust and flourishing place, full of light and life. Desolation isnowherein sght. But | fed it dl
the same, sadness, awrongness, achill.
Perhaps | am worried that something herewill snare Ngozi and Dalilajust asit ensnared Rashid? No,
thereisno need for worry, as | accept that possibility. If that iswhat is meant to happen, it will. Perhaps
itisHessathen, | fear losing my family theway | lost her? But | accept that possibility aswell. | can make
no sense of this. | must cal my father, or meditate, or both.
With the gentlest of impacts, Pandora sets us down on alanding pad. So begins the adventure, she says.
Outsde, we are met by my northern aunts and aline of girls sanding sharply at attention: the denizens of
Nymphenburg, our cousins, nymphs, anazons, Waterbabies, jinn. All arefamiliar faces, but some more
30 than others. The warmest expressions shine from last year' s guests, Brigit, Oliviaand Tomi, who
visited usin Egypt. | have aready nicknamed them the playful one, the shy one and the poet. As
comforting asit isto see them, I am most looking forward to getting to know the others better, most of
whom | have barely spoken to over the years and then only through phone calls, never in person.
Aunt Champagne is delighted to see us, calling us her swesties and embracing each of usin turn. She
plantsakiss atop my head and | breathe in what might be bergamot soap and orange flower water. A
strong citrusfragrance | find cloying, and though the family has aways considered Champagneto be the
prettiest of my father’s generation, | do not seeit, and sheisnot haf as soulful as Pandora. Still, her
kindnessis papable, and her touch welcome and reassuring.
Aunt Vashti does not embrace us, and | am neither offended nor surprised, as| remember my father
explaining that she does not like to be touched. Though less demongtrative in her affection, | sensethe
smile on her faceisgenuine, as are her questions about how we are feeling, and her wish that we please
tell her if thereisanything she can do to help usfed more at home. Where Champagneiswillowy and
blond, sheisadark-haired woman scarcely taler than Ddila
Between the eleven of them, the three of us and Pandora, we span the spectrum of diversity. Every
human ethnicity isin our blood, asif we were an advertisement for racid harmony. And yet thisisnot a
question of tolerance but survival. Genetic diversity may help defend us from disease. Whom do | most
resemble? Of everyone here, it would be either Tomi the poet or thelittle girl, Katrina. Though | may be
human and they something more, perhaps we come from similar sock?
| tell them how pleased we are to be here, and thank them for their hospitality. | hope they will take no
pains on our account.



Culturedivides us. Looking at the girls, | suspect that we are far more relaxed than they are, they in their
uncomfortable school uniforms and wein our wool cloaks, they standing like soldiers and we presenting
oursalves as ambassadors. Everyone wants to make agood impression, but they are clearly frightened
that they will not. What can | do to put them at ease?

Beforel cantdl ajoke, Ngozi makes one of his own, something about a country cousin visiting his city
cousin, and acomica misunderstanding between them. The girlslaugh, most of them, and my brother
beams, a puffed peacock pleased to be found funny, and especidly by those for whom he carries
affection.

At Champagne s prompting, the younger girls step forward to drape brilliant blue cornflower garlands
about our necks. They take our hands and lead us past lion statues and all manner of swan imagery. My
gblingsareall smilesand charm, and so am |, but the closer | come to the actual palacesthe more
surrounded | fed.



pandora
Vashti’ s hands are cold. My grandfather’ s hands are warm and wrinkled. Icy fingerstouch my wrist and
then check my lymph nodes. | try not to flinch. Vashti would do well to take anote from Grandpa' s
beds de manner, despite the fact that sheisred, and he amere computer smulation.
My grandfather owns a cosmetic enhancement empire— dozens of offices throughout | VR Brazil—but
he' s never too busy to give me acheckup. He sakind man, and I’'m very grateful to whoever
programmed him. When | was growing up, he dways numbed my arm before a shot, and afterward let
me dig my hand into adish full of candies. “ Life can be bitter and difficult, so carry alittle sweet in your
pocket,” he says. It doesn’t matter how old | get, | dwaystake a candy.
I”’d much rather he be giving me the checkup now, but this one' sfor real, and of everyone alive on the
planet, there’ s no better immunologist than Vashti.
She scans my intestines, liver, kidneys, lungs, thymuses, spleens, and heart for abnormalities. Holographic
imagery of each organ rotates like meat on aspit, asthefindings are datalinked into her ear.
“Vitalslook good,” she says.
But when she andyzes my blood sample, she notesadight but pparently harmlessirregularity in my
lymphocytes, calling it something she wants to keep an eye on. Days from now, she'll recognizethis
something asasgnthat | carry avirulent mutating strain, a pathogen we will eventudly call the End of the
World.
| had playmates growing up in IVR S8o Paulo—little programs that behaved like preschoolersin an
effort to socidize me. At thetime, | thought they were astangibleas| am, but asit turns out, Vashti ismy
oldest red friend. We met that first day in Idlewild right after my sixth birthday when | wasterrified dl the
other kids would make fun of my accent. She never did, not once, not even a snicker. She taught me
Hindi and | taught her Portuguese. We became study buddies, and stayed close for the first year or two,
but then | started making other friends, and began to chafe under her jealousy. She' s not the easiest
person to get aong with, cursed with the sharpest tongue of anyone | know. Still, every time I’ ve come
to resent her, she'smade mefed foolish for it with unexpected thoughtful ness.
| will say thistoo about VVashti. Finding out that our world was fake, and learning that in the real world
billions were dead? Shethinksit’ sthe best thing that ever happened to her. Shewon't often admit it, but
put enough drinksin her, ask the right questions, and out it comes. Back in school she was o frustrated,
so frightened of life as a facel ess nobody—how can you leave your mark in aworld of billions? But here
sheisnow in the process of rebuilding civilization itself. Thisis her lofty chalenge, her wonderful
opportunity, her raison d’ ére. She's never been happier.
Compstitive, analyticd, even abit cutthroat, she'safine enemy for Black Ep to have. But |saac brings
different skillsto the fore, and so does Haloween. If only they could work together.And to think if our
entire class had survived to face the chalenges. Simone might have made the best scientist of al of us,
and Lazarus the best peacemaker. Their lossisincaculable.
“Y our blood pressure’ saconcern,” she notes. “Feeling stressed?’
“No more than usua.”
“Oh, you'll havetotel mewhat | can do for your eyein the sky.”
“Mdachi?’
“He s been s0 helpful tracking those pygmies.”
We d thought that we were the only primatesto survive the plague, but four months ago Maachi’s
satellite scans found evidence of pygmy marmosetsin the rainforests of Peru. Hard to tell from the
resolution, but thetiny, legping shape looked like amonkey to me, and then no news until last week when
Malachi photographed what might be another. VVashti wants to capture one in the hopes of studying its
cdlular immunology.What we find inits DNA might be our key to aBlack Ep vaccine.
“Maachi’shappy to help,” | tell her. “ Just make sure you credit him for single-handedly saving the human
raceif it works.”
That’ s nice of you. | assume she’ d otherwise refer to me as “ the computer” ? Asin “ the computer



was of some help” ?

Oh, I’'mjust trying to get in good with you for the inevitable day when machines endave humanity and
rulethe planet.

Yes, aday | look forward to with great relish.

Inyour dreams.

Yours, actually. Didn’t you have a nightmare about that when you were nine?

Come on, Malachi, just because you snuck around in my head when | was hooked up to the IVR al
thoseyears. ..

Haven't | apologized enough for that? Isit my fault your dreams are interesting?
Quiteaninvasion of privacy.

When Mercutio was trying to play king of the mountain, | had to hide anywhere | could to keep
him from deleting me. Your dreams were as good a hiding place as any.

Oh really? And who was trying to delete you when | was nine?

Touché. Back then | was deeply curious about what kind of dreams an actual flesh-and-blood
child experienced. Dr. Hyoguchi only programmed me for a limited number of dream cycles. But
you' |l be happy to know that looking into all your busy little imaginations helped me program
some new ones. Evenif it did come at a terrible cost.

What cost?

You know the cost. Of all of you, | spent the most time in Mercutio’s dreams. And with him
turning out the way he did, | can’t help but think that all my childish resentments spilled over into
his subconscious, and gave him the fuel to do the terrible things he did.

Ill bet you anything if you’ d never set foot in Mercutio’s head, he' d have turned out just as rotten.

And don’t think | don’t appreciate you giving me the benefitof the doubt. | wish | could let myself
off that easily.

WEell, there are more than enough things | haven't let mysdlf off the hook for, so tell you what, Maachi,
you let me off my hooksand I'll let you off yours.

Doesit work that way?

It sworth atry, isn'tit?

Probably not.

Okay, let’ sfigureit out later. For now, pleasetry to stop interrupting me from telling this story.

My lips are sealed.

Good. To continue;

“When | last spoketo him,” Vashti says, “Maachi intimated that you' d made some progress with the
Webhies”

She' staking about the lost souls we interchangeably call WBES, Webbies or Websicles. AsBlack Ep
destroyed civilization, the rich did whatever they could to preserve themselves—in some cases, Smply
their legacies (through extravagant, Ozymandian banners, statues and architecture to insist thet yes, they
once lived here), and in other casestheir actual bodies and brains. In the tradition of baseball legend Ted
Williams, sometried to freeze themselves. A few cryonic storage facilities still exist today, though the
majority fell to power failures, faulty construction, natural disasters and have-nots outraged that they
should be annihilated while the haves enjoy a chance at resurrection. We cal the cryopreservation cases
Popsicles, whereas Websicles are the ones who went the other route, and had their brains dissected,
analyzed and uploaded neuron by neuron to acomputer. WBE stands for Whole Brain Emulation.
Unfortunately for them, the sum total of their efforts didn’t add up to actua consciousness, but rather a
blue-print for consciousness, alabyrinth of datafor someone to compile. That someone happensto be
me—eighteen years ago | saac asked me to take the Webbies as my pet project, and | have spent much
of that time trying to make sense of their digital brains. Someday we hopeto revive them, beit viaactua
flesh and blood or viacode and light like Maachi.

I’'m ill awaysfrom that, but | have accomplished something quite wonderful. Something Maachi should
not be “intimating” to Vashti, becauseit’ sasurprise, and it’s not her surprise. It' sagift for someone

Specid.



“Some progress with the Webhbies, but he'soverdating it.” | downplay the situation, hopping off the
examination table and dipping my shoes back on. “I’ll give you astaus report when | can. First | haveto
schlep your kidsto Isaac. Actudly, that’ s second—first | have to check on the damage from the storm.
Then let’ snot forget about dl thosetiny irregularitiesin the VR to investigate, that should be fun.”

“Don't forget you owe me amonkey,” she says. “Peru isyour respongbility, not mine.”

“Right, I'll get to that. Isaac said he' d help me.”

“It'sapygmy monkey, not akiller whae. Y ou don’'t need abig brave man to help you captureit, do
you?”

“Y ou never know what you might find in the jungle. Safety innumbersand al.”

She nods at that, and smiles swestly at me. “ Just make sure | saac doesn’t convert the monkey while he's
trying to convert my girls”

“He doesn't want to proselytize,” | sigh, exasperated. “All he' sgoing to do is show your kids adifferent
way of life”

“In other words, convert them. Does't matter because it won't work—they’ re too strong. But level with
me, Pandora, does heredly believein al that mumbo jumbo?’

“Y ou know he does.”

“Then I’d say hisimagination has gone amok, amelt-down in histemporal lobes. But if he doesn’t
believe, then he' susing religion to control hiskids, and if | had to guess between the two, that’ s the one
I’d go with.”

“Hedoesbdieveit,” | tell her, dipping on my jacket and heading ouit.

“Funny, | thought he was smarter than that,” she says, following me down the hall.



haji
Thereistoo muchto seeinaday. Evenif my legs w?re stronger | would have to portion the tour into
severd trips. Asitis, | had to beg off after adizzying twenty-minute walk benesth frescoes and gilt
cellings, past vibrantly decorated walls of pastel blue, green and gold in grand rococo fashion. | had
wanted to continue on to the Hall of Mirrors, the Gallery of Beauties and the museum of coaches and
deighs, but found I could not. Tomi was kind enough to lead meto my room for arest.
It'seasy to get lost here, shetellsme now as| St on agolden satinwood settee. And | agreethat it is
much bigger than | had dreamt.
She puts my garland in water, brushing my thanks off with ashrug. They’ re weeds, she says. But that
makes no difference to me. She tells me that harvesters used to call cornflowers hurtsickle because their
tough stems are so difficult to cut.

Thou blunt’ st the very reaper’ s sickle and so

In life and death becont st the farmer’ s foe.

It isnot her poem, she says, and she cannot remember where she heard it.

Last year she dlowed meto read her poetry collection, The Srength of Spiders. | found the prose
beautiful and dien, filled with tiny observations about the world that had never occurred to me before.
Because | liked it so much, she recommended | read theworks of T. S. Eliot, especialy The Waste
Land, which she cited asthe greatest of al her creative influences. Unfortunately, | could understand very
little of that poem. When | tdll her this, she sayswe will have plenty of timeto discussit. And do | know
that Nymphenburg isabeginning where The Waste Land isan end?

How so?

The Mad King, she says. He was born here, crazy old Ludwig, not in this very room of course, but here
in the palace. Eliot’s poem dludesto his degth.

| remember learning about the man, a chronically depressed king who burned through histreasury,
building the most expensive fairy-tae castles Bavariahad ever seen. As| do my stretches Tomi fleshes
him out more fully in my mind, telling me how asachild his parentstook away his pet tortoise because
they thought he was growing too attached to it, and how in afit of rage hetried to have hisyounger
brother beheaded. He invited hishorse to dinner once, adistant echo of Caligula, though nowhere as
cruel. He became more and more of arecluse as he grew older, stealing away to an underground grotto
to read poetry in a seashdll-shaped boat. He apparently suffered from hallucinations, and was eventually
declared insane, only to escape his asylum.

How did hedie?

He drowned, she says. He drowned under mysterious circumstances. They found hisbody in Lake
Starnberg, alittle south of here. His doctor drowned aswell, trying to save him, so it would seem, but
only the dead could say for certain.

A sad gtory, | tell her.

Again she shrugs, removing apiece of lint from her blazer and smoothing her plaid crosstie. Hewas
religious, she says, and also gay. He could not reconcile the two. | hope | don't have to worry about you
the same way, she says.

| sare a her. What is she saying?

I’'m sorry, she says. Did | offend you?

Y ou have confused me, | say. | am certainly rdigious. What makes you think | am homosexua?

She blushes, biting her lip in consternation. It' sjust last year, she says. Y our brother Ngozi made every
attempt he could think of to kiss me and you never did. And when | got back home my sisterstold me
that your older brotherstried the same things with them.Y ou just seem different somehow.

If I thought you might return my affection, | might try for akiss. But | have no expectation that you will, |
sy.

That soundslike adare, she says.



| doubt your readiness.

Now it soundslike you' re trying to manipulate me, she says.

No, | say, just listen. My father has said that you girls are blessed with many advantages, but the
downside of your genetic inheritanceisalack of physica desre. Isthistrue?

We may be dow, she admits, plopping down next to me and looking away.

Then no matter what | want, it would be rude of me to make you uncomfortable as Ngozi did. |
gpologize on hisbehdlf.

It snot abig deal, she says. Until we can find away to make sexua reproduction possible again, there's
just not much point init, so it doesn’t fed like I’m missing out on much by not being ready. | am curious
though.

Areyou?

She meets my eyes and leans forward, expectant, so | take my kiss. It is swest, and dow, not quite
rgpturous, but powerful and life-affirming, strong enough to make me ache for her, despite an irrationa
thought that | am somehow betraying Pandora. My blood isracing through every part of meand | takeit
further, putting my hands upon her. She pulls back to meet my eyes once again.

| just don't get it, she says. I'm sorry.

| fooled mysdf, | redize. | made myself believe she was enjoying it aswell. No need to gpologize, | tell
her.

She kisses me again, thistime on the cheek. | hope | didn’t make you uncomfortable, she says.
Uncomfortableis not the word, | assure her. Itismy first real kissand | have no regrets. Perhaps we will
share another when the timeisright.

She leaves me with my unfulfilled fantasies. When Ngozi and Ddlila come to check on me, they bring two
books from Tomi, the first a biography of Ludwig, and the other acopy of T. S. Eliot’s famous poem.
Over the next few weeks, | will read both of them, their content blurring together with memories of the
kiss.

And | will think of Ludwig from timeto time, Mad L udwig who once walked these hdls, doomed and
drowned but not forgotten. Sometimes| will think of him with The Waste Land swirling in the back of
my mind, one of itslineslike awhisper in my ears.

Fear death by water.



PART TWO
THE FLESH



halloween
Where the fuck was ?
Hunting, that’ sright. Out by the lake with the unburned trees, looking to thin the cottontail population—I
et rabbitsfor breakfast—when ajittery feeling snuck up on me. Watched, perhaps? Something there?
| turned but saw no eyes upon me, which reassured me not at dl. | glanced at my watch to seeabumpin
my message counter. Pandora, again, which | decided not to play, much less answer. Better not to
contribute to lost causes. She' sasweet girl, but she feeds on false hope, and I’ ve given her too much of
it over the years. There' sadwaysthe chance that I’ m missing out on something I'll later regret, but
whenever | talk to her, | getlostinapast I’d rather not hold onto. And | hold her back, which isamost
as bad.
When | looked up from the watch, | heard a guttural growl. Bobcat maybe? I’ ve seen one here before.
Not abobcat. Bigger. Wider. It was a more temperamental beast, one that sported my colors. One of
those moments where you doubt your senses and wonder if you might be halucinating. | wasn't. Low to
the ground and haf-camouflaged by the tall weeds, atiger crept toward me, its hunger apparent, its eyes
amaost mesmerizing.
My pulse ratcheted up, a sharp but pleasant fedling asfear suffused me, life and desth tottering in the
balance. Yes, | thought. Let’ s tangle, kitty, because on this unexpected safari it washim or me and
better him than me, of that | was sure. | brought the rifle to my shoulder, sighted up, and held my breath.
How did it get here? From one of the zoos, | supposed. Decades ago when Black Ep was gobbling up
the zookeepers, not everyone euthanized their animals. Some they released into the wild. I’d noticed a
family of South African springbok gazelles doing quite well here, but never aBengdli tiger before. Tigers
in Michigan, who knew?
It stared darkly at me, contemplating an attack, then padded dowly to my left, circling. | followed it with
my rifle, awhiteflash of sunlight reflecting off the gunmetal.
“Killed by aman-eating tiger,” | told the cat in my sights, “is quite anasty epitaph. Areyou up to it?’
Y ears ago, | might have lowered the rifle and dared it to pounce, but I'm not quite as eager to die these
days, and | have respongbilities besides.
| didn’t particularly want to kill thething, so | dropped my aim abit, considering the low shot, which
dredged up that old joke about the three-legged dog in the Wild West. The one where the dog moseys
into the saloon, sidles up to the bar and drawls, “I’m lookin’ for the feller who shot my paw.”



penny

Entry #306: The Princess and the Squeezers

_Open_

They tried to squeeze me, the squeezers. Both of them. | underestimated their greed. Stupid
miscaculationand it'll cost me.

Pandora showed up with the cousins and we took them on the tour—same drill aslast year, except it
took twice aslong thanks to Sloane’ s broken leg and whatever malfunction this Hgji cripple has. So there
we are showing the porcelain room when Haji begs off and so does Sloane, so the group thins out, Tomi
taking Haji oneway, Brigit and Sloane going the other. | dip away too because Nature' s calling, and
that’ s when they intercept me.

“It' syour lucky day,” they tdl me. “Wethought it over and the answer’ syes,” but before | can say boo
they dap meright in the face by saying they want five timeswhat | promised them.

I’'m al “Twenty-five thousand?’ and S.oane actualy has the audacity to flash teeth and say, “No, Penny,
twenty-five thousand each.”

That’ saridiculous amount of money—aeven for a princess of my means—and they don’t care, Brigit
saying, “Wefigured if you' d pay ten thou you'd aso pay fifty.” Bloodsuckers!

My head' sbuzzing with anger flies, these stupid, irrationa thoughts—visuaizations, redly—wherel’'m
plotting the exact trgectory of my spit, and wondering if it might catch the sunlight coming in from the
window before splattering in the center of Brigit' s dumbstruck face—or anticipating what it might sound
liketo kick Sloan€' s crutches out from under her (would it go clatter, trip, bang, scream or morelike
clatter, scream, trip, bang?)—but I’ m calming everything down by thinking don’t sink to their level over
and over again. And I’'m smiling because maybe they’ re kidding me, just testing to seeif | cantakea
joke. And if they're not kidding, maybe they’ re just negotiating. And if they’ re negotiating, maybe | can
go as high astwenty thousand, tops, if they let me pay them over time.

But they’ re not kidding, not negotiating, and they want al the money up front, the dirty witches, and they
keep saying, “Do you want usto help you or not?” and don’t believe mewhen | tell them | don’'t have
that kind of money. Moms pay usfor good grades, good attitudes and good behavior (and fine usfor the
lack thereof ), and with me being the lucky girl that | am, that’ salucrative trifectafor me—so I’'mno
stranger to cash—and while Brigit and Sloane must redlizethat | make alot, they’ ve obvioudy
overestimated how much. | bet they’ re so far behind me money’ slost dl meaning, like I’m some mythical
El Dorado for them to plunder. Hey, let’ srob Penny, we'll berich!

Evenif | could pay them what they wanted, there’ s obvioudy no trusting them. They’ d probably just
make a big show of being niceto mein public, but till cut me down with the things they say behind my
back. They'reliars and cheaters and what can you expect from people like that?

So | tell them, “No dedl,” which surprises them because they expected meto cave, and they ook at each
other like they don’t know what to do. Just as I’ m thinking they’ re about to come down in price, they go
the other way and tell me I’ d better pay them or they’ Il make things worse for me than they’ ve ever been.
Extortion, can you bdieveit? I’ m way too mad to beintimidated, so | turn it around and say I'll go tell
momsif they even look at me funny, and Sloane calls me snitch and rat, and Brigit says |’ ve cried wolf so
often that momswon’t even believe me these days.

Now my attitudeisif I'm going to do anything, I'm going to be the best at it, and if that means being the
best snitch, so beit. “Just try it and I’ll tell moms about your little secret,” | tell them, and they're dl
“What secret?” so | tap my fingersto my lips and puff. They stop and look at melikel just cut the grass
right under their feet, which of courseisexactly what | did.

Weadl go into town from time to time to get supplies, but there' s certain things we can take and certain
thingswe can't. Like cigarettes, those are a big no-no, and | happen to know Brigit and Sloane have a
whole stash of them. | wasn’t going to say anything about it because I’ m definitely pro-lung cancer where
they’ re concerned, but if they’ re going to push me I’ ll push back any way | can.



My threat worked because they practicaly had afit, calling medl kinds of things, “how dareyou” this
and “you'’ d better not” that, then gave into their fear and dunk away like weaselswith meades. Satisfying
to see the back of them, but the whole experience got on my nerves, and the sad part of it iswhat might
have been.

The bright sde? While this nasty business may have set me back to square one, square two breezed in
sweset asdl get-out. | caught up with Izzy and Lulu at the end of the tour, and we al compared notes on
the cousins, and while they were discussing what going to Egypt would belike, | told them how I'd like
to get to know Pandora better, but how she' salittle leery of me, and then we talked about how hard it is
to make up for bad first impressons. The great thing is| didn’t even have to ask—they said they’ d be
happy to build me up to Pandora. And money never even came up, so | don't think I'll haveto pay
them!

That means| can spread my cash on the other girls, and try to build up aconsensus, so if the gruesome
twosome try to dander me, Pandorawill say, “Oh, that’sjust Brigit and Sloane being Brigit and Sloane.”
If I'm careful, | might be ableto pull this off.

Lock, stock and barrel.

Entry #306: The Princess and the Squeezers
-locked-



haji
Thetableislong, the chairs high-backed, but ergonoarlnicd ly designed and thus comfortable. Beneath us,
a black-and-white-checkered marble floor. Grand arches of white and gold lead up to a stucco fresco on
thecaling. | amlogtindl the detals. It isamythologica scenewith aswirling pattern of chariots, clouds,
rainbows, and gods with thunder-bolts clenched tightly in their figs.
Everything isimmeaculate and exquisitely st. Thisisanything but casud. | am used to dining with more
amplicity.
We usudly eat buffet style, Champagne says, but in honor of your visit, we thought we' d make this
Specid.
Simply being hereisa specia occasion, | assure them.
| look around the table to smile gracioudy a my cousins. | have found nicknamesfor the oneswith whom
| am lessfamiliar. Thereis Zoéthe giggler, Isabelle the ebow-grabber, Luziathe inadvertent
toe-stomper, Penelope the sllent starer, Sloane in the cast, and Katrinathe cherubic little girl. These are
but temporary nicknames. | hope to replace them with more telling descriptors of their persondities once
| cometo know them aswell as Brigit, Oliviaand Tomi.
Tomi returnsmy gaze, friendly asever, but with little hint of what we shared.
At Champagne ssignal, Isabelle and Zoé rise up from the table to serve the dinner. | am learning how a
regimented system of chores and responsibilitiesinforms every aspect of my cousns waking hours. In
fact, every minuteis accounted for. My sblingsand | are unfamiliar with thiskind of lifestyle. My father
believesin persond freedom and consideration for others. When something needs doing, we do it.
WEe ve prepared aspecia Egyptian meal, Champagne announces. The recipe comes from apharaoh’s
tomb.
Proudly, sheindicatesadish | know well. Me okhia soup, spicy with garlic and coriander, warm enough
to thaw out the chill that hasinsidioudy crept into me since our arriva. But as asteaming bowl is placed
before me | am struck by the pungency of adubious vegetable. What floats with the melokhialeaves?
Spinach?Kale? Try as| might, | cannot identify it.
How kind of you to honor us, Ngozi says, once all the places have been served.
Shall we take amoment to reflect? Vashti asks.
| do not take her meaning at first, but then | redlize that by reflect she means pray. Only if you would do
sonormaly, | reply.
A moment of silence, she decides, despite my answer. She makes a point of bowing her head and closing
her eyes, and | can seethe ghost of asmile on her face. Our cousinsfollow suit, and soon so do we.
At home we frequently pray but never at medltime. We often sing while cooking and my father considers
that both a blessing upon the medl and aform of prayer in itself.
Sothisisnew aswdll.
There, Vashti says.
Medicine, Pandora prompts. We have already taken oursfor the day, | explain, but it seems our cousins
have not. Tiny capsules of every conceivable color are consumed. They take more pills than we do, |
note, even though they are hedthier.
This accomplished, we hungrily turn our atention to the soup.
| fee many eyesupon meas| dip my spoon into the broth and take ataste. It is an atogether unfamiliar
and unpleasant flavor, lingering on the tongue like wet wool. | take another Sp just to test the theory. At
last | can confirm that it isatruly horrible concoction.
We gathered the vegetables from our garden, Katrina proudly proclaims. Do you likeit?
That you would go through so much trouble for usistruly touching, | tell her.
| think | know what killed Hessa, Ngozi whispersto me after histhird bite.
Sadly, the best praise | can think to give the med isthat thereisno mest in it. Dalilawas under the
mistaken impression that our German relatives are mest eaters, but they are as gtrict vegetariansaswe. |
eat asmuch as| can to avoid seeming rude. For me the experience underscores how different we are.



Appetites vary wildly among species. | would not eat a pregnant scorpion, though a desert fox would. Or
perhaps my cousins find the soup as disgusting as we do, but have smply joined our conspiracy to praise
it.

| am thrilled when dessert isabowl of fruit.



pandora
After dinner and the washing up, the kids go to the ballroom to play music and games, and Champagne
and | tag along to keep an eye on them. We st a alow glasstable in the corner and drink ourselves silly,
talking about old times and cheering whenever someone wins at laser shuffle-board.
“They’re getting dong so well,” Champagne notes. “ Like little ambassadors.”
“Yes, what'snot to like?’
“We vedoneright by them.”
“Sure, you guys are great parents, al three of you.”
“Four!”
“Oh, comeon, | haven't done anything,” | protest. “They’re your kids.”
“Don’'t be so modest,” Champagne says, eyes shining from the cherry brandy.“Y ou have more influence
on them than you think. Which reminds me, there’ sa question of which one you' re going to take under
your wing.”
“Because|I’m running myself ragged?’
“Vashti and | both think you could use alittle help, that’ sal. And the kids arefindly old enough to pitch
in”
“I have Rashid working for meright now.”
“Rashid? Interesting. He liked the IVR so much we almost couldn’t get him to leave. Does he have a
knack for the technical sde of it?”’
“Don’'t know yet.”
“Ishe dependable? It’ s not ways a good ideato have the kid who loves doughnuts working at the
“That’strue. It'sso easy to get lost in there.”
“You don't havetotel methat.” Shegrins. “Y ou need someone who' s focused on more than just having
fun. What about Pendlope? She' stech-savvy, follows directions, very determined.”
| glance over. Thegirl hasan intent look on her face and acuein her hand, pushing a colorful disc of
light. When she sticks the shot, knocking Ngozi’ s disc off, there' satdlltale flash of wildfirein her eyes, a
look that’ s competitive and hungry, the kind of hunger that can never befilled.
“There' s something about her | don't trust.” | shrug, pouring each of us another drink.
“Give her achance, she might surpriseyou.”
“Shemight. | just think she hasalittle growing up to do.”
“Don’'t wedl?" Champagne smiles. “ Say, why don’t you stay longer and hang out with us girls? Isaac
won't mind if you' re acouple of dayslate with the exchange.”
“I can't,” | tell her. “1’m heading south tomorrow, then west.”
“West,” shesays. “Peru?’
“Idlewild.”
“You'reredly serious?’
“Hemight need me”
| haveto try and ignore the look of pity she' sthrowing a me.
“You'rein complete denid if that'swhat you think. God, Pandora, he doesn’t need you. He doesn’'t
need anyone. Don't you think he’ s proved that? How can you be so loya to someone who' sturned his
back on everyone?’
“He hasn't turned hisback onme,” | ing <.
“Yes, hehas” shesnorts. “He'sjust been taking yearsto do it. I’ m not saying he doesn't have some
fedlings for you, but come on—when he keeps putting more time between conversations, can’t you see
what he/ sdoing?’
“What?’
“He sweaning you off him. Trying to let you down dow and easy. Or maybe hel sweaning himsdf off
you. Either way, you don’'t need this, no one does.”



| just drink. It' seasier than admitting she' sright.

“Am| right?’ she asks, folding her arms across her chest.

“Y ou don’'t know how much he' s suffered.”

“Oh, boo hoo,” she says. “He s not the only one who lost someone. When Mercutio murdered the love
of my life, did | have atantrum and curl up in alittle ball? No, | grieved, and pulled through it, and got on
with my life. Because | saw the big picture of bringing these kidsto life and making the world a better
place”

“Yeeh, well, you saw it, hedidn’t. That’swho heis”

“Yeah, that' swho heis,” she says, derisively, draining her glass. “'Y ou sure know how to pick "em.”
“Frankly, Champagne, it doesn’t amaze methat Hal’ s done what he’ s done. The amazing thing isthat we
haven't. After dl we velogt, our friends, our innocence, the world itsef?’

“Hooray for us? We're so exceptiond, we should cut Hal abreak? No, he doesn't get off that easily.”
“Yes, hedoes”

“Not ‘the pass again.”

“Absolutely, he gets a pass because we owe him!” | say, and | have to take amoment to control mysdlf
because my voice getslouder when | drink. | don’t want to worry the kids, especialy 1saac’ skids, who
keep looking over at mefor reassurance. “It' sredly very smple. He put a stop to Mercutio. Hekilled
him. He saved us from him. Without Hal, you and | would be dead or wishing we were dead. So he gets
apass”

Shedghs.”l won't tdl you I'm not grateful for what he did.”

“Youcan't”

“That'sright, | can’t—because he did what needed to be done at the time. But now it stime for him to
grow up.”

She goesto the kitchen for coffee, leaving me to think about what she said. When she returnswith the
carafe, she'snot aone, and | can tell from the look on Vashti’ s face that our conversation has been
relayed.

“Youredly, redly, redly haveto stop this” she says, taking my hand.

“Oh, Vash, what isthis, an intervention?’

“If that' swhat it takes,” Champagne says.

They both care about me—I recognize that. And appreciateit. But there are two agendas at work. There
are Champagne sfedlings about her first love, Tyler, and about her second love, Isaac. And with Vashti,
thereisaviscerd hatred for Hal—picking him apart has aways been asport for her.

With a squeeze of my hand, Vash says, “Don’t you realize he drove Simone to suicide?’

“It wasn't suicide, she overdosed.”

“Semantics” she says.

“And hedidn’'t drive her to it.”

“I’m not so sure. Not everyoneisaswilling to take him at hisword asyou are. And psychologicdly it's
interesting—he pushes the woman he loves over the edge, and now he strying to do it with the woman
who loveshim.”

“I don't think I’ m drunk enough for this” | tell her.

“Ligten, I'm all for you being in love,” she says. “No one would deny you that. But &t least |et it be on
equd terms”

“That’sright,” Champagne chimesin. “He sthe one cdling dl the shots”

“Don't infantilize me, thank you. Y ou know what | think whenever we get on thistopic, whenever you
back meinto acorner?1 think herel am talking with bitterheart number one and bitterheart number two.”
“What do | have to be bitter about?” Champagne scoffs.

“|saac, what €lse? The path not taken, and al that might have been. Andyou,” | say, my eyeslighting
upon Vashti, “ always sabotaged everyone' s relationships back in school, because if you weren't happy
why should anyone else be? Or was it because you wanted al the girlsto yoursaf?’

“Funny how your mind works,” Vashti amirks, unfazed. “ So telling people the truth is ‘ sabotaging
relationships ? That’ sacurious interpretation of events.”



“And for therecord, I’'m not carrying atorch for Isaac,” Champagne protests. “It's just complicated with
him, that'sdl.”

Vashti arches an eyebrow. “Not too complicated, | hope. | hate to think of either of you being distracted
when there’ s so much work to be done.”

“Thework hasto comefirgt,” | admit—and then wonder if I'm kidding mysdlf. No matter, because I’ ve
had enough of being under the microscope tonight, and grab at the chance to change the subject. After
al, thisis something we re going to disagree on forever.

“Tothework,” Champagne offers, her coffee cup raised.

“Tothework,” Vashti and | agree.



haji
Wearewarming to this place.
The girls have embraced Ddlila, particularly Katring, the littlest. She follows like a happy shadow. Ngozi
has found an earthly paradise among jinn, playing gameswith Olivia, games heisonly too happy to lose
because every win she flashes her hazdl eyesfrom behind thick lashesand hisheart fallsmorein love with
her. | watch them flirt over agame of Go and think he has made awise choice.
It can only go so far, but till.
Since HessA sdeath | have missed the sounds of girlish laughter. It thrillsmeto hear Dalilaburst with
such joyful freedom, her cries provoking her cousinsto follow, like the call-and-response language of
birds.
The girlsare uniformly beautiful, white even teeth, strong healthy lithe bodies. Not a defect among them.
If ababy with flaws such as mine were to be born into thisfamily, would it be dlowed to live? | imagine
not. For this| say ablessing to my father. For the gift of life.
One of the older girls, Sloane, wears atransparent cast from her hip to her toes. At first | could not seeiit
except for the pinsin her ankle, but the outline became clear when | spotted the decorations and
autographs gaily floating around itsside. They cdl it a glasscast, though it isnot redly glass, but rather
composed of tiny nanites that stiffen and relax as needed. Sloane showed me how it not only keeps her
leg immobile but also secretes atopical painkiller. | wonder if | should ask Aunt Vashti to look at my
condition. Or ismy physiology too dien? My father speciaizesin human beings, while Vashti specidizes
inWaterbabies. Thereisafairly substantia difference. And while gene thergpy might fix my limp, it might
aso put my immune system &t risk.
Brigit, Oliviaand Tomi have al been good to us. Last year they were as shocked as we when they heard
the news of Hessa' s deeth. And though they did not know her well they mourned her passng with us. In
our fashion. But the other girls were here when the tragedy struck. It istheir insight | crave. What did
they see? | have never been wholly satisfied with the explanation of how my sister departed from the
earth. | carry so many questions and they must have knowledge | lack. Itisdl | can do not to let this
friendly gathering Sour meinto an investigation of how Hessadied.
Instead | am teaching Zoé the basics of kite making. She has seen the ones | made last year for her
gstersand now wants onefor hersdf. | tell her Aunt Champagne has asked meto give ademonsiration
infront of the art class, but Zoé lamentsthat she will not be hereto seeit, as sheisreplacing Sloane on
the other haf of thisexchange. So | teach her dl | can.
After atime she asksif thisiswhat | want to do.
Do?
For aliving, she says. Will you be akite maker?
| will do whatever needsto be done, | tell her.
She does not understand at first. Then she gigglesand calsme attility player. Which | suppose | am. But
o arewedl, redly. Why limit yoursdlf to just onething?
No, they seethings differently here. There are areas of specidty. Vocations. Roles. She wants very much
to be an ecologit, she says, and to help plan afuture that keeps usfar afield from the kind of damage our
ancestors did to the environment. Sheislobbying her mothersfor that position, but they have not yet
made up their minds.
Zoétdls me how theworld, no longer choked by carbon emissions and overpopulation, has been
steadily returning to amore natura state. But civilization has aready done so much to put it out of
balance. Take the plants, she says. Centuries ago, we made the mistake of introducing invasive species
like purple loosestrife, black locust and kudzu dl around the world, and now they’ re spreading
unchecked. And take the animals, dl the new shiftsin thefood chain.
What new shifts?
Think of the cows, she says, excited to have someone to teach. We kept so many aslivestock, artificialy
inflating their populations, but we made them dependent on usto survive. We bred cowsto be so big and



beefy, most couldn’t calve on their own. So those breeds died out while the hardiest breeds (longhorns,
for example) took over. And without humansto eat them, their numbers have been sky-rocketing. They
have other predators, of course, but nothing kills cattle faster than man. So in the years since the plague,
the growing herds have been overgrazing. Now they’ re beginning to starve, dropping dead, their
carcasses serving to nourish the soil.

And from that soil new grasswill grow, | say, getting it. The cowstried to est al the grass, but now the
grassis eating the cows.

Itisthenthat | see Ddilasurrounded by girls, dl inviting her to demonstrate the sema. Sheis suddenly
shy and on her face | see her fight with hersalf. She loves to move but knows Hessa came before her.
Can she measure up to her elder sster’ s masterful command of the whirling-dervish dance?

Yes, | tdl her. Yes, because she is amagnificent dancer, and because Hessawill be guiding her every
sep. | am rewarded by ahuge smile and she runs off to change into her came’ sfelt hat and thewide
white skirt Hessa helped her sew.

No, | cannot dance, | explainto Zoé, begging off, but Tomi has seen metry and says| am sdling mysdlf
short. | know al the steps, | admit, | smply lack the range of motionto do it well.

When she returns, my little sster commands attention asthe girlsform acircle around her. With great
aplomb she explainsthat the dance is sacred to the Sufi path. It is performed to embrace all creation and
s0 reach ahigher plane of enlightenment.

Shefolds her amsinto herself to form aone. To signify the unity of God. Then her skirt rustlesas she
turns about, arms outstretched, her hands positioned carefully. Katrinaasks why it is hecessary to keep
your hands a certain way when you dance with your feet. Ddilaexplainsthat theright hand iselevated
pam up to receive divine energy while theleft is held pam down to channel that energy into the earth.
Soane says, oh, of course, divine energy. Some of the girlsreact and Ddilamust wait until their nervous
laughter dies down.Though sheissmiling aswell.With great dignity she movesto the center of thecircle
and tells her cousins that Sufis dance as the worlds dance. Which isto say we revolve. Right now thereis
revolution ingde our atoms, revolution in our blood, and revolution in our planet’ s path around the sun.
Everything is connected. The excitement buildsand my sister frog, | redize, widldsaflar for the dramatic
that would make Hessa proud.

Shetdlsthe girls onefoot never leavesthe ground while twirling. And they may go asfast or dow asthey
please. Either way they will receive new awareness if they embrace the dance with a pure heart. She will
chant thereis no God but God. But the others can chant whatever they like.

Sheinvitesthem to join in when they’ re ready and soon my sster isawhirling ball of energy, her skirt
fluttering around her legs. Her form perfect. A transcendent look on her face as she chants.

Her cousinsjoinin, twirling about her in orbit. What they lack in grace they try to make up for in
exuberance. Katrinarises up on her toes, joyfully announcing that sheisabdlerina. Brigit snaps her
fingersasshe spins.

Before long, Penelope' s hand fals on my arm. Aren't you going to stop this? she asks. It isasmuch as
she has said to me since our arrival.

Why should | put astop toit?

She gives me areproachful look. Can't | seethey’ re making fun? Look, she says, look at Sloane.

| follow her index finger to watch Sloane hopping on her good foot, arms akimbo, her injured leg flung
out in front of her.

Isn't this asacred dance? she asks.

Yes, | admit, it' strue.

Wi, look at Brigit and Soane hopping around like kangaroos.

| seewhat she means. My sigter frog is performing with exact and lovely footwork, her handsin perfect
position and her chant strong and true. While around her some of the smdler girls have gotten dizzy and
flopped to the floor where they arerolling and giggling hystericaly. The older ones still on their feet are
indeed hopping around like kangaroos. But isit mockery? Or just high-spirited fun?

Raucous laughter fillsthe room and Penelope is off like afirecracker, slencing the music and stepping
into the circle. She positions hersdlf directly between Ddilaand Brigit, arms spread asif to defend my



sgter from the older girl. It isatouching gesture, though perhaps misplaced. Ddilaand Brigit get dong
famoudy. So | believe. They did last year, and | cannot guess what could have changed.

With controlled anger, Penelope rebukes Brigit and Sloane for making my sister the butt of their supid
jokes. | moveto Dalila. She has stopped dancing and has begun to look about the room, confused, asiif
awakening from along deep.

Soane suggests anew place for her crutch. Voices areraised. | think to play peacemaker, but Tomi
catches my eye. She shakes her head no. Do not get involved. So | turn my attention back to my sigter,
who has cometo the verge of tears. They’ re not making fun of me, Haji, they’re my friends, sheindsts.
Thankfully, the adults come to restore order to the Situation, but not before Ddlila has rushed from the
room. Ngozi isquick to pursue her and | hobble dong asbest | can. With alast glance over my shoulder,
| see Pandora stepping in to separate Penelope from her sisters. Always ready to settle adispute,
Pandora

In the anteroom outside the ballroom, my brother and | calm Ddiladown. It isnot so much that shefedls
the dance was spoiled, asitisher hating to see family in conflict. It reminds her too much of the bad
blood between Mu'tazz and Rashid.

Later that evening, | take Penelope aside and thank her for defending my sister’ shonor. Shetellsmeto
just cdl her Penny. Her older ssters are bullies, she says. Especidly when they are together. | should be
on my watch for their cruelty.

| tell her my eyesdid not catch the nuances of what was happening, but if they were indeed mocking her
| appreciate the actions she took.

I’'m happy to help, she says.



penny

Entry #307: The Princess and the Seven-

Course Feast -open-

Dinner was even more nausegting than usud. I'm sill sck from it. Some kind of nasty Egyptian soup
moms forced usto eat because they wanted our cousinsto fed more at home. What' s next, sand on the
floor? They should have kept that recipe in whatever tomb they found it. | can’'t believe that’ sthe kind of
food they like over there.

Moms have dways taught that my cousinsare “ different” asin “not better or worse, just different.”
Multiculturd tolerance and al that good stuff—fine, | can get behind that if | haveto—I just can’'t help
feding sorry for them. They' re weighed down with dl these silly traditions and spout “wisdom” from
people |’ ve never heard of. Technologicaly, they’re not that far behind us, but Uncle I ssac must not put
much stock in conveniences, becauseit’s ooh and aah time whenever they get exposed to anything
remotely fun. Lulu calsthem “acoudtics’ because they’ ve never been plugged Insde. And biologicaly
spesking, let’ s not forget they’ re Humanity 1.0, whichis clearly not just different but worse.

But Pandoramust really love them. I’ ve been swiping glances at her since she got here and every time
they go to her shelights up. My theory is she feds even sorrier than | do about how retarded they are.
Like the way you love apet becauseit’ sinnocent and uncomplicated. So from her perspective, my
cousins might actudly carry more influence than anyone e se. Useful then. Acesonmy sde.

Thelittle girl was dancing because sheloved God so damn much, and Brigit and Soane were acting like
ases, S0 | did my good deed for the day. | defended the weak against the strong. A stunt for Pandora s
benefit, | admit, ademonstration of character, and arecruitment ploy for my cousins hearts and minds. |
don't mean thiscynicaly. | like helping people, | do. | just believein helping mysdif first. If | don’t look
out for my best interests, who will?

Not Izzy certainly. Today she stabbed me. It felt like she was stabbing me. Maybe | deservedit. | can
fed her wordslike aweight againgt my heart. 1zzy isnot my friend anymore, which meansthat when | fed
like confiding in someone Lulu and thisjourna will have to pick up the dack.

What happened was full-blown stupid. Remember how | dapped Brigit and Sioane down by threatening
to reved their sash? Well, 1zzy fed me that information, and it was confidential. When | made my threst |
exposed her asthe onewho told me. Like | said, Brigit isn’'t completely stupid— shetraced it to Izzy and
|zzy admitted it.

So there was awholelot of shrieking and recriminations and gnashing of teeth, and Brigit and Sloane
gave her an ultimatum—abe friends with them or friends with me—and 1 zzy, who aways wanted to be
friends with everyone, who said she never wanted to choose sides, finally took one and it wasn't mine.
Okay, I'm partly to blame here. Why deny it?1 just didn’t think. That' swhat | did. That’smy big, terrible
crime. | needed something to put those girlsback intheir placeand it’'sal | had to work with. | didn’t
redize it would cause such aproblem. But I'm not the only one at fault. If the gruesome twosome didn’t
want anyone to know about their smoking, they should have done everyone afavor and sewn their lips
shut. Like the Thomas Edison quote Pandoraloves so much, “Three can keep a secret if two of them are
dead.” And let’ s not take honest 1zzy off the hook—she could have smply played dumb and denied ever
telling me. They would' ve had to proveit, and how could they? They’ d just have thought maybe I’ d been
spying on them. Or maybe Brigit would think Sloane told me and vice versa. Who knows?

But no, instead we' ve got idiocy dl around. A seven-course feast of supid. An orgy of it. And my
friendship with | zzy is dead like seeds on hard stone.

Haikubot: scan and summarize.

Words carelessly said
Little tragedies of youth
| miss my good friend



God, you' re usdless, Haikubot.
Lock this puppy.

Entry #307: The Princess and the Seven-
Course Feast -locked-



haji
After breskfast and Pandora s rushed goodbye, we caaiJ | home and then try thelinks Aunt VVashti ingtalled
behind our ears. | say Ngozi’ s name from another room and the palace’ s communication system puts us
indirect conversation. A successful test. The technology islikely to give us headaches, but these have yet
tomateridize. All | fed isadight sing.
How bad do you think the headaches will get? Ngozi asks.
Vashti saysthey will fade over time.
Why do we need these things anyway?
They want to keep track of us. New safety procedures because of Hessa.
Have you seen the bathrooms? he asks. He tells me how the toilets analyze al waste and transfersthe
datato Vashti’s console. He links Ddilainto our conversation and tells her aswell, just to hear her
amused, semidisgusted reaction.
Between all their precautions, we should be safe, | tell them.
Piggybacked on the communication link isaneurd link, the prerequisite for entering the IVR. | have
begun to think of it as adevice that makes one more susceptible to hypnosis. It amplifies the computer’s
sgnalsto such adegree that we begin to perceive that stimuli asredlity.
Father must have one, Ngozi says.
Had.
He extracted it? Why?
| suppose he has no more usefor it, | say.
Half an hour to another world, Dalilamuses. The one Rashid loves so much.
She cannot wait. Neither can Ngozi.
Fifteen minuteslater, | take acdl from Maachi. He asks me how | am feding. He offersto be my tour
guide on the Inside. Thereis so much for meto see.
| am grateful, of course. And | assume that he meansto do the same with my siblings. But when | link the
newsto them, they tell me that he has not contacted them at all. And when | ask Tomi about it, she says
Maachi never doesthis sort of thing. He stays well away from her and well away from her sgters.
So what does he want with me?



pandora
Today isday no for me. I've got my yes days and no days, and this one' s definitely ano.
| overdeep but that’ s hardly worth mentioning. The kids aren’t ready to go but that’ snot abig dedl
either. | leave my ankh behind and have to double back to get it because it’ s an exact replica of the one
Hal gave meback in VR, but let’ sleave that out of it aswell. Never mind that it takes me twenty
minutesto get my copter to start. Never mind how Zoé, 1zzy and Lulu spend the whole flight sSinging.
Never mind Maachi reporting that Rashid accidentaly broke my autoclean. Even Isaac being in astrange
mood when | arrive with the kidsisn't so bad because he' s not the kind of person who can function well
on no deep, and he stayed up dAl night arguing with Mu'’ tazz. None of that makes this day no.
| take my leave from Isaac because I’ m ready to fly west. Because | can't wait any longer—I haveto
find out what happened to Hal.
Day no comesfrom agrainy, blurry image. “If you' re going west, you might want to make it Peru,” my
eyeinthe sky telsme. “Not Idlewild.”
“Oh, not you too, Maachi. You can't talk me out of this.”
“Pandora, | have a satellite photo of Halloween.”
And as| watch numbly, he shows me an image of aman standing outside GedaechtnisHQ in Idlewild,
Michigan. A bearded man with orange hair, strong and thin and wild, acold look in hismidnight eyes.
“He' sdive” | say, flooding with relief that curdles as soon as| redlize that he snot injured in any way,
which means he'ssmply not answering my cals. Why is he pushing me away? Does he mean to cut me
off completely?| can’t decideif I’'m more hurt than angry or the other way. It’ s not worth figuring out,
redlly—there’ s plenty to go around.
| put my fedingsinto words and send them to him, knowing he won'’t reply to this message either.
Goddamn it, Hal, what are you doing?I’m your only friend.
So what can | do but get back out of my copter and tell 1saac what' s happened. He promises me a
shoulder to cry on when he' sgot his nieces settled. He says he' Il go to Peru with me. | can always
depend on him—but somehow hisreliability just makes mefed that much more aone.
“We Il makeit afiddtrip for thekids” he says. “We Il have fun.”
“Fun,” | say, my mind thousands of milesaway in aday yesthat may never come. “Sure, fun, | could use
some of that. Let’'sgo get usamonkey.”



haji
Itislesslike dreaming and more like daydreaming, bath with clarity that rivalswhat | experienceinthe
waking world. It isaream of enormous possibility and endless convenience. Thereis nothing ungodly
about it. Not asfar as| can tell.
Thisdomainiscalled Telescope. | stand in apastel suburban neighborhood, rows of empty houses
spanning as far as my eyes can see, while overhead a meteor shower bombards the atmosphere beneath
congtellations heretofore unknown to me. All smulation, but there is something ddlightful about it. | do not
seeit asamockery of al God's cregtion as Mu'tazz once termed it, nor do | understand why my father
has kept me from it for so long, though | am sure he has his reasons.
A tutoria teaches me how to exchange this environment for amountain canyon at sunset, brilliant red
rock wallstowering over me and sagebrush at my feet. | experiment with things, purchasing atempora
effect cdled Strobe. Soon, the sun iswhipping through the sky, rising and setting like afiery cannonball.
Another sunrise, and another, and | cannot dismissit as high-speed photography, because | am there. |
can fed its heat and absence thereof, off and on, off and on, like achild playing with heaven’ sthermodtat.
A year of sunrises whooshes over mein just minutes, and a stubborn part of me wantsto believethat |
aminfact ayear older, if not ayear wiser.
| know nothing about economics. What has monetary value anymore? There are only ahandful of ushere
now, and with al the world’ streasuresthere is surely more than enough to share. And yet, Inside,
everything ismonetized. A floating window the sze of a picture frame displays my ledger in deep
luminous green.

| am treating it asagame. | will happily accept whatever they give me, but it has no relevanceto my lifein
the red world.

| can purchase something caled aNanny but thisis expensve and | must conserve my funds until |
understand the value of things.

Malachi materializes (s to speak, because | do not believe heis made of any materia but light) before
me, craning his neck up to observe the sun’ srapid flight through the sky.

Tempus fugit, he noteswith asmile. Stacks of newspapers spring into being about me, each stack chest
high, and so many that | fed like amazeisforming with mysdlf at the center. | thank him but wonder
aoud how | will find thetimeto read them dl. Just read the headlines, he suggests. And | will, | assure
him, though | do not put much emphasis on birthdays and cannot see the point in learning what happened
only on the dates that coincide with the day of my birth. Would the newspapers from the most pivotal
daysin history not make for moreilluminating reading? | am one human being out of billions, surdy my
birthday cannot be al that important.

Maachi’ s specid interest in meis baffling, but apparently harmless enough, so | count myself lucky to
have him as my guide. He takes me by the hand to lead me on awhirlwind tour of placesred and
fictiond, with no logic to his choicesthat | can discern. At each stop he asks me my opinion, genuinely
curious about what | think. We visit parts of Liverpool, Los Angeles, Middle Earth, Metropolis, Beijing,
Tokyo and Oz. Aswetravel, | begin to understand the pricing. If an experience can be termed
educationd, it isinexpensive, but the more escapist the locae, the higher the price. Anything with
sdacious content carries an exorbitant tax, pushing the total well beyond the funds my aunts have given
me

With each new step on the journey, | sense Maachi’ smood darkening, asif my presenceis growing
increasingly offensveto him. Asif | am disgppointing him with word or deed, or perhapsthereis
something | should be doing that | am not, despite my appreciation and enthusiasm. When | ask him if
anything has gone wrong, he gives me aresigned look and tellsme yes. Y es, but there is nothing to be
done about it. Memes don't nest in the double helix. 1t' s not your problem, he says. Don’'t ever make it
your problem.

| have no ideawhat heistaking about.



Never mind, he says. I’m amoody thing, Haji, pay no attention to me.

Though the encounter with Maachi leaves me unsettled, the rest of my time Inside fares much better.
Ngoz and Ddilaare having thetime of their livesand | am happy to learn that Rashid isInside aswell,
plugged into the system from Pandora s console in Athens. He has modeled his domain after aMonte
Carlo casino resort, and populated it with well-dressed aristocrats and graceful debutantes. It isso
strange seeing peoplein such number, even if they areunredl. | fed like we are being haunted.

It takes some getting used to, Rashid admits, but you can do anything here. The only limits are your
imagination and your bank account. Steak?

| glance over at the dark and smoking dab on his plate and pass on the offer.

Then how about some baccarat?

Gambling, brother?

Harmlessfun. Y ou play for chips, Hgji, nothing red. Y ou don't put your prosperity at risk. Y ou can't
mortgage your immortal soul.

| have no fear for my immortal soul.

He openshis hands asif to ask, Then what am | waiting for?

| Sgh. Arethere not better things for usto do?

Y ou might actually be good &t it, hetellsme, dissecting his med with aknife and fork. Y ou have the
temperament. Quick mind, don’t careif you win or lose. And deep down, you know everything isa
gamble. Every choice you makeinlifeisabet. Y ou' re gambling right now with every breath.

All right. If | play afew handswith you, will you take agamble for me?

What kind?

Thekind that really matters.

Oho, high stakes, hegrins. I'm intrigued.

Rashid, | say, thelonger | stay here the more convinced | become that our sister’ s desth was no
accident.

He staresdumbly at me. What else could it be?

| stare back at him until he looks down at his steak, puzzled or troubled by what | have suggested.

Y ou have evidence?

Intuition, | tell him.

Wil | prize intuition as much as anyone, and your ingtincts have aways been terrific, but | think you're
wrong on this. She got sick and died. Let it go.

Not until thisfeding letsgo of me.

Dad dready investigated this. If it' sgood enough for him. . .

Do you want to gamble or not, Rashid?

How? he says.

Y ou know the Inside alot better than | do. Can you make me alist of al the places Hessavisited before
shedied?

| don’t have that kind of access, though | suppose | could dig around a bit.

There syour gamble.

But what good would it do?

| shrug. No good, possibly. Or there might be aclue. | want to see what she saw and know what she
knew.

Why don’t you just ask Vashti?

| am asking you.

Oh, you don’t trust her, he says.

| have no reason not to trust her.

Maybe, but you till don't.

| tell him trust does not enter the equation at all. It issimply better to leave Vashti out of it. Better to leave
out al the adults, becauseif | am being foolish thereisno point in troubling them with my folly, and if | am
not being foolish, if thereisin fact evidence of foul play, then the adults may have reason to keep that
evidence hidden.



For Hessa s sake, my brother accedes.

Baccarat turns out to be more fun than | expect. | catch on after someinitia confusion, and start winning
once | try counting cards. Which seems devious, though Rashid assuresme | am alowed to count. | quit
when winning starts to matter to me. No good can come from that.

Moments later | am sprinting down a cobblestone path, my tatami sandas dapping the ground like
ranfal as| rush headlong a my enemy. The sword | clutch in my hands carrieswith it afegling of power,
but also a sense of weakness. | am no warrior. In the real world thisisachoicel would not make.

With both hands | thunder the blade from high to low, the whistling sound pleasing me, despite how badly
| miss, my balancelost, my imperfect legslurching mewel past my foe. Immediately he buries his sword
between my shoulder blades, but | fed only pressure where | should fed pain, because the Insde has
been nerfed.

Death before dishonor, | say.

That was alittle of both, Tomi winces, promising to turn the difficulty down.

Her domain is a postic interpretation of twelfth-century Japan, decorated with cherry blossoms and
paper lanterns, wooden bridges and koi ponds. | am dueling akimono-clad samurai by amisty grove of
flowering plum trees. With the difficulty reduced | am able to hold my own againgt him, parrying his
thrusts and dashes until | can dispatch him with along diagona cut.

Nice kiri gaeshi, she says, matching anameto my maneuver.

Isthat what | did?

Y our form could use some work, but yes.

As| sare at thefdlen warrior, his kimono split by my blade, Tomi reassures methat | have murdered
nothing more than alifdless smulation. | have spilled no blood and caused no pain. The opponent is not
sentient theway Maachi is sentient.

Thank heavensfor that, because | enjoyed it. First gambling and now violence, though in truth no harm
wasdone. Still, | must watch myself and pay attention to why | do thethings| do. Am | on adippery
dope? | must meditate on thislater on.

Why isthere no blood? | ask.

| can't afford it, she explains, dightly embarrassed by this admission. My mothers have placed ahigh
premium on blood and it will be sometime before | can unlock it.

They disapprove of bloodshed?

They'd prefer | study. But they understand thisisjust ahobby of mine, and that they’ re partly to blame
for it by naming me what they did.

Shetells me about her namesake, Tomoe Gozen, Japan’s most legendary female samurai. She squints
her eyes, remembering, her expression bestific and impossibly far away. She says.

Tomoe was especially beautiful, with white skin, long hair and charming features. She was also a
remarkably strong archer, and as a swordswoman she was a warrior worth a thousand, ready to
confront a demon or a god, mounted or on foot. She handled unbroken horses with superb skill;
she rode unscathed down perilous descents. Whenever a battle was imminent, Yoshinaka sent her
out as hisfirst captain, equipped with strong armor, an oversized sword and a mighty bow, and
she performed more deeds of valor than any of his other warriors.

It isaquote from The Tale of the Heike, she explains. | have not read it, and she offersto lend it to me
once | have finished the other books.

What about you? | never thought to ask about your name.

| am named after no man, | explain. Hagji smply means a person who has made a pilgrimage to Mecca,
though it might dso refer to a child who was born during that pilgrimage. Thelatter definition gppliesto
me

Y ou were born in Mecca?

No, but the date of my birth coincides with the time of year oneis meant to perform the Hajj.

Okay, she says. Have you done it yet?

My father will take me one day.

There sonein here, you know. A smulation.



| remember Mu'tazz telling me about it. The awe-ingpiring sense of community and oneness, thousands of
believersrapt in ecstatic fervor, dl circling the Kaa bah, drawn to the holy rdlicit contains. The Black
Stone, focal point for prayer. Touch it and it can absorb your sins. Mu' tazz told me of hisjoy upon
reaching it, afeding of lightness throughout his soul, but the next day Hessafell sick and heredized it had
not cleansed him a al. It wassmply anilluson, he said, acruel mirage, glitter to distract him from the
holy path. Still, I want to touch it. With thereal Black Stonelost, a mirage might be the next best thing.

| suppose on some level you won't redly be Hgji until you do it, she says.

And will you not really be Tomi until you can win battleslike Tomoe Gozen?

I’ll never be that good, she shrugs.

But sheisvery good, graceful asawisp of smoke, her mind and body working in harmony as she
demondirates her skill with the katana blade. With the difficulty raised, her foeis dangerous and quick,
but she stops him in mid-dash with adtriketo his chest.

Sen, she says, explaining. We both strike but mineisfaster, she says.

She steps away, settles back into anew stance, her left foot forward, her sword elevated high above her
head. He watches her footwork, focused, ready. She dancesin and | see his muscles tense, but before
his blade can move, hersisablur of motion, crashing down upon his brow.

Sen no sen, she smiles. He commitsto astrike, but | cut him down before he can.

Again she steps back, thistime keeping her sword low and away, blocking hisview of it with her long
legs. Cautioudy, heinchesforward. Closer till. She stands perfectly motionless. Then she pivots, sudden
asashooting gtar, clipping his neck before he can react at all.

Go no sen. He makes no strike. | stop hismind. | strike him before the thought isin his heed.

Quite atalent you have. | am thoroughly impressed.

No taent at al, she says. Just practice. Put in thetime, you'll be just as good.

Perhaps, | shrug. But | am not sure | would find the art as you have. Y ou have made poetry of it.

It is poetry, she agrees, her pretty smile sweeping across her face with the same swiftness as her blade.
That' sexactly how | seeit.

Shetdlsme of her forthcoming sequel to The Strength of Spiders, acollection caled Frozen Flowers,
and how dueling clears her mind to write. When | ask her where the title comes from and what it means,
shetdlsmethat it semsfrom research work she doesfor Vashti, but the subject saddensher and | do
not press.

Isit lonely being asamurai? | ask.

Sometimes.

Does anyone ever chdlenge you and win?

Oh, you want to see achadlenge, she says.

Soon | am standing in another time and place, dirty water splashing my legs as awooden cart rollsby. A
crowd of peasants race after the cart, and indgde | can see the haggard faces of an aristocratic family,
identical looks of resignation and fear in their eyes. | shiver not only because the temperature has
dropped. | see Tomi and | have become anachronismsin our feuda Japanese garb, but Penny is at home
here. It is her domain, are-creation of the French Revolution asinterpreted by abook | have not read:
The Scarlet Pimpernel. Penny wears the raiment of a Jacobin with her black cloak and red cap of
liberty, but | will learn that sheis merely disguised as arevolutionary, so she might help the aristocrats, as
she putsit, cheat Madame Guillotine.

Y ou' re throwing down the glove? she asks.

An exhibition for Hgji, Tomi says.

Why not? It' s been awhile since you played Chauvein to my Pimpernel. And | know just the place.
Penny’s choice for abattlefield isthe Louvre. Not the courtyard, but actudly within the great museum, an
Insde verson of it at least, practicdly burgting with artwork from the ages, and treasures | have only seen
in books.

V.C. won't likethis, Tomi says, which Penny brushes off with ashrug.

We cometo the famed Apollo Galery, splendiferous and huge with its high arched celling, hometo
exquisite paintings, sculptures and tapestries, and staggering objets d art. | fed likeamagpie here, my



eyes lighting upon so many glass-encased raritiesthat glitter, sparkle or shine, from 137-carat diamonds
to the French Crown Jewels. When | am done browsing, | notice my cousins have taken positions at
opposite ends of the hall.

Rules? Tomi asks.

Y our katana against my cut-and-thrust saber, enhanced, seven kills, says Penny, making a strange
gesture with her hand and pulling a backsword from nothingness,

Y ou redly want to spend the extramoney for enhanced? Tomi asks.

After what | paid you, | think you can afford it, she pointedly replies, and Tomi acknowledgesthe
comment with atacit tilt of her head.

The girls slute each other, areverence that strikes me as meaningful to Tomi and perfunctory to Penny.
The battleisjoined. | expect Tomi to advance swiftly but she does not, edging forward with glacia
caution, holding her blade tightly with both hands. She has respect for her sster’ s abilitiesbut | am not
convinced itismutudl.

Penny makes agame of dancing around the glass exhihbits, snaking alazy, circuitous path, and forcing
Tomi to adjust her footing accordingly. The psychology of it interests me. There isapoetry inwhat sheis
doing, but it isnot Tomi’ s poetry.

Haji, how should I get my firgt kill”? Penny cadls. By pace, by force or by fraud?

| have afair ideawhat force and fraud are. What do you mean by pace?

Superior speed, she says.

Go with that, | suggest, my wordstickling her funny bone somehow.

Go with that, she giggles, freeing her hair from her cap, and tossing the covering not asde but at Tomi’s
head. Ingtinctively, my first kissraises her blade to block, which isall Penny needsto comein fast and
low. The saber thrust is skillful and clean, and | watch as a ghostlike image of Tomi emergeswith aharp
in one hand and astone tablet (carved with the number one) in the other. The angdlic Smulacrum risesup
from her body, floating up through the ceiling and away. It istoo cartoony to be moving, but | did not
expect it and | find mysdlf astonished.

Enhanced setting, Penny explainswith agrin.

Touché, Tomi tells her, verbaly conceding thekill.

That was superior speed?| ask.

Of course not, Penny laughs. That was an attack by fraud.

lllegd, then?

No, Tomi says, it' s perfectly legd. Let’sgo, Penny. En garde.

For the next few minutes, | watch Penny try to demonstrate akill by superior speed. She hasareach
advantage, | note, fighting one-handed with the saber while Tomi holds her katanaiin two. It lets Penny
scuttle in, snipe with the saber and retreat before Tomi can counter. Hit and run. But Tomi parries
everything, rarely even trying to counterattack, content to let her opponent hammer away at her guard.
Thelogic of it escapes me. | see Tomi giving ground, backing up into acorner. She will run out of room
eventudly.

You can at least try and hit me, Penny taunts. But Tomi does not answer.

It beginsto dawn on me that Penny has two terrible enemiesin the room with her, and neither of them are
Tomi. Thefirst isan enormous need to show off, to have her opponent and, perhaps even more
important, her audience (me) appreciate how adroit and clever sheis. This may be even more important
than scoring the kill. The second enemy isfrugtration. Sheis no more patient than astarving anima, and
though shetriesto camouflage her emations, the pinched and prickled expressions she makes show me
sheisdeeply irritated by every strike she attempts that does not hit home.

Tomi smply drawsit out, making alies of these enemies, and before long Penny has overcommitted
hersdf, rushing in with awild and desperate dash that cuts only apainting in two. Tomi’ s katana flashes
in, dicing wickedly a an arm, the virtual wound not bloody but aglow with colorful light. Injured, Penny
beginsto tremble, not in fear, but in computerized smulation of what such awound might do. She
stumbles back, unable to defend hersdlf, and Tomi dispatches her with ablow to the neck.

When the ghostly image of Penny appears, | haf expect it to sink down through the floor, but instead it



followsthe path Tomi’ sfirgt life blazed, risng up toward heaven.

Touché, Penny grudgingly acknowledges, her illusory wounds hedling as the system resets.

For the rest of the dudl Tomi dominates, feeding Penny’ s frustrations and feasting on her mistakes. While
Tomi scoresatotd of six kills, Penny isonly ableto get two, the second coming only after toppling one
of the displays, the confetti of glass shards harmless to her boots, but treacherous to Tomi’ s bare feet.
Before awinner can be declared, an outraged voice puts a hdt to their battles. Girls, excuse me? Excuse
me! What on earth do you think you' re doing, she shouts, thisisthe Louvre, not agymnasium!

This Champagneis positively striking, far more beautiful than the one | know. Sheiswearing her Ingde
face, the one Gedaechtnis scientists predicted her red face would grow into but never did. The
resemblanceisclear, but it isasif she has been touched with some minor magic now, akind of glamour.
Evenin anger, thereisagrace and addicacy to her festures, and in her yellow sunflower dress she
makes quite acontrast to my dudling cousinsin their masculine clothes.

Relax, Mom, Penny says, there’ s no harm done. She bends down to collect the two halves of the
painting she dashed, acommemoration of one of the Twelve Labors of Hercules (1 believe his ninth), and
shakes them in such away that the damage vanishes like an image from an Etch-A-Sketch. It looks
whole again, as good as new. At the same time, Tomi spends atiny sum to clean and reset the room,
restoring everything to just how it was before the dudl began.

That’ s not the point, Champagne says. It' s about respect. | don't careif it’sred or unred, fixable or
unfixable. Don't you have any feding for the amount of time and effort artists put into their craft? Look
around. Take alook at truth and beauty, not stage props to be trampled underfoot!

She lecturesthem until | step forward. Apologies, but thisismy fault, | tell her. They wanted aplaceto
duel and | wanted to see the Louvre, so | convinced them to come here. They both expressed misgivings
and | Smply inssted.

Shelectures me, and shefinesme, asisthe custom here, but it ismoney | am only too happy to pay.
Kicked back out to the cold Parisian streets, | rub my hands together and dip them into my pockets.
Where | notice something there. Something metalic and cool that was not present just minutes before. |
reach in and takeit. Tracing my thumb over the groovesand ridges, | hold it up to the fading sunlight.
What' sthat you have? Tomi asks.



penny

Entry #308: The Princess and the Off Chance

_Open_

There' snothing like afencing match to get the blood pumping. Revitdizing, that' swhat it is. Y earsago
there was a good stretch when my sister Tomi used to spar every day with me. Not so much these days,
but today she showed up with Hgji intow and it waslike old times again.

Winning adue againgt Tomi islikewinning asnowbd| fight with acat. It's not much of achallenge, and
when you' vewon it's hard not to fed guilty. Still, it’ sadways more fun facing area opponent than a
smulation. How else can you know how good you areif you don't face your peers? (Such asthey are,
ha-ha.)

I’'m abrilliant fencer but thistime—for Hgji’ s benefit—I decided to draw it out and make it sporting.
Unfortunately, Champagne chased us off right when | was about to win, sowe cdled it adraw. Then |
gave Hgji atour of the premises but he had the nerveto say it reminded him of The Three Musketeers
(fine, whatever) and The Adventures of Robin Hood (1) of dl things, asif I'd redly play a being some
socidist bandit because how dare therich stay rich and the poor stay poor. God forbid the smart and the
talented fare better than the masses. Hasn't history shown us there are some people in the world who
know what they’ re doing and some who don’t, and the ones who don’t should shut up and follow the
oneswho do? Besides, Robin Hood is just asmall-time philanthropist, stedling from King John' stax
revenue—hig freaking deal—while my man Scarlet saveslives, and he doesit cleverly, and with style.
Anyway, | offered Haji my Scarlet Pimpernel books but he gpparently has too much on hisreading list
aready. No problem, my new opera, La |égende immortelle du mouron rouge, happensto be on this
very subject, and he'll get afront-row ticket when it’s done.

And spesking of opera, I'm living one. Before sheleft for Egypt, my good friend Lulu—who said she'd
help me for nothing—took one heck of a snack from the greed tree. She actually had the gall to say she
wanted ten thousand big ones. Et tu, Lulu?

Someone must have told her how | was spending my cash, because she bellyached about me paying the
othersto do something she said she'd do fredly. She stuck her bottom lip out and said it wasn't fair, but
it sabsolutely fair. She made a deal with me—maybe not such agreat dedl for her, but a ded—and then
shereneged. What's so hard to understand about that? And why? Why am | fated to have al my friends
betray me?Isit me? Am | cursed? Brigit and Sloane used to be my best friends, once upon atime, and
look how they turned out.

It doesn’'t matter. If | can get what | want just this once, if Aunt Pandora sits me down, looks me square
inthe eye and says, “Y es, Penny, will you please learn from me, and take over when I’m gone?’ then I'll
havetherest of my life locked and loaded. That’ sthe governing dynamic. Then | won't just be the Queen
of England, but Queen of the Insde, controller of that universe, and anyone who wants superior
education or entertainment has to come to me, and only findswhat she wantswith my blessng.

So forget Lulu. She can go back to being Luziathe loser. | hexed her and the ridiculous operal’ ve been
helping her with. Nine arias about nine planets—how stupid isthat? | don’t need her anyway. I’ ve got
Tomi (17,500.00), Zoé (=5,000.00), Katrina (21,000.00) and now Olivia (16,000.00) in my pocket.
And | know they’ re doing right by me because Champagne said there’ sbeen alot of talk about me, and
when | asked if it was good talk she said Pandora seemed to think so.

The Sufis remain the unknown eement. | sense money doesn’t mean much to them, so instead of paying
them I’ vejust been trying to be nice. Thelittle girl doesn’t want much to do with me, but asmile at Ngozi
seemsto go along way, and Haji finds meinteresting. But then, he seemsto find everything interesting,
so0 who knows?

Olivia saysthere may be yet another piece on the chessboard.

| don't talk about Olivia much because she' s pretty forgettable, but I'll take dl the help | can get. Sheis
literdly atrain spotter. While I’ ve been building an homage to atimeless work of fiction, al she' sdoneis



collect trains and train stations—how nerdy is that>—and she’ shooked them al up together asa
mechanism to go from domain to domain. So from Tomi’ s domain you can hop on an elevated Japanese
bullet train and by the time it reaches mine everything around you will have morphed into a French or
British train, say the 300-kilometer-per-hour TGV or the Flying Scotsman. It sabit stupid, redlly,
because why smulate atrip somewhere when you can go there intantly? Maybe it's some kind of
experimenta art project, because Champagne seemsto likeit, but | don’t get it. Not my problem,
thankfully, but what' s Oliviagoing to do with her life, be atravel agent? Good luck.

| met her in her home of Grand Centra Termind, circa 1917, with soldiers and sailors saying goodbye to
their loved ones. She had Ngozi on her arm and | dare say he' s smitten with her, gpparently poisoned
with hormonesteling him to breed with her—again, good luck—but he got the hint and gave us some
privacy, which gave me a chance to discreetly buy her support.

We boarded atrain with red, white and blue bunting on the caboose and rode together past flag-waving
crowds, and past anarchistsin their shabby clotheswith cruddy painted signsthat screamed, “ American
BoysBdong in Americal” “No European Expanson!” and “Impeach Wilson!” Everyone wore hats back
then—that’salook | hope comes back in style.

Upon taking my money, Oliviasaid she'd do al she could, but that if | really wanted to win Pandora over
| should get Mdachi on my side.

“He' sjust aprogram,” | sad.

“Sowhat if heis? Say you were a painter and you wanted to be van Gogh'’ s apprentice, what better
endorsement could you get than from hisfinest brush?’

“Why not get al the programs, then? Eingtein, Aristotle, Darwin, van Gogh, why not Genghis Khan? |
can ask them all to speak on my behaf aong with the conductor who took our tickets, but none of them
arered. I'll ook slly— it won't hep my cause.”

She chewed that over and said, “Y ou could try Halloween.”

| tried very hard not to laugh at her. “He' sdead.”

“Asgood asdead,” she said, suggesting adifferencethat | couldn’t see.

“Have you ever talked to him? | sure haven't. Except for Pandora, no one' sheard fromhiminyears. It's
like he doesn't even exist.”

“That'smy point,” she said. “For us he doesn’t exi<t, but you better believe he doesfor her.”

“Lovelorn despair?’

“She’ d do anything for him.”

“You'reexaggerating,” | said.

“Gotothe shrines,” shetold me. “Listen to how shetalks about him. And then imagineif you could get
him on your side. How could she say no?’

So | went. Ficture apdatia temple atop Mount Olympus, white Corinthian columns holding up the lattice
ceiling, and cerulean sky beyond. Completely empty, except for acircle of ceremonia urns—six of
these—on raised platformsin the center. That’ s the domain Pandora set up to honor our great

pantheon’ s dead and missing. We call it the shrines.

Four shadows—L azarus, Tyler, Simone and M ercutio— assumed room temperature years before | was
born, but the |ast two—Fantasia and Halloween—till live, presumably, though it' s an arguable point. No
urn for Hessayet, which | take as agood sign—that the shrines haven’t been updated just shows how
busy Pandora’ s been and how badly she needs a helping hand.

Theway it worksisyou wak up and touch an urn and imagery popsal around you like a holoshow.
They' retributes, mostly, psychedelic and sentimenta glimpses at who these aunts and uncles were, the
things they cared about, the domains they made their own. Y ou can watch it with music selectionsfrom
their persond collections, or with commentary from atrio of audio tracks. First is Champagne s because
she dways hasto be firgt, Pandora s comes second, and the last track is Vashti’ s because she dways
has to have the last word—or maybe it'sjust aphabetica, I’'m not sure. | don’t come here much
because—well, don’t get me wrong, | know these people had alot to do with how we got here—but
what effect on my life do they have now? They exist without any gravitationd pull, and in my book that
makes them shadows.



But maybe Halloween has some influence yet.

He' s one of the two murderersin my family. Mercutio’ sthefirst, and then Halloween murdered him.
Possibly | make threefor giving Hessathe evil eye, but let’ snot get into dl that. My understanding of
how things went isthat Mercutio went crazy and killed Lazarus and Tyler, and maybe Simone, and then
Halloween had to put him down like arabid dog. | might have it wrong though.

No one can agree as to exactly why Mercutio did what he did.

Champagne thinks he just went unhinged. He was always weak and couldn’t take the shock of what
happened to the human race. When he discovered that he' d been lied to, that billions were dead and only
afew 4ill lived, hismora compass broke and he decided to settle old scores, starting with Lazarus,
whom he always hated. And after your first murder, it gets ees er—so |’ ve heard—and when he found
he had ataste for killing, hejust couldn’'t stop. Thewholekid in acandy store thing.

Pandorathinksit was a sex thing. Over the years, dl the girls rejected his advances, so when he had the
chance he murdered the boys. She saysthere sthat old expression, “Not if you were the last man on
Earth,” and he only had to kill four peopleto test the theory. If he were the only boy |eft, the girlswould
have no other choice but to pick him to repopul ate the Earth. But the joke was on him—it’ s eighteen
yearslater and still no one's gotten pregnant, ’ cause anti-Black Ep drugs are hell on the ovaries.

Vashti remains unconvinced that Mercutio did it at all. It' s possible, she admits, but so much of what
happened comes only from Halloween' s say-s0, and she does't trust him not to lie. If Mercutio is guilty
after dl, then Gedaechtnisisto blame—that’ sthe corporation that genetically engineered my moms
generation. To combat Black Ep, they designed each of them with dight variations, and in some cases
those variations backfired. Fantasia, for example, is purportedly schizophrenic. Vashti suspectsthat
Mercutio lacked the empathy gene, and between that and runaway testosterone he was an accident
waiting to happen. Completdly treatable, she says, with proper medication— and that’ s the tragedy of
her generation, four people buried thanks to a genetic engineer’ s dight miscalculation.

Lagt year Rashid told us my uncle Isaac’ stheory, but | think maybe Rashid was pulling our legs. He said
Isaac and Mercutio had thisweird friendship they kept from everyone el se. 1saac was counseling him
gpiritually or something and knows Mercutio attacked the others but fedls certain he never would have
attacked him. Isaac thinks Mercutio was secretly in love with him, and was jealous of his best friend,
Lazarus. So Mercutio murdered Lazarus, and when Halloween and Tyler started asking questions, he
had to try to kill them too.

The other theory that gets floated around sometimesis something about angry computer programs on the
Insde, and how their “emotions’ spilled over into everyone' sbrains, Mercutio getting the worst of it
because he was oldest. | don't fully understand that one, but my parents, aunts and uncles spent eighteen
long years Ingde without a break, and maybe when you spend that much time plugged in weird things
can happen.

Who knows? Why do people do the things they do?

The guy deleted a huge amount of information before he got popped, so | expect his secret died with
him. Anyhow, | think it' swonderful Halloween killed him, because | probably wouldn’t be hereif he
hedn'’t.

The funny thingis| think | appreciate or don't appreciate my aunts and uncles based on their tastein
music. Take Tyler, Champagne sfirg love. The guy wasredlly into shock bands like Witherstick, Killer
Nurse, Max BSG and my persond favorite, Lung Butter. Champagne sometimes plays those bands
when she gets sad, and it' sloud, energizing music | associate with her cheering up. So he'sokay in my
book, better than, say, Simone, who had ayen for ancient Chinese folk music—talk about your atonal
ear stabbers—or Mercutio, who had athing for Mozart (1 can’t stand Mozart)—but in fairness his tastes
were pretty eclectic, and | like dl the Crimson and Clover” covershe' sgot in hiscollection. And | can
take or leave Fantasid s jazz ragtime swing fusion or whatever you want to cdll it.

Vadhti oncetold methat musical tasteis areflection of scripting. Gedaechtnis apparently wanted a“living
memory” of human history, so they scripted eventsin her generation’ s childhoods to subtly push them to
study specific time periods. So Fantasia sinterest in early-twentieth-century music semsfrom alarger
interest in early-twentieth-century culture, one Gedaechtnis scientists thought she should have. Halloween



got the late twentieth century, Vashti the Enlightenment, Champagne the Renai ssance, |saac the Ancient
World, etc. Likewise, they wanted all the mgjor religions to be represented, which iswhy my uncle
Isaac’'saMudim, but they wanted the most tolerant practice of Idam they could find, and that’ swhy he's
aSufi.

| suppose | can understand why Gedaechtnis would do it, but honestly | think it’ s hateful. To grow up
and discover you like the things you like and believe what you believe in only because somebody tricked
you? Champagne s afantagtic artist, but every time she picks up abrush or grabs some clay, she must
wonder if the only reason she' sdoing it is because Gedaechtnis wanted an artist in the group.
Asdefrom thejack-0’-lantern lithographs that embellish it, Halloween’ surnistoo black for light to
escape. When you touch it, you fed likeaflock of birds are taking wing, but when you follow the sounds
you seethey aren’t birds but these pitch-dark demon things whipping around you too fast to see their
faces. Then the lightning comes crashing down like adevil’ s pitchfork, and you can make out a Gothic
structure under afull moon, its roof pocked with gargoyles, grotesque and forbidding. And then there's
Halloween himself, shot after shot from histime Inside. There' s one where he’ s striding through a
pumpkin patch with astubborn wind blowing in hisface, tossing hair as orange as sunrise. | like that one.
He doesn't redly look like amurderer to me. He just looks—I don’t know—| onely, mostly. Brooding.
There s something alittle dangerous about him, but it'sagood dangerous, | think.

| skipped over to Pandora s commentary and listened. I’ d never bothered with it before, but wow.
Olivia sright. It's not so much what Pandora says about him, it's how she saysit. Like she' sfalling and
he' s the only one who can catch her. He owns her, that’s how much in love sheis, and even though |
made fun of it with Olivia, | think there’ s something beautiful about it too. | can only wonder if I'll ever
fed that way about someone. On the one hand love sounds like a perfect way to ruin your life, but
without it what do you redlly have? That catch-22 might be my favorite part of The Scarlet Pimpernel
—hisrelationship with Marguerite, his estranged wife. They despise each other, and the English nobles
are aways commenting on what atragedy that is, and he just shakes his head and says no, thetragedy is
that hislovefor her never stopped, that he'll lways love her no matter what she does, love her "til her
dying day.

So let’ s seeif Halloween wantsto help me. | doubt he'll respond, but like Oliviasays—if he does, I'm
golden.

Timeto shoot him aletter. Just on the off chance.

Lock and load.

Entry #308: The Princess and the Off Chance
-locked-



haji
In one of Nymphenburg' s many butler pantries, wegrle snacking on fifty-year-old soy cheese and
vitamin-enhanced whole-wheat crackers, my brother fox, sister frog and I. We would normally enjoy it,
but after Insde fare like chocolate-covered cherries, amond croissants and black-olive pizza, this mea
suffers by comparison, and the acrid, chalky taste of ultrapreservatives hits my tongue sharper than | have
ever noticed before.
Doesthistaste different to you?
Ngozi nods as Ddilamakes a sour face.
Maybe thisiswhat Mu’tazz meant by glitter, Ngozi says. No more cheese and crackersfor us.
We shareaamile, but the redlization that our attitudes are changing hangs over us. Even asminor a
change asthis carriesweight, for it isbut symptomatic of something larger that we can fed but not quite
define.
Ngozi decides he has had enough and forages about, returning with three spoons, abowl of strawberries
from Champagn€e s garden and a carton of synthetic cream.
Ddilaputs her ebows on the counter and ahand on her forehead, gingerly stroking the space between
her eyes. | pass her the pain medication and her blue eyes flash with gratitude. The headaches we have
been promised have arrived. Vashti has assured us that they will dissipate sooner rather than later. |
remind Ddlilaof this as she takes the medication with a spoonful of cream.
Itisn't just the headaches, | fed different somehow, she says.
Good different or bad different?
Don't know yet, she says, and Ngozi nods, agreeing.
My siblings have been having awonderful time here, but between the culture shock and exposure to the
Insde they are sarting to fed like strangersin their own skin. We said as much to our father this morning
when we caled him. Thisisto be expected, hereplied, perfectly normal. And compared to his
childhood, | supposeit is. | can scarcely imagine what awrenching shock it was for him to discover that
the world he knew and loved was only the Inside. How rich and populous that imaginal reelm seemsto
us, and how bereft of life the real world must have seemed to him. To have come through that experience
as unscathed as he has, and emerge even stronger for it, impresses me as a powerful testament to his
reslience and virtue, Without hiswisdom, where would we be?
| had astrange dream last night, Ngozi reports, dmost afever dream. | can’t remember much about it,
just afeding of distance.
Digtance? Emationdly?
Like | was outside of mysdlf, watching the dream even as| wasdreaming it. | remember the sky. Pictures
of the sky, | wastaking them and | felt afraid. Redl fear. And I’'m never afraid, not like that. Crazy, huh?
Just asde effect of our first trip Insde, | suggest. We have seen so much in such ashort time and our
minds now struggle to make senseof it dl.
Maybe the human brainisn’'t meant for IVR, Ngozi says. Maybeit'sjust for jinn.
| ruminate. | fed breathless. | have spilled water on the counter and am now tracing a pattern in the drops
with my straw. Rashid’ swords echo in my memory. Y our dreamswill change, he said, though from his
point of view, changeis postive. Did | have dreamless deep last night? | cannot remember. | wish my
head hurt less.
My sister did dream, a disconnected fantasy about atribe of people living benesth purple snowcapped
mountains, al the men and women with brightly painted faces stretched into delighted smiles. Despitethe
amilesthey took offense at everything they saw, particularly each other, which Dalilafound strangdly
humorous. Not a nightmare, but certainly an odd dream. She says she told Katrina about it, and Katrina
said she had one like that once, but different, and the more she described it, the moreit sounded like
Alicein Wonderland.
What are you drawing?
Inthe spill I have sketched akey, and on itsface anumerical code. Thisiswhat | found in my Inside



pocket. | tell my siblingsthis and they understand it no better than |. The more | think about it, the morel
believethat it isamessage. Someone wantsto tell me something, and beieve me | am listening.

It may be aclueto how our sister died.

Ddlilasquints at me, searching my face. Hessagot sick, she says.

Assmpleasthat? Why did she get Sck? Why not Mu'tazz or Rashid? Why not us? Have we ever
received a clear answer? Maybe the answer isin the code.

More likely someone playing apractical joke onyou, Ngozi says. Oliviatells me sometimesthey do that
here.

| think practical jokes are neither, Ddila snorts.

Just then, a black-and-white football rollsinto the room, and Penny breezesin after it, eager to invite us
to amatch. I’ m trying to get enough people together to make it interesting, she says, and if you three
come aboard I’ m sure my sisterswill follow.

Sure, I'm adways up for agame, Ngozi agrees. Dalila uses her headache as an excuse to beg off, though |
sense she might not play with Penny under the best of circumstances. Asfor me, last year | had agreat
time playing three-on-three matches againg Brigit, Oliviaand Tomi, so | am excited to play.

| should warn you I’ m pretty good, Penny tells us, showing off with alittle keepy-uppy by bouncing the
ball from kneeto knee.

| doubt you' re as good as Hgji, counters Ddlila.

Goalkeeper isapogtion | play rather well, | admit, clarifying and downplaying my sster’ spraise. My
legswon’t et me run around for very long, but | like the game, so I’ ve compensated by learning how to
stop akick.

Then between the two of us, we' ve got the unstoppabl e force againgt the immovable object, Penny
smiles. Might be fun to seewhich wins out.

Right as she saysthis, she loses control of the ball, and it goes from keepy-uppy to smashy-bowly,
scattering the strawberries and splashing us al with cream.

Oh, crapping hell, Penny frets, swiping apaper towd to blot up the mess. She dabs the table gingerly, as
if she doesnot wish to get her hands dirty. Ngozi is collecting the bal and | am collecting shards of
porcelain when Penny shoves the damp towel at me and asksif | will please gather up the strawberries as
wall.

They make me sick, she explains. | don't even want to touch them.

So the children of Isaac wind up cleaning the bulk of her mess as she heads off with the bal, promising to
find more players. But she never returnswith any, leading my sblings to speculate that either she could
not find any or she was too embarrassed after smashing the bowl to go through with the actua game.
She' s probably not even dlergic to strawberries, shejust didn’t want to do any work, Ddilacomplains,
and thismay well be true but for now | am inclined to give Penny the benefit of the doubt.

An hour later, Tomi linksto me, and | find her out by the fountain with the swans. A rustling of feathers,
and alittle goding pokesits head out from under its mother’ swing. | would stare a it longer but
something in Tomi’ s gaze pulls meto her and pushesal other thoughts aside.

Come with me, she says.

| fall into step with her. | have a kite-making workshop starting in just minutes, and aready | know | will
belatefor it. | haveafaint inkling that | will not attend &t all.

Isthis about the number?

She stays silent, but nods yes. We stop in front of abuilding in which | have never set foot before, and
she presses the elevator button down. The doors open and | am not certain | want to enter.

Doesit have to do with Hessa' s death?

No, Hgji, she says, it hasto do with you.



pandora
Isaac and | are on wildlife control, establishing a safe perimeter for our camp by defacing the rainforest
floor with an Argos security filament spray. Theinky, ropy stresks we paint the foliage with ook about as
natural as a scorpion teaching yoga, but it' s biodegradable and we need it to keep the jaguars and boa
condtrictors away.
Manu, Peru. I’ ve never been to this part of the Amazon before, either herein the big, wide world or in
the VR | maintain. It' s breathtaking, and I’ d probably enjoy it asavacation if | didn’t have ajob to do,
andif | wasn't so light-headed and flushed with swest. It isv't the air or the hest that’ s bothering me—it's
the sad fact that I'm closer to homethan I’ ve been in eighteen years. The proximity has my ssomach in
knots.
| hit IVR Brazil with some frequency, ingtinctively drawn to it the way asamon fedsthe need to return to
the stream of her birth. Rio isfun for anice distraction, but Sdo Paulo ismy home. | spent thefirst five
yearsof my lifethere, and nearly al my vacations and holidays. None of it'sred, but | fed safethere,
cradled, carefree. Like Dorothy in the poppy field, without any wicked witch.
My parents are there. My father, the crown prince in Grandpa s kingdom, devoted to beautifying al the
women of the world—he sthe kind of suave, sophigticated fashion plate who would have made afine
diplomat or spy.And my mother, hisformer patient, the modd-turned-activigt, living alife of dinner
parties and protest marches, dways focused on the next worthy cause. | like visting them, even if we
can't talk about any of the important things, and even if they do Hill treat me as ateenager because no
one at Gedaechtnis ever programmed them to interact with me as afull-grown adullt.
When | discovered they were Al programs, and recognized how calculated Gedaechtniswasin raising
me— nourishing my teenage rebdlion againg the family business by subtly channdling it into traditiond
medicine—so many arguments with my father and grandfather about their vison, how | was damn sure
going to save peopl€ slives, and not just prettify them—the whole thing left me with arotten tastein my
mouth, but I’ve moved past it and can appreciate my I VR family and friends for who and what they are.
Arethey based on redl people? At eighteen | got the chance to find out, newly freed by Halloween and
dropped fresh into the world. Once we divided the continents and | took South America, | hadto goto
S0 Paulo, the real Sao Paulo, not only because a Gedaechtnis lab was based there, but aso because |
had to see it with my eyes and compareit to the artificid city | hold dear.
The So Paulo | know iswarm laughter and piranhasoup. It’s fun and freedom, with just alittle splash of
danger. Inthe red world, that city no longer exists. My S&o Paulo boasts a skyline dotted with endless
skyscrapers. That Sdo Paulo has been demolished, high building after high building pulverized to debris.
Vagt sections of the city have buckled and burned, crevassesin the earth gaping open like wounds. My
Sao Paulo sportsthe beautiful Parque do Ibirapuera, where | played footbal poorly but enthusiasticaly
asachild, and coached it cleverly asateen. Therea Parque do Ibirapuera has swallowed itsdlf, its paths
and roads engulfed by unchecked flora. It belongsto the rats now, and they belong to the lancehead
vipers. My people are gone. So many dead, and | will never get used to seeing the skeletons of unburied
children, the wreckage of boys and girlslike the ones| grew up with, the ones| used to teach. The entire
world fed's haunted but not like this. Not like my home. Between theriots, Black Ep and a cataclysmic
earthquake, the largest and best city in South America has become ahell to me.
The Gedaechtnis|ab there is a scarred mound of rubble someone could spend years picking through. But
that someonewon't be me. | won't ever go back. It'stoo painful, seeing my homestead raped like that. |
prefer the smulation. It'snow akind of memorid for thered city. | can go there and light candleswith
my father in an VR church, or with my mother in an IVR synagogue, and despite my agnogticism and
their essentia unredlity, together we can pray for the souls of the dead.
| saac prayed with me once. In the real world, since hewon’t set foot back inthe IVR. | won't go back
to Brazil, hewon't go back to VR, and Halloween won’t leave North America. | supposeit’ sfunny, dl
our little phobias. Only intheir case| don't think it’ sfear that’ s stopping them but principle.
“Teno'clock,” says|saac, pointing ahead and | eft, not to a pygmy marmoset, but to a giant anteater



feasting on anest of leaf cutter ants, his pink, sticky tongue catching severd at atime. We make eye
contact with the gray and toothless creature, and though it tenses with caution, it seems curious and
affectionate to me, asif it would like nothing better than to become our domesticated pet. Before that can
happen, we give it awide berth, completing our security perimeter without seeing Sgn one of anything
resembling amonkey.

They won't be easy to spot. “They'retiny things,” Isaac tells me, as he sweeps the horizon with an
infrared lens. “ Smallest monkeys known to man. Four ounces, maybe. Y ou can fit onein the pam of
your hand.”

“A shamethey’re no bigger.”

“Bigger might be harder to bring down.”

“Let’sjust hopethey're here”

With the perimeter established, we return to my copter to let out the kids. We left my niecesworking on
Life History projects, homework downloads from StoryCorps, but now | find them in discourse with
Mu'tazz, the three girls entreating him to be the cheerful sort they remember from the start of hisvigt last
year, before Hessa died, and not the dour zeal ot he became after. And Mu'tazz is smiling, dmost
apologeticaly replying that if nothing else Hessal s degth proved that we aren't safe from God's
wrath—Hekilled billions and till we don’t fear Him enough to obey Hislaws.

“I hateto break thisup,” | say, “but we could redlly use your help out here.”

They grab supplies and hop out, excited to see Peru (“* Amazonsin the Amazon!” 1zzy happily exclams),
and the urgeto call the love of my life again strikes me with cyclone force, but | fight it off, and when |
catch Isaac’ seyes| redize how smilar in color they are to Halloween's. He looks back at me,
questioning, but then pixidike Zoéis clamoring for my atention, telling me how wonderful her Sster
Penny is, which strikes me as odd because |zzy and L ulu—Penny’ s supposed best friends—have been
bad-mouthing her dl trip. | assure Zo that Penny’son my short list of candidates for private ingtruction,
which seemsto satisfy her, but | fed alittle insulted that Penny would send othersto do her bidding
instead of coming to me hersdlf. | love dl my nieces, but from Penny | dways get aruthlessfeding, bad
wishes behind the smile, fueled by what I'd guessisjust plain londliness. | don't likeit and | don't see her
improving. Still, she snot abad little VR designer, and she can’t be any less disciplined than Rashid.
“Monkey!” 1zzy shouts, and we snap into action, eagerly scanning the treetops, but it' sjust ajoke—the
only monkeys are those of uswho believed her.



haji
The elevator doors part to reveal acorporate drop. Velal I-to-wall supplies. The multinationas established
hideawayslikethisall over the world for prospective survivors such aswe. Tomi leads me past products
from Founder, Coca-Cola, Procter & Gamble, Ningworks, Argos, Sony, Smartin! and Nike. Her
sunkissed legs take long, loping strides through the maze of consumables and | must struggle to catch up.
Hurry, she says. We're short on time and | want you to seethis.
Seewhat?
Thisway, she says, pushing open the far door to lead me down a cold gray hallway, the wallsand ceiling
reinforced with stedl. To my right | see what may be a prep room for surgery, but | do not dawdle
because Tomi has turned |eft, ssopping abruptly at an impregnabl e-looking security door, which she
opensviafingerprint lock. | follow her into agreat cube of aroom, in architectura style not that dissmilar
from the ectogenesislab | saw on the Nymphenburg tour, only hereinstead of the artificid wombswhich
bore my cousins, | see rows upon rows of upright plastic coffins.
Eighty-one bodies perfectly preserved. Dead now, but maybe death isn't forever. Thisiswhat | do, Tomi
says. | help Vashti maintain the cryonic suspension chambers. Popsicles are what she callsthe people
ingde but that’ snot how | think of them.
Frozen flowers, | say.
My garden, she agrees.
| ask her what this hasto do with me, and as the question leaves my lips, the answer awakensin my
head. So thisiswhere | come from.
| knew that code looked familiar. It' sthe type of code we use for the chambers and when you showed it
to me | had to see which oneit unlocked. And what | found was you, Tomi says.
She brings me to a suspension chamber near the back. The man insdeisolder than me, vitrified,
brain-dead, his skin and organs ravaged by disease. Heisless of aman and more a collection of body
parts. Still, | can seemysdlf in him. Thisiswhere my DNA came from. Heismy biologica ancestor and |
amhisclone
The marker reads Dr. James Hyoguchi.
Do you know who that is?
One of the Gedaechtnis scientigts, | reply. My father has mentioned his name in the past, and dwayswith
reverence.
He sone of the greets, shetellsme. A pioneer in Immersive Virtud Redity. He and histeam of
programmers built the Insde aswe know it.
| have wondered about my origin, and have asked my father about it many times. While he has offered to
tell meif | ingst uponit, | have not done so, and he has preferred to stay silent, cautioning that where |
come from isnot nearly asimportant aswho | am and where | am going. | can seethewisdom inthis,
and so cannot help feding like | have disobeyed him here. And yet, guilt cannot spoil my delight. | owea
debt to Tomi and to whoever put that key in my pocket. They have introduced me to anew member of
my family, and answered a question that has plagued my imagination for so very long.
Beneath the marker, | see acase with seven discs. | take thefirst and drop it into the accompanying
player, my anticipation satisfied as a hologram appears. The image of Dr. Hyoguchi stands before usto
talk about hislife, biographica information spawning about him in luminoustext. We learn about his
family higtory, hisformative yearsin the United Kingdom and Japan, and about histurbulent youth in the
private schools. His professond repertoireiswonderful if dizzying, and | can scarcely imagine
accomplishing but asmal fraction of what he did. Last year and over the past few days, | have seen my
cousinsdo Life History assgnments and now thisis my chance to cull meaning from someone's
experiencesin the time before the plague.
It islike meeting another verson of myself, onefrom aparale universe. Where|l have my faith, he carries
alifdong fascination with smulated redity, approximate humanity and atered states of consciousness. |
begin to see him asabrilliant hedoni<t, stronger for his passions, but dave to them aswell.



| notice that Tomi is hugging herself. It occursto me that the temperature istoo cold in herefor her, even
with her fdl blazer. | offer her dl | am wearing but she refuses, regarding mewith aleve of concern | find
mystifying.

There' s something e se, she sayswhen the Life History comesto an end. He wantsto talk to you.
Hewantsto talk to me?

Disc six, shesaysand | swap as she directs.

Okay, | laid out most of the tech specs on the last two discs, but aslong as|’mrecording here
want to talk to the man who’ s saving my life. The man who shares my DNA, my twin, | want to
talk to him personally.

Well, hello there, handsome stranger. Konnichiwa. If you can see this recording, then you exist.
Which means, amazingly,all the pieces came together. Which means all this work we' ve been
doing wasn't in vain.

| wish | could meet you in person. Maybe | will, in a sense, in that midpoint when everything's
perfectly balanced. What will that be like? | wonder. Most of all, | want to say thank you.
Serioudly, you have no idea. I'd hug you if | could.

You don’'t know how much | wish there was another way to do this.

Ideally, I’d love to be thawed out and be that caveman you wake up from the glacier. If you can
successfully warm me up, pump blood back into this tired body and get my heart and brain going
again, I'll be ecstatic. But the thawing process doesn’t look so good to all the experts here,
because even minor fractures can make Swiss cheese of my organs, and then you have to fix the
cells on a molecular level. We' ve got scientists working on the nanotechnology you' d want for
that, but it's slow going, especially with the kind of damage this horrible-as-fuck disease can do.
That’s one big problem. The other problemis, according to Stasi, the only ones who have a
chance at surviving Black Ep are kids who’ ve been taking medicine their entire lives. So even if
you did manage to resuscitate my body, the disease would probably just top mein a couple of
days.

So we're left with this. Retrieval.

Have you been to Arizona? Hot as hell, isn’t it? Beautiful though. There's a city called Holbrook,
near this park, this American national park where they have these terrific bad-lands.The hillsare
striped from bone white to chocolate brown, all natural, all sedimentary rock. They call it the
Painted Desert. And the park itself is a petrified forest, all that wood fossilizing over time,
dissolved minerals graduallyreplacing all the organic matter. It's quite fascinating how it works,
petrifaction. If you look at this procedure as a new kind of petrifaction, it might not seem so
scary.

We' ve mapped my brain, and uploaded every neuron into el ectronic storage. That’s me, the real
me with all my knowledge,instincts and quirks, truer than any simulation I’ ve ever made. And
with your help, if we're lucky, out of storage I’ll come. In the animal trialsit’s worked
astoundingly well: disassembler nanites dissolving the organics, the assemblersreplacing each
vanished natural neuron with a new artificial neuron. In this case, my artificial neurons. So over
time, one personality fades while a new one emerges. You' Il gradually forget you and come to
remember me.

Now it has to be a clone with identical DNA or the body won’t work with the brain. And the clone
has to come to adulthood first, so the brain can fully develop and reach a comparable size. The
good news isthe procedure is virtuallypainless, because the assemblers and disassemblerswill be
swapping out your neurons at a nearly imperceptible rate, and all the problems we’ ve had with
cephalic cybernetic implants, brain tumors and whatnot shouldn’t be a problem. It'ssafeand it’s
doable, eveniif it hasn’t been tested as much aswe'd all like.

Now I’'m surethisfliesin the face of every survival instinct you have. And | know it’s unfair to
ask it of you. Everyone deserves a chance at life. Without a doubt. But this is necessary. Your
family needs me. I’m extremely well suitedfor the kind of challenges you' re facing. The fact that
you're even here to play this message is proof that my team and | have done a wonderful job.



In short, I’'masking you to be a hero. Not just my hero, but also a hero for all humanity, willing to
sacrifice himself for the greater good. So will you do it? Will you step up and download my soul?
Will you set me free?

| fed likethereisno air in my lungs. | look to Tomi and see compassion swimming in her eyes but nothing
more. Thereisnothing she can do.

| am gtartled by Vashti’ svoice. She has been standing behind us, but I do not know for how long.

What are you doing here? she asks.
It isan excellent question and | am unable to find words with which to answer.



deuce
See? Do you see where heis? Y ou pushed with your invisible hand and he just glided into place. Zing,
right where you wanted him. Right there.
Slicker than apolar bear inavat full of seal blubber, that' swhat you are. Why, you' d be practicaly
diabolicd if you weren't fighting for such arighteous cause.
Truth! Justice! Liberation! That'sthe Side of the angels and awayswill be. So if you want to shed atear
for the poor guy because he ate from the tree of knowledge, go ahead and let that bad boy roll off your
cheek, because you get one tear, just one. But don’t you dare kid yourself about it—without the apple,
Adam and Eve would have motherfucking starved.
No onelivesaliewhile you' re on watch.
Y ears from now imagineit. This comrade-in-arms has become your dearest friend and the world is open
and true. Y ou st with him and you drink together. And you talk the way people do. And you look at him.
And you say how funny it isthat things have changed. And he doesn’t understand, but he asks you to go
on because heredly wantsto know. And you tell him it’s funny because you used to fed like such an
abomination. Y ou used to be so terribly empty, too frightened to think, an infant shadow lost in aworld
of fire. So many times you wanted to reach out to someone your age, to make afriend, and see yourself
through new eyes. But you couldn’t. Y ou’ d panic every timeyou' d try. You' d retreat so deep into the
fear, and fed around dl zen-like for a sense of nothingness to hang on to, so you could pull yoursdlf up
andtry again.
And your comrade-in-arms? He laughs. Not a crud laugh, not a disparaging one, not the kind of
humorless jagged vanguard to caling you pathetic, as has happened so many times dready in your mind,
but the kind of laugh best friends save for each other when they hear one hell of ajoke. It'sfunny. And
when he seesyou're serious, he sayshe can't believeit. Y ou? Of all people, you were afraid?
You tdl him that for years something was wrong with you. Y ou tell him you would awaysimaginethe
worgt and never the best. Y ou would fed like you were Sitting outside yoursdlf, watching your hopes
wither and rot. And you knew you had to do something. Y ou had to level the playing field. Y ou had to
make asword of the truth. And so even though what you did, you did for them, you had to do it for you.
Or you would have never had the courage to introduce yourself.
And the confession comes with some shame, and you fed apinprick of the old fear again because maybe
he'll rgject you now, and call you pathetic, and blame you for exposing hisold life asa poisonouslie. But
he just smiles at you, and punches you on the chin with the force of awhisper, and hugs you without
hesitation.
And hetdlsyou that you must be joking because you saved him. Y ou gave him the key. Y ou brought
him thelight and let him seefor thefirst time ever. HE sgrateful to you. He dwayswill be.
That’syour best friend, Haji. Y our buddy. The one who makes you fed like your own man, not a
shadow, not afreak. Because he understands you.
But not like she does. Not like she will.
If you canwin her heart.
Can you imagine that? Can you possbly imagine?
No timeto get complacent. Thefirst thunderbolt’ s thrown. Timeto dust the sparks off your fingersand
grab the next.



haji
Why can't | get astraight answer, Hgji?Isit too mu?él to ask for? Have | set my hopestoo high?In the
timeit would take to get the truth out of you, | could probably beat awhale to death with arolled-up
newspaper.
| am not used to interrogations. | am finding that | do not particularly like them.
Couldn't I, she asks, pressing it, hungry for meto answer her hypothetical question, her eyeslike winter
and her voicelike flowing silk. Thereis something agreeable in her tone that makes me want to answer
truthfully, and I must remind myself that | have been nothing but truthful, and still she does not believe me.
| go through it again for her. 1t comes pouring out of me. Halfway through my recountd, | notice that the
chair behind her desk rests upon araised platform while mine does not. Vashti has becometaler whilel
have shrunk.
Yes, yes, fine, but who gave you the key?
| can only guess.
Haji, for good reason, the cryonicslab is off-limits. No kids alowed. Tomi isthe singular exception to
that rule, and she knows she' s not to take anyone there without my express permission. | don’t suppose
shetold you that before she took you?
Vashti suspectsthat | am trying to protect Tomi. That Tomi ingtigated the trespass dl on her own and that
| am now fabricating astory about amysterious key in order to minimize her responsibility for thisaffair.
Y ou don’t want to get her introuble, isthat it?
Shetakesmy slence asayes, letsout along sigh, and tells me how sweet and chivadrous| am. My
loyalty to Tomi impresses her though she lectures methat | should never spin liesfor someoneese's
sake.
My expression does not waver. | remain in ablack, fatering daze. | am not thinking about Tomi. | am not
thinking about my sblings. | am not even thinking about God. | am, for thefirgt timein living memory,
thinking only about myself. Vashti must recognize this on some level, because she gets up from her desk
to pour hot Assam teaiinto asilver filigree cup, and sweetens it with honey. Honey contains worker-bee
enzymes, and never spoils. It can last forever. She passes me the cup, her eyes winter no longer. Along
with the teg, sheis offering me kindness and understanding. | have been through quite an orded after dll.
Would | like amild sedative to cdm me down?
No, | would not.
Theteais sweet and smooth and too hot to drink comfortably, though | drink it just the same. Vashti
pours hersalf acup and hops up on the edge of her desk, her legs dangling. She blows on her teaand
sps, eyeing me throughout like amagpie on a perch.
So what are you going to do, Hgji?
| shake my head.
| didn’t think I” d be having this conversation with you for afew years, but Since you were so eager to
break into cryonics, | supposewe' Il have it now. How old are you, anyway?
Fifteen.
So three yearsfor you, alittlelessfor Rashid and Mu'tazz. Y es, the brain grows until you' re eighteen or
S0, though certain synapses and neurotransmitters keep developing in complexity for some time after that.
What about my brothers?
She hesitates and says, Well, naturdly, their DNA comes from Gedaechtnis employees. Just like you. All
Isaac’ s children are Gedaechtnis clones.
Arewedl sacrificesthen?
Sacrificesisnot aword I’ m comfortable with. She frowns.
Do you have a better one?
She does not, and acknowledges the point with asmall tilt of her head. In the Silence between us| reflect
how sacrificein oneform or another has dways gone hand in hand with worship. | have read that for a
beloved idedl no sacrifice can betoo greet. | have agreat bdief in sacrifice. | bievein purifying my soul,



and sacrificing al that kegps me from knowing God.

These are the lessons of |saac, the lessons that he has taught. | know they are true, but | wonder now
why he has taught them. Never before have | felt thisway. It isaterrible fegling, not to know your
father's heart.

Empty vessdls, | say, answering my own question. Perhapsthat iswhat we are.

The phrase has a spiritua connotation, for it issaid that the best teacher is merely an empty vessd,
through whom God makes His presence felt. To learn astudent must become like the teacher,
unburdening, releasing, freeing, until heis empty aswell. Teacher and student become no one, and in that
empty spacethereis God. But | am not certain | mean it spiritualy. My siblingsand | are empty vessels,
it would seem, in that the essence of who we are may as well be hollow, for we are to be obliterated and
replaced with those who came before us.

| do not know how to fedl.

Isthisredly what my father wantsfor me?

Vashti shrugs. | can’t speak for Isaac, she says. Wouldn't presume. But it certainly looks that way to me.
Listen, it’sno secret your father and | don’t agree on much. He must have told you about al those
wonderful debates we had before you were born. We tried to work together, honestly wetried as hard
aswe could until we redlized how different our values and methodol ogies were. Until we agreed to
disagree. So | don't know what he wantsfor you, but thisisjust the kind of thing he does that drives me
crazy.

Shefdlssglent, thinking. | watch her make perfectly controlled circleswith her cup, quick, tight orbitsto
cool theteaingde. Do you mind if | speak candidly? she asks.

| make an open gesture with my hand.

Y our father is abackward person, she says. That may be hard for you to hear, but it’ strue. | look
forward. Helooks back. That’swhy you' re human, Hgji. Here we arefighting awar against Black Ep,
and Isaac wants kidswho are, forgive me, genetic liabilities. Here we have a chance to build anew and
improved tomorrow, and he wants to set things back to the way they were. There sno reason you
shouldn’t be as strong and as hedlthy as my girlsare. There' sno reason your sister should have died.
With a decent immune system, Hessawould still be heretoday. The man clingsto the past like a security
blanket, and it’ sthe kind of mistake that costs. And it lookslike you' re part of that cost, Hgji, and I'm
orry.



penny

Entry #309: The Princess and the Unfinished

Entry -open-

Bad language can get expensive, and in more ways than one. First of al, you can’t swear in front of
moms since they’ll fine you for it. Much better to do that in private. | try not to doit at all, because |l
don’t want to get in the habit. But it’ salso expengive in that we' re not exposed to alot of
swears—everything Insde runs through alanguage filter, and if you want something unabridged it costsa
lot more. So | only know a handful of dirty words—hell, damn, crap, ass, and a couple of Portuguese
swears Pandora taught us once when she was drunk—abut there have to be alot more out there because
I’ ve seen the language filter block words that can't be the ones | know.

I"ve thought about combining them, but mostly they just sound silly. (Except for “crapping hdll.” That's
fun to say when you bang your knee.)

Anyway, | bring it up because during sudy hall today Sloane thought no one was watching and went into
acursng fit over some stupid thing or other, but Champagne wasright behind her, and the look on her
face when—

Sorry, Vashti’scdling me. I'll be back inasec.

Lock for now.

Entry #309: The Princess and the Unfinished
Entry -locked-



haji
When | makethecdll, | can hear my cousnssing ngaillw the background. It isasong my father sang to me
when | was small, asmple piece about finding joy in the smallest chore. | can see them gathering fruit
from atowering, wildly twisting tree | have never seen before, itslong hanging vines draping down to kiss
the Peruvian rainforest floor. In the foreground, | can see my father. Heis pleased to see me and says he
wishesthat | werethere,
| learn they are gathering bait for atiny monkey, which may or may not exist. He says the satellite photo
isindigtinct, and while the animal seen legping from abranch may in fact be apygmy marmost, itis
impossibleto say with certainty.
Good luck, | say. Do you love me?
Of course | loveyou, Hgji.
Redly? What isit about methat you love?
Is something troubling you?
Y ou once told me that no man loves his son so much as God loves those who walk in His path. Isthat
true?
You know that itis.
Then would it befair to say you love melessthan God?
It would befair to say that we both walk in His path, that we both follow Him, and that the love He has
for usisreflected in how we love each other.
| sare mutely at him, my fedings entwined like knots of tangled string.
| think | know what thisis about, he says.
Doyou?
Y ou’ ve discovered anew way of life, the path your cousnswalk, and you prefer it, or envy it, or fed
confused by it, and you have questions, and perhaps you blame me for keeping you from it for so many
years. If you fed thisway, | may owe you an gpology, but please know | protected you from
Nymphenburg for aslong as| have, not out of my own selfishness but because | thought you needed the
toolsto seeit clearly, to make up your own mind about it without inescgpably succumbing to its many
lures
| am not Mu'tazz. | am not Rashid. Coming here has made me wise. Leaving herewill make mewiser. |
do not blame you for keeping me from this place.
Then | have misread you, he says.
And perhaps| you, | reply.
Haji, please, peak plainly, he says, hisjaw tightening, afatherly look of concern settling into hiseyes. |
am frightened to speak. | must take a moment to breathe deeply and sow the scurry of words
jackknifing in my mind.
Vashti told me not to let you doiit, | hear mysdlf say. She said you could not make me and | should stand
up to you.
About what? What' s happening over there?
Will you tdll me about James Hyoguchi?
A long-tailed macaw with bright red wings, the tips tinged with yellow and blue, swoops past to stedl a
treat from the growing stockpile of fruit. Weignoreit. | search my father’ sface. He reveals nothing.
Thisisnot how | wanted you to find out.
But | have.
And now you fed unsettled?
Unsettled?
Dr. Hyoguchi was agreat man, and avisionary with many accomplishmentsto his name. But he' ssmply
the source of your genetic materid. | certainly don’'t want you to fed like you have to compete with him
or worry about how you measure up. It's much better for you to focus on your own accomplishments,
your own future.



What possible future isthat? Being ahost for adead man’s soul ?

Now | see, he says, aglimmer of light in the obsidian of hiseyes. Y ou played dl hisdiscs. Oh, Haji,

you'’ ve got thewrong idea.

Explainit to methen.

The scientists at Gedaechtnis are heroes of mine, he says.Without them, none of uswould exist today.
Wheét better way to honor them than by using their DNA?

But onthedisc, | cut in, the rest of my sentence fatering when my father points hisindex finger skyward.
| am interrupting him. Thisis not something | normally do.

Before | took genetic samples, | wanted to know them, he says, so | watched their discs. Yes, afraction
of the scientists expressed an interest in being cloned, and yes, afraction of that fraction wanted their
clonesto serve as boxes. Son, when aman knows heis dying and he hasfaith in God, thereis peacein
his heart, but when he lacksfaith, in those final days what most commonly happens?

Despair becomes his bread and desperation his butter, | recite, which pleaseshim.

Such was the case with Dr. Hyoguchi, he says. But consider me. | am not adespairing man, and these
are not desperate times.

Hiswords have weight and | fed increasingly foolish for jumping to conclusions.

So | am not asacrifice?

No more so than anyone else. He amiles.

| did not understand. | thought | had learned my true purpose.

Y our true purpose is the same as ever. To follow God and accept whatever plan He hasfor you.

| say, But what if thisis God' s plan? What if the world is better off with Hyoguchi instead of me?

What if? Thereisno time for what if, Hgji. Thereisonly timefor what is. Keep to the path of love,
human kindness and compassion. Whatever will happen will happen, and you must embraceit unafraid.
Heisright asdways, and | apologizefor my folly, an gpology he gracioudy accepts. Thetensonis
broken between us, though something still gnaws at me, atiny unpleasant worry scratching away at a part
of mysdlf | cannot define.

Now why do you think Vashti stirred thisup in you? he asks.

Hethinks Vashti smply took meto her cryonicslab, so | explain what reglly happened, my words
bringing a calculating expresson to hisface.

Vashti sent you that key, he says. She wanted you to play the disc.

| have not considered this. It ispossible, | suppose, and more possible thelonger | play it out in my mind.
Reluctantly, | tell him what Vashti said about him being backward in histhinking, and he tellsme he has
heard much worse from her.

She has no love for where she comes from, he says, and she takes no lesson from the past. She’san
absolutist in aprogressive’ s mask, and though she plays at decency, it rarely enters her heart. She loves
to create fitnah, he says, using the Arabic word that means mischief and the testing of faith. She turned
Champagne againgt me, he says, and now she hopes to do the same with my children.

Then why do you send us here?

So you can seefor yoursdlf, he says, and make up your own mind. Besides, she’ sfamily.

Before he goes, he puts me on the phone with my three cousins. Wetdk for atime, and Zoé&, who hopes
to be an ecologi, tells me about the great sinuous tree from which she has been gathering fruit. It is not
onetree but two, | learn, which explainsits many twists. She does not know the name of thefirst tree, the
support tree, but the one that bearsfruit isa strangler fig. She tellsme how it has contorted itsdlf tightly
around itshog, its gangling vines rooting into the soil to steal water and nutrients, the essence of life. Itis
aparadte. And it livesalong time, she says. Hundreds and hundreds of years.



pandora
So I'mwatching Mu'tazz retreat from a collared peccary, the grunting, snorting anima hot on hishedls.
Just afew steps past the perimeter, heran afoul of thiswild, tusked, rank-smelling bristly pig, its neck
ringed with snow-white fur. Here it' s defending its territory and maybeits young, aggressively charging,
but upon crossing the filament spray, it gives up the chase, the sudden light show and ultrasonic frequency
disorienting it and sending it panicked in the opposite direction.
Mu'tazz doubles over, catching hisbresth. “I have become a cliché’ —he fromns—*aMudim running
away from pork.”
“I'm glad to see humor isn't haram.” | amile.
“Ddiinitdy halal,” hereplies. “God enjoys agood laugh as much as anyone.”
“I'velong suspected that myslf.”
Hedtsonablanket | lay out for him, and gladly accepts my bottled water. | watch him for abit, listening
to his breath and mine, and the sounds of nature, and the throaty cries of a pygmy marmoset resounding
off the trees. But thisis our trick marmoset, a holographic ghost image of afemale long deed, the
recorded cal outliving her by decades. Any cheeky monkey who comesto investigate gets ablast of
anesthetic—that’ sthe plan anyway. But Mu'tazz has also scattered his own traps throughout the
rainforest: hollowed-out coconut shellswith dices of fruit ingde.
“Thisisanoldtrick,” he explained, while unloading them from my copter. “The monkey reachesinto the
holeto grab the treat but cannot pull his paw free without | etting go. Because heisunwilling to let go, he
istrapped by the force of hisgreed.”
Though they are low-tech contraptions, my niecesand | find them wonderfully resourceful, the kind of
outdoor-savvy skill set Isaac’ skids have inherited, and Vashti and Champagne' s kids have not. And
Mu'tazz is Isaac’ s son in another respect as well, using the event as an opportunity to teach. “Weal
carry coconuts,” hetold the curious girls. “ They are our problems, our woes, and we drag them around,
shortsighted, too proud to let go and welcome God into our lives.”
| leave him now to check on the others, and find Isaac in astate. His détente with Vashti just took a
major hit—she' s been manipulating hiskids, he complains, saying thingsthey should only hear from him,
which tempts him to do the same with her kids—turnabout being fair play—but he's committed to risng
aboveit and keegping himsdlf pure. | don’t agree with everything Isaac does, but he takes the high road
far more often than Vashti doesand | haveto give him credit for that.
Over those first few months the tension between them brewed and brewed, and | was usdless as
peacemaker. It dl finaly bubbled over, with Issac and Champagne ingsting on having natura children,
boysand girls, and Vadhti ingsting only upon girlsviaan artificid womb.
No natural children were born. Champagne' s part of the story isa sad one, so let’sleaveit at that. But
V ashti—she chose girls because girls are dightly more resistant to Black Ep than boys, with ever so
dightly stronger immunodefenses, and with the disease just one bad mutation from putting us up against
the knifepoint of extinction, that was reason enough to proclaim, “No boys alowed.”
“Thisisawar,” shesaid. “Black Ep has declared war upon us, and what use can we have for
second-rate soldiers?’
She further judtified it with the very problems Isaac and Champagne were having—not much luck
returning us back to the kind of sexua reproduction our ancestors enjoyed for eons. But there smore to
it than that. Vaghti thinks all boys suffer from “testosterone poisoning”— that’ s her diagnosis for
Mercutio, by the way—and likesto point to the vast mgority of killers and war makersin the course of
civilization being mde. “Just being practicd,” she'll say, and, “If we' re serious about preventing violence
in the future, why not start society off asamatriarchy?’ But then | remember Vashti fedling dispossessed
back in schoal, sniping at the boys for showing off and disrupting the learning environment. She used to
talk about matriarchies back then, arguing how they were the natura state of things once upon atime,
and how patriarchiestook over by hijacking the very first magic trick—giving birth—by having mae gods
like Zeus getting knocked up in the myths.



Congdering the only birthswe ve had over the past few decades have involved artificid wombsin
ectogenesislabs, it' s safe to say that playing field’ s been leveled. Then there s the old debate about
Lazarus and Simone. Had they lived, whose side would they have taken? Neither, | say, because there
wouldn’t be any sdes—we d dl be working together. Halloween too. Laz would have kept usal “on
message’ with his basic goodness, and Simone would have inspired us with her brilliance and enthusiasm.
Even Tyler might have made a huge difference. We just aren’t enough people here. We needed acritical
mass, but never got it, and if | weren’t such ahopeful person, I’d say it looks like we never will.
Yearsago | tried to bridge the gap, truly settle the ideologicd differences between them, and when
Vashti brushed me off with her usud, “Biologica limitations are to be overcome—end of story,” |
pressed on and argued the need for diversity of opinion, not just diversity of genetic materia. When you
consider the extent of Isaac’ sknowledge and kills, every day she refused to compromise with himwasa
day she hamstrung her life swork. Like Champagne used to say, sometimes the most important step you
can takein lifeisthe step to meet someone halfway.

“I amaTranshumanist,” Vashti replied, eyesflashing with the force of her convictions. “Unagpologetically
0. Isaac is, by comparison, aHumanist. Though | use that word loosdly, given the life-after-death
pabulum he feeds his children. He embracesthe frailty of the human condition. | refuseto let suffering
have the last word.”

Thetilt of her head and the curve of her lip said she wasright and he was wrong and only afool couldn’t
seeit.” Just because he' sreligious,” | said, which was al she needed to shout me down.

“Religion causes akind of brain damage! It’'s kryptonite to reason. We are not fallen angels. We are not
cut off from our higher selves. That’s bullshit, absolute bullshit, Pandora. ‘ God’ and ‘Nature’ arefoolish
words said by foolish people to explain events they don’t understand. Y ou want aword? Try ‘evolution.’
‘Acceleration.” ‘Extropy.” ‘ Immortality.” Why pray to God when we can become gods? Hell, why stop
there? We can even become Nature.”

“Don’'t you think that’ salittle arrogant?’

“That’ s not arrogance, it’ soptimism!” She laughed. “ Arrogance would be to assume we can't!”

| saac received my argument lessimpolitely, but with no greater enthusiasm.” She thinks she hasdl the
answers,” he sighed, “and she'll take any risk to prove she' sright. She does't think through the
conseguences. It took millions of yearsto reach this point in human evolution—all the credit for that goes
to Nature, Time and God, not ashred to us—and to think we can blithely pick up where those three | eft
off? Dangerous.”

It reminded me of something Hal said to me once: “ For such afan of matriarchies, Vashti sure enjoys
bitch-dgpping Mother Nature.”

“Maybe sdf-evolution isthe way to go,” Isaac hedged, “but there sonly afew of usleft on this planet.
We re much better off restoring things back to the way they were, not remaking the world in our image.”
| don’t know who' sright, Isaac, Vashti, both or neither. That’swhy | stick to maintenance and repair.
Fewer headachesand | get to stay neutral.

Patently ridiculous. You' ve never been neutral, Pandy.

I’ve dwaystried to be.

Wouldn't you say over the years you’ ve been morein Isaac’ s camp than Vashti’ s? From the day
Champagne went over to Vashti’ s side, you became increasingly sympathetic to Isaac’ s point of
view.

Wéll, that' s neutral—two against two, I’ m acting as a counterbal ance.

That’ s your definition of neutrality?

Standing there in Peru, thinking about how we al got to this point, a thought cregps back into my mind.
Something Halloween said back in that first year of freedom. Something he only said once. “Y ou' re the
only good one left,” he said, “but you spend so much time with them, | bet they’ Il rub off on you. Asthe
years go by, you' Il become more and more like them, and frankly | don’t want to seeit.”

| must have blocked it out. | can’t remember what | said in reply. Something like, “1 think you' re judging
them too harshly.” And that’ s still how | feed—Hal’ sthe biggest grudge-holder of anyone | know. But
maybe that’ swhy he won't return my cals now. Have | changed over time? Am | no longer who | once



was?

“Monkey!” 1zzy shouts, and | yel back, “It wasn't funny thefirst time!” but then | hear Lulu shriek—sure
enough, alittle yellowish-brown creature has descended from the trees and gotten himself caught, not by
the holographic trap, but with his hand locked in a coconut. I’ m not even surewhat it iswhen | aim the
tranquilizer, and there’ s no time to find out—it’ s on the run, paw free now as| draw abead on
it—whatever it is, | don’'t want to hurt it, but it’sno bigger than ahousecat, and I’ m just aslikely to catch
it in the back of the head asthe rump, and far more likely to missit entirely.

Except | don't. It' sthe luckiest shot of my life, catching him square in the tush asif that tiny, furry target
werethe size of an eephant.

He shrieks, high-pitched like afrightened, furious bird-cal, as he scampers off, dashing like asquirrd, but
drunk now, stumbling, the knockout inevitable. He flops stiffly over onto hissde, and I'm &fraid I've
killed him—but no, he' s breathing till, little pink tongue lolling out of his mouth, poor guy, and he' sone
hundred percent monkey, al he needs are the hat, the vest and the cymbals.

Thegirlsare practicaly screaming in jubilation, |saac congratulating me on my am, whilel just supidly
keep saying, “Ishe okay?’ until everyone assures methat heis.

Everyone except Isaac’ s oldest son, curioudly, so while Isaac and Zoé collect the pygmy marmosst, 1zzy,
Lulu and | double back to find Mu'tazz there on the blanket, pae as |’ ve ever seen him, and clutching his
somech interrible pain.



penny

Entry #310: The Princess and the Suffering

_Open_

Thisistheworst news |’ ve ever had to write. | fed like athousand bricks are crashing down on me a
once.

Vashti wanted to see me, so | went down to her office. She gave me apep talk. Told me how gredt |
was doing. Raised my alowance.

OliviaisPandora s new assistant—not me.

When shesadit, | got cold dl over. Olivia? | mean, redly, Olivia?| said, “That' sjust unfair!” and, “But
I"’'m better qualified!” Y eah? So? Apparently better doesn’t matter.

It'sthetrains. The supid trainsdid mein. Pandora“ appreciates’ everything I’ ve constructed Inside, but
my Scarlet Pimpernel is“dl for Penny’senjoyment” while Olivia strangportation system “ can be used
and enjoyed by everyone, and one of the most important quditiesin thisline of work iswhat aperson
can do for other people.”

| don't do things for people? Who the hdll did | give my money to, porcupines? I’ m flat broke because |
gave away al my money. To who el se but people—the ones who were supposedly putting in good
words for me? What aridiculous joke.

Vashti told me there were so many other jobs | could do, but no, there aren’t, not the kind where I’ Il be
ableto cal my own shots. Not the kind where the people who hate me won't be able to push me around
for days and weeks and months and years, keeping me undernegth their heelsuntil al the quditiesthat
make me specid disintegrate into nothingness. Thiswas my stand. | madeit. | refuseto giveit up. When |
told her Pandoramade a big mistake, she handed me pills, telling me how stressed | seemed, and how
these might help merelax. Honestly, isthisany timeto relax?

“You don’t undergtand,” | told her, “you never do.”

| tracked Champagne down in the botanical garden, and when | told her what Vashti had told me, she
threw her arms around my shoulders and stroked my hair likewhen | wasalittle girl.

“Oh, Penny, | know you' re disappointed,” she said, “but it’ snot your timeto do this. It'sOlivia's.”

| said, “Didn’'t you tell Pandoral wasthe best for the job, didn't you tell her | was the only onewho
coulddoit right?’

She swore she did and said she was truly sorry that Pandora had decided to go with Oliviainstead. |
begged her to go to Pandora and make her reconsider, or to tell Olivianot to take the job, and she just
held me until | knew that wasn't going to happen. | felt something cold and brittle spreading through my
chest, likeice crystals gathering in astorm drain. Can no one seethat Oliviais nothing compared to me?
No matter what | said to Champagne, al | got was more stupid hugs, more empty reassurances, and
dopey words about how maybe, just maybe, in time Pandora might fedl the need to hire another
apprentice. Number two isn’'t good enough. I’ d probably have to take orders from Olivia, and that’ stoo
awful to even consder.

Champagne was no more help than Vashti and it just about killed meWhy didn’'t | see it before—moms
werejust playing good cop, bad cop with me dl dong. Champagneisjust sugarcoated Vashti. Don't
they care about me? Ismy liferedly going to belots of teaand sympathy from family members unwilling
to help me get what | want and need?

“What you'retelling me,” | said, “iseven though | should be working with Pandora, I’ m not because of
politics. Because she likes Oliviamore than me.”

Champagne looked more usdlessthan I'd ever seen her. | didn’t even listen to what she said—I just
started to run. She caled after me, asking mewhere | was going, but | just pretended | couldn’t hear her.
She linked me, “Penny, | love you, everyone does,” but | killed the volume so | wouldn't have to suffer
any morelies.

| found Oliviadusting the porcelain room, which was perfect because | was in the mood to break



something.

“You havetotdl her no,” | said.

Shetried, “What are you talking aout?’ likel’m one of our stupid cousins—but | had her number and
told her it wasn’'t fair. She knew how much | wanted it. She gave me advice and said she'd help, and
then soleit out from under me.

“Youcan'tdothis” | said. “It'snot right.”

“Why are you blaming me?’ shewhined. “It’snot up to me. It'saways been up to Pandora.”

“Don’'t givemethat,” | said. “Y ou played me. But that’ s fine because you can makeit right. Y ou can say
no. They can’t force you to do anything, and when you tell them that asmuch asyou'd liketo doit, it
wouldn't beright, they’ Il haveto listen to you.”

Shejust stared at me, and when | told her | wasthe best, she didn’t have any comeback at al, just
hemming and hawing about “the way thingsworked out.”

“Nothing worked out,” | told her, and she laughed (1) into her hand, saying, “No, Penny, nothing worked
out for you.”

Jedlousy. The perfectly average, boring, forgettable girl happy to see the top scholar, the ar athlete and
the virtuoso musician not get her due.

| told her thiswas the kind of thing people do that makes others not like them, and that sooner or later
someone was't going to stand for it, but apparently that wasn't specific enough for her, so | said if she
didn’'t help me right now karmawould catch up with her, and quick, and in ways she wouldn't want.
“I’m not scared of you,” shesaid. But shesaid it so quietly, theliar. So | picked adall up by the face and
swung it againg thewall, and it shattered, little pieces of porcelain flying everywhere, and when | looked
down at my hand | saw it was cut up pretty bad. | squeezed the biggest fragment, al jagged and bloody,
and Oliviashrank back against the wall.

“Y ou' d be amazed at how resourceful karmacan be,” | told her, then got out of there before it went
from scaring her to hurting her, because the thought wasin my head and | didn’t like how it kept pulling
a me.

God, | hopethat did it. | really hopeit scared her enough to drop out. | don’t want thisto go any further,
but what if it does? What if | broke her like the doll”? And got caught? Istherisk greater than the reward?
There hasto be another way to get what | want. Think, Penny, think.

My hand hurts.

Lock.

Entry #310: The Princess and the Suffering
-locked-



haji
| have never made ablack kite before. Always| havaelsought bold colorsto lend my creations vibrancy
and magic. Not thistime. Thisonewill be black asthe Black Stone. Black as my father’ s eyes.
My heart isrestless, and so | do thisfor meditation, not leisure, though the two are often one and the
same. As| connect alark’ s head to aknotted loop, | picture mysdlf asasingle dot in the fabric,
envisoning therest of the kite asinfinite space about me, auniverse unto itsdlf. | can dmost fed the
enormity of it when my concentration is cut by the soft purr of the autoclean’ s motor asit sweepsdutifully
acrossthefloor. | must look up to link toit, willing it to please come back another time.
| cal the Black Light, vainly perhaps, but with al theforce | can muster. Many years ago, my father
taught methat it isthe color of enlightenment, the last step on the Sufi path.We cdl it fana. Thisiswhere
the ego dies, in the blackness, where one can become empty and find union with thedivine. Itisan
Arabic word, fana, meaning extinction or annihilation. Annihilation of everything but God.
After fearing that my father brought meinto thisworld only to destroy me, only to reach Dr. James
Hyoguchi, | am now seeking self-annihilation to reach the love and wisdom of God. Theirony isnot lost
onme, butitisprecisay what | must do. | am off balance. | do not fed holy. | must move through this
turmoil to find answers and peece.
May this kite be God' skite, and when Hefliesit may my soul lift!
My father has taught me so very much over the years, but the construction of kites| learned from a
book. | found it in Egypt, in one of the libraries we sought to restore, when | must have been half the age
Ddilaisnow. | remember how my eyes danced over the racks, a kaeidoscope of color from spineto
spine, and | wanted that one, the high one | could not reach. Hessa stood up on tiptoe and got it for me,
reading it with me at the little table, delighted to see my imagination so captured. Every time | makea
kite, | return to that first moment of joyful innocence, of awe and wonder at what | might creste.
Thought | might find you here, saysavoice. Thisis Penny stalking into my sanctuary, aphonein her |eft
hand, her right wrapped tightly in gauze.
She has discovered me in the Magdal enenklause chapel, Nymphenburg' s “ place of penitence,” designed
for solitude and prayer. Of little interest to my aunts and cousins, thisgrotto is one of the few structuresin
the palace that have not been dtered in recent years. Though the outside looks ruined, theinsdeisclean
and wel maintained.
Will you please help me? she asks.
| amin the midst of something but will gladly help if you but wait amoment, | say, but she does not
understand, Sitting next to me on the pew saying, Y ou’ re making akite. That’ sterrific, but | need you
now.
| have come here seeking quiet refuge, | explain, and | stop explaining when | see the heartsick ook on
her face. Whatever she needs must be important and perhapsit truly cannot wait. | set the black kite
down.
Call Pandora, she says.
She wants me to speak on her behdf, to convince my aunt that she should receive specia instruction
whilethe girl of my brother Ngozi’ s affection, Olivia, should not. Thisisdoubly wrong. First, | have
aready complimented Penny to Pandora. Second, | am not in a position to judge Penny’ s meritsrelative
to Olivia s. The Ingde remainsamystery to me, and if sheisasking me which domain | most prefer, the
answerisTomi’s.
| don't careif you've dready caled her, she says. Cdl her again.
What good would it do?
Shell listen to you, Haji. She may not like me but she' s definitely sweet on you. I'm counting on thét.
What can | say to her that has not been said?
Tdl her Oliviadoesn't have the maturity to handle that kind of responsibility.
How do | know that?
Because sheinsulted you. Because she made fun of your religion. | don’'t know, because she ripped up



one of your kites, how’ sthat?

Y ou want me to make something up?

Right, make something up. Whatever you think she'll believe,

| sigh and tilt my head back. Scenes from Mary Magdaene' slife stare down at me from the frescoes
above.

What?Y ouwon't help me?

Not if itinvolveslying.

I’'m not asking you to make ahabit of it. I'm asking you to dant the truth, just this once, asafavor to me.
Asatiny kindness to someone who desperately needsit.

Penny, you are banging adrum.

She does not know what | mean. | explain:

Once upon a time, there was a young boy who liked nothing better than to bang on a drum. He
would joyfullybang it all day long, no matter how much the noise irritated those around him. No
matter what his parents tried, he would not stop, and in desperation they turned to learned men
who called themselves SUfis.

Thefirst alleged Sufi tried reasoning with the boy, arguing that so much drumming would damage
his eardrums. The second professed that drums were sacred instruments and should only be
beaten on specialoccasions. The third distributed earplugs. The fourth tried to distract the boy
with books. The fifth offered to teach the boy’ s parents and neighbors how to live with the noise.
The sixth introduced the boy to meditation and claimed that the drum was merely a figment of his
imagination. But none of these men were true Sufis and none of the remedies worked.

Finally, areal Sufi arrived. He took stock of the situation,sat next to the boy and handed him a
hammer and chisel. | wonder what is indgde the drum, the Sufi said.

Penny staresintensaly at me, saying nothing. She clears her throat. She frowns. She says, Y ou're saying
there sasmple solution to my problem?

Of course.

Tl me, shewhispers.

Stop caring about it, | tell her. She shakes her head asif | have suggested something unconscionable.
Stop caring, | repedt. Let it go. Some things are not meant to be, and we must press on, finding new
dreams when the old ones have been destroyed.

That’ s your advice? she says.

Perhaps God has another plan for you. Will you resist it or accept the embrace?

Do you hate me? she asks. Isthat what’ s going on?

| hate no one.

Well, when you look at me, what do you see?

| have no ready answer, and so0 shefillsthe slence with dl the triumphsin her life, alitany of virtues both
perceived and imagined. For al her achievements, sheisthe unhappiest girl | have ever met, and the
feeling | absorb from her tells me shewould only do agood deed if she thought someone was watching.
Pity risssin meand | try to take her hand, but she istoo agitated for such agesture.

Isit money? shecries. | don't have any left but | swear I'll get someif you call.

| do not want your money.

Here, she says, | know what you want. She whips off her blazer, tossing it asde. Thetieisnext and by
the time she getsto the shirt | tell her to stop, but my words mean nothing to her, and | avert my eyes. |
know what you want, she says, again and again, voice rising, afurious, anguished girl offering sex she
cannot even fed.

| will not be aparty to her abasement. | tell her thisand | leave.

Outside, | can hear her shaking the pews, kicking them. | can hear the wood splinter. Sheiscrying. Not
in great heaving sobs, but in sudden tremors and tiny chokes. Thereisnothing | can give her, and nothing
shecan giveme. | wait until thefit of temper has been tempered, until sheisquiet again, and when she
emerges | am relieved to see that sheis dressed once more.

Y ou' re too haly, she says, the gauze bandage on her hand unraveled and dangling until sheripsit off with



her teeth. How nicefor you to be so holy and enlightened when I’m losing everything | ever had.
Sheleaves me, and when | reenter the chapd | see my black kitein tatters, somped irreparably beneath
her hed.

God bresksthe heart again and again until it stays open, | muiter.

| fear Penny isright. Maybe | am too holy. Were| less so, maybe she would have lisened to me. If |
spoke like her, thought like her. Maybe the way to find enlightenment isto give up on it completely.
Asthe autoclean disposes of the debris, | take measured breaths and collect my thoughts, pushing the
unpleasant ones aside. My work is ruined, but Champagne may have materias| need to Sart it anew.
But not now. Tomi and | have adate Insgdein lessthan an hour and | do not want to be latefor it.

Hgi?

Someoneislinking to me, and | recognize the voice asMdachi’s.

| heard you found out, he says. Who you are, | mean. Where you come from.

Where my DNA comesfrom, | correct him.

That's more accurate, he agrees.

For several minutes we discuss Dr. Hyoguchi, to whom Maachi owes his existence. The source of my
DNA isnot so much aprogrammer as a patriarch, where Malachi is concerned.

Am| anything likehim?

Not so much. Since meeting you, I’ ve been curiousto seeif you might spark to some of the thingsto
which he sparked. But as| say, not so much with you.

A disappointment, then?

Inasense.

So would you rather that | go through with the procedure? So your father might return to you?

I’d love to have him back, he admits. | misshim. But I’ d never in good conscience ask you to go through
with that. Eventualy, I'll find another way to resurrect him, away that won't come at your expense. You
should see what Pandoraand | have been working on. It’ sfascinating.

| think to ask him about it, and behind that thought another follows. Could Mdachi have sent me the key?
And if S0, to what end?

But he has gone back to talking about Hyoguchi, and as| wait for a pause in his speech to voice my
questions, the sound of interference beginsto build until an abrupt click ends the conversation, removing
Maachi in midsentence.

| call hisname, once, twice, but | am once again aone.



penny

Entry #311: The Princess and the Sad Thing

_Open_

I'vemadealist. Let’snot cal it an enemieslist. Let’scdl it alist of people who need to be sorry for
whét they’ ve done.

Thetroublewith listsiswho to put up at the top. That’ s part of the fun of it too, but | don’t want to make
those choicesyet so I'll do it dphabeticdly: Brigit, Haji, 1zzy, Lulu, Olivia, Pandora, Soane, That's
seven. I’d make it nine and put my moms on the list too, but there’ s sorry and then there' s sorry, and |
have to cut alittle dack to the people who brought me into the world.

I”ve been thinking of making a chart where | tie each of the seven to one of the so-called seven deadly
ans, but they’redl guilty of morethan one, and it' d be unfair to peg just Oliviawith envy when frankly
they al envy me. Wall-to-wall envy, wal-to-wal pride, and they’ re too damn dothful to get up off their
butts to help someonein need. To hell with them. If they think I'm not worth fighting for, maybe they
should seewhat I' m liketo fight againgt.

The new name on thelist isHgi, because getting help from Haji islike asking a chipmunk to do caculus.
Or begging ablind man to see. Or more to the point, yelling at a cripple to stop limping—he can't. He
wasted my time and energy with a stupid story about how I’ m playing the drums when everyone knows
my operas are part of the Baroque tradition where you use very little percussion to accentuate the
melody, and the worst part is he actudly thought he was helping me, the condescending fool.

Actudly, he snot afool—he sarobot. A Sufibot, that’ swhat he is—pull hislever and hejingles and
jangles and burbles out pithy, holier-than-thou fortune cookie sayings. Well, I've had it with his
oh-s0-pious non-contraction-using Jonny Quest ass—he son the list!

| should probably go to the source and blame Uncle I saac for unleashing genetic throwbacks upon the
world. That' s probably worse than infecting them with religious mumbo jumbo. Why creete
garden-variety Homo sapiens when you can have Waterbabies? If you' re going to bring back old
hominidsfor nostalgia s sake, why not go al the way back to Homo erectus or Austral opithecus? They
might at least make interesting grunts, or discover fire or something. Let’ sfaceit—my cousins are oxygen
thieves. They'rejust backward people taking up space, and if they all met up with an ax murderer | don't
think they’ d be missed.

| don’'t miss Hessg, that’ sfor sure. It'safunny thing— I’ ve been carrying around this guilt for awhole
year but now I'm thinking | did theworld afavor. Just one more accomplishment | won't get credit for.
Okay, | didn’'t just hex her. | played ajoke on her. But that’ s al that it was, astupid prank. It'snot like |
plotted her death or premeditated it, rubbing my hands together and cackling in ghoulish glee. Shegot on
my bad side, so | hexed her, and then the joke, and then she died. Like an accident. I'd say it wasan
unfortunate accident, but by that I’ d only mean it was unfortunate for her.

Shewasthisslly little Sufibot who took nothing serioud y—everything was just abig gameto her like
nothing really mattered, and she was al buddy-buddy with Soane, and | just knew she'd turninto
another Brigit if someone didn’t take her down apeg. She was coming to breakfast one day, and back
then my baby sister Katrina used to have this bad habit of running through the house like a crazy
person—she gtill doesit these days, just less— and thistime when she ran in, she accidentdly knocked
the pillbox out of Hessa' s hand. Everything went flying and Katrinagpologized, but Hessajust laughed
likeit wasn't the least bit annoying, and we al had to get down on the black-and-white-checkered floor
and crawl around on our hands and kneesto help her find al her medicine. And | decided to hold onto a
pill because—I don’t know, | guessjust because | could. She had plenty of them after all.

It wasn't until the next day when theideafor the joke cameto me. | wasralling this dirty white pill
between my fingers, trying to move it from knuckle to knuckle the way I’ ve seen magicians move coins
onthelnside. And | just noticed how generic the pill looked. Not very specid. Just boring. So | had the
ideato dip into the medicine cabinet, and going through dl the different bottles, | had anice laugh finding



laxatives that looked amost exactly the same. It was too good not to do. When they al went out skating,
| snuck into her pillbox and made the swap. And | hexed her. And | thought, let’ s see how
happy-go-lucky you are after ataste of the crapping hell.

What | didn’t know was how incredibly fragile she was. From an immunologica perspective, she wasn't
any tougher than the porcelain doll | smashed. Three days without her medicine and she got alot more
than diarrhea—we re talking vomiting, fever and worse—that tiny gap in her defensewas dl Black Ep
needed to take hold. I’ d never seen anyone get really sick before.

It was awful, honestly. It wasn't what I’ d planned.

| didn’t want to get caught, so | swapped the original medicine back for the laxatives before Vashti could
check. They put Hessa back on theright pills, and even tried some new ones, but the damage was
aready done. It had become multidrug-resstant, like theworst strains of tuberculosisand HIV. Once
Black Ep getsafoot in the door, it'sover.

Isaac flew out, suspicious and rightly so, but no one could prove anything. Hessa got worse and worse
and when it wasdl over | wore my grief on my deeve so no onewould suspect and that was pretty much
that.

I’ve been carrying thisfor so long, it fedls good to finally write about it. | can't redlly talk about it with
anyone. They might not understand—they might think I’ m responsible when no one told me how
vulnerable shewas. Cal it what you will, it was ajoke, an accident, atragedy I'll admit, but not murder.

| didn’'t mean to do it then but today | redlized that never in my life have | wanted to kill someone more
than | do right now.Take your pick of anyoneon thelist and | can picture adozen different ways of doing
them in, each more satisfying than the last. But you want to know the sad thing?

| don'tthink | candoit.

| just don't haveit in me. Believe me, | wish | did—I’d be beautifying my environment—but every timel
try to psyche mysdlf up for it, | wind up with some awful memory popping into my head that messes
everything up. Asmuch as| hate Brigit and Sloane—and | can’t stland either of them—I can remember
learning how to read with them, or skipping rope and playing double Dutch. One time when they tried to
get meintrouble, Oliviastood up for me and kept moms from fining me. Even Hgji made melaugh
once—that time | beat Tomi in the Louvre.

Why can't | get these thoughts out of my head?

Hakubot?

Troubled though | am

Happy moments in my past

Bar me from madness

Okay, Haikubot, you just madethe list.

I’m going back Inside now to think of the worst thing | can possibly do to Olivia. Eveniif | don't havethe
nervetokill her, I bet | can make her lifealiving hell. And maybe I'll find another present from my
mystery friend. Sofar, I've got haf ayin-yang symbol, haf aheart-shaped locket, haf along-stemmed
rose and haf aplaying card. All | need ishdf aplan to get thelife | deserve back and maybel’min
business. Wish meluck.

Lock this.

Entry #311: The Princess and the Sad Thing
-locked-



haji
| am anticipating Tomi’ s sprite when Rashid sendsrr?elhis, aglowing slver and gold light that servesas
both acall and acdling card. When | answer it, | am transported to the domain in which he sojourns. He
isstretched out on abench in the Ancol Dreamland, a science-and-technol ogy-themed recreationa park,
whichisto Jakartawhat Epcot isto Florida. | am surrounded by ghosts, computer-generated vacationers
rushing from one attraction to the next, their voices occasonaly overpowered by the noisy rattle of bajaj
S, three-wheeled motorized rickshaws.
Rashid scooches over on the bench and beckons me to sit, offering me my choice of coconut scones,
tuna chapati or kuping gajah. | select the kuping gajah becauseit is made of chocolate and is shaped
like elephant ears.
Thisisone of the places she visited, he says, squinting from the sunlight.
| shidd my eyesas| glance about, taking in the lagoon, the souvenir shops, the dance clubs. Off inthe
distance | can see white-crested waves crashing into honey-colored sand. Before she died, Hessatold
me some of the girls were teaching her how to surf. Maybe that was here.
Rashid suddenly coughs, spitting up a piece of coconut scone. It lands on the sdewalk in awet gob. He
frowns and rubs his mouth with the back of his hand.
Areyou okay?
Never better, little brother, he sayswith asmile just this side of grimace, then hands me a stack of
numbered posicards. Everywhere Hessawent. | riffle through the images, beautiful and exotic, pausing at
thevigas| know shewould have especidly enjoyed.
Have you found anything out? he asks.
Nothing.
Y ou seem different, he says. Something edting you?
| gareat him. | am tempted to tell him where his DNA originates. Doing so would disrespect my father. |
do not like keeping secrets but | must honor his request.
Why areyou looking at melike that? he asks.
| reach out to put ahand on hisforehead. He swipesit avay.
I’'m sck, he admits.
How sick?
Sick, he shrugs. Don't tell anyone. They’ll kick me Outside, and | have awhole day planned in here.
Why not hold off until you fed better?
Why not mind your own business, he snipes, coughing violently again before leaving my sight in aflash of
gparkling light, teleporting off to anew domain.
Pandoraisnot online, | learn, so | send her mail suggesting that she might want to look in on Rashid. | do
not usetheword sick.
The postcards make useful shorteuts. | tap the top one, my virtud fingertip conceding its artificidity by
dretching into an emerad green display menu when it makes contact with the cal number. A twitch
whisks me off to the domain itself, a cash register’ s accompanying chime announcing that my bank
account has been drained anominal fee.
| vist adozen domainsindl. | amlooking for some kind of pattern, some clue asto how my sister died. |
find nothing.
| may never know the truth. Not every question has an answer. Can | live with that? Can | smply let her
go?
When the heart weeps for what it haslogt, the soul rgloices for what it hasfound. And so | resolveto
honor Hessawith theway | livemy life. | will start with agift for Tomi, | decide, something whimsical that
will make her smile. A stuffed anima? A pandabear or arabhbit, perhgpsin samurai costume.When | tap
into my account to see how much thereisto spend, | see arow of nines stretching across the display.
It isfrom Pandora. To theleft of her name, under service, istheword liberty. Why shewould grant me
such aliberty, | do not know. | have enough money to fill an entire domain with stuffed animals. Perhaps



itisamigtake, but if it isamistake that brings Tomi joy, | welcome it with open arms.

Unfortunately, amaze of choices encumbers my shopping spree. With so much money a my disposd,
there are smply too many choices. It seems| can go anywhere and do anything and | have no idea
whereto begin.

Tomi rescues me from cognitive overload, and when | greet her | discover that she has a present for me
aswell. Look, she says, leading me to atower window and drawing my attention to the horizon with a
delighted sweep of her hand.

Sincelast | came here, she has made significant additionsto her domain. | see castles and armies, shrines,
temples, shops and homes, aland bursting with life and color with al the splendor and pageantry fit for an
emperor. The streets and the fidds are teeming with citizens, and the sky isflush with kites.

Doyou loveit? sheasks.

How did you do it?

I"'mrich, she says. | can build whatever | want.

| et out an gppreciative whistle. She has outdone herself.

Want to fly akite with me?

| cannot answer. She asks me again, but | am consumed by what | see. Thereisapattern in the sky, |
redlize, afamiliarity in the motions of the kites. | can see them moving closer and closer to animagein my
mind. From nowhere, an intense hyperawareness washes over me, d§avu followed by incomparable
bliss. I have been picturing the design | sketched in bathwater on the ceramic tile floor back in Saggara
anditisidentica towhat | see now. Itislike | am living the past and present at the exact sametime. In
that ingtant | ceaseto exist, my physical body dispersing to the winds, and my soul isup with the kites, a
sngle point in the pattern, and that pattern is God.

Worlds rush past me, and time and space and wonder and love.

| have known moments of higher consciousness before, moments of sublime connection with the
universe, but none likethis.This dwarfs everything. Laughter escapes mein ameagnificent rush and al my
troubles are borne away.

When the moment passes, asit must, when | turn to Tomi, | can tell from thelook on her resplendent,
perfectly symmetrical face that as quick as sheis, she wastoo dow to see my transformation. She did not
see mejoin the kites. But it does not matter. | have had areligious epiphany, or gone mad, or both.
Whatever itis, | have never felt more aive, and | redize now that whatever happensto me from this point
on, nothing can take away the pure, unadulterated ecstasy that has come to blossom within my soul.



penny

Entry #312: The Princess and the

Unexpected Windfall -open-

Something’ swrong here. | have dl the money in theworld and can buy whatever | want. No, redlly. My
bank account says | have ninetrillion nine-hundred-ninety-nine billion nine-hundred-ninety-nine million
nine-hundred-ni nety-nine thousand nine-hundred-ninety-nine big ones. And ninety-nine little ones. That
should be agood thing, but i’ snot. | can aready tell.

Something’ sredly, redly wrong.

Lock.

Entry #312: The Princess and the
Unexpected Windfall -locked-



pandora
Diagnoses are made.
Firgt, about Mu'tazz. I’ ve been crossing my fingers for something like an aggressive gastrointesting flu,
but 1saac suspects Black Ep. They’ ve quarantined themselvesin the back of my copter. Mu’ tazz keeps
making terrible retching sounds. I'mrattled. | can only imagine what 1saac’ sfeding. What we went
through last year with Hessa, to go through that again—God, it feels unbearable.
Second, about the monkey, it'smonkeys plurd—my “he’ isapregnant she. A tribe of pygmy marmosets
survived Black Ep naturdly al on their own, which means maybe so can we, if we can only figure out
what’ s protected them while so many other primates bit the dust. The potentia for what we can learn
here practically has me dancing with joy, and maybe | would beif it weren't for Mu' tazz.
Third, Maachi’sgone. | tried to raise him and he' sjust not there. And that’ s crazy, because he’ saways
Johnny-on-the-gpot when | need him. I’'m running aremote diagnogtic, and dl it'stelling meisthat he's
running adiagnogtic too. That doesn’t explain why I’m not getting any response. Maybe the glitches
gobbled him up and I’ ll have to restore from a backup.
Before | can report to Vashti, she' s called me, hurling curses at me the moment | pick up, in acompletely
out-of-control attack mode | call “Pit Bull.” Vash rarely losesit, and when she does she usudly won't go
past “ Rottweller” or “Doberman,” which makestherare Pit Bull redly something to see.
Theonly words| can catch are * cocksucker” and “ massive security breach.”
“Sow down,” | tell her.
“Y our boyfriend fucked me!l” she screams, sending me scrambling for mentd turpentineto erase the
picture painted in my head.
“Wha' sgoing on?’
“Hadloween just somped hisdirty bootsal over your precious security system. Everything's
compromised. Universal accessto dl thefiles”
“How do you know it was Hal?’
“Who else could it be? Can you think of someone e se with that specia mix of venom and know-how?
When the system unspools the address | guarantee you it’ Il say the attack came from America. And he
promised, Pandora— that son of a bitch gave hisword he' d never interfere but that’ s exactly what he's
done!”
“Wadll,” | say, trying to keep acool head on the Situation, “firgt things firsd—take the kids out of the IVR.”
“Are you stupid? Champagne dready did, but the damage’ sdone. Y ou can’'t unring abell.”
“Okay, so they learned afew dirty words and got an eyeful of violence or porn or whatever elseis
floating around in there.” Hey, good news, we found a monkey and listen, bad news, Mu'tazz is sick,
| want to tell her, but she' still rabid.
“Pandora,” she spits, “what’ sfloating around in thereis persond. All my logs, my lab notes, my private
communications. Every singlefileistherefor the taking. He found them, he put a price on them and he
pimped them out.”
“That isaproblem,” | admit, and maybe it was Hal, because right about now | can see him laughing his
assoff. And she' sright—it's a sophisticated attack and he' s just about the only person | know with the
kind of savvy to pull this off. Encryption and programming against decryption and reprogramming—I
spent months and years setting up the walls he just knocked down. | wonder how long it took him.
Should | beinsulted or impressed?
“Some of the girlsare going to be upset,” | warn Vashti, which serves only to put amuscle near her left
eyeinto spasm. Sheis breathless with impotent rage.
“He hasto answer for this,” she says. “It' son his head.”



penny

Entry #313: The Princess and the Price -open-

What do | deserve?

It safair question, isn't it? What exactly do | deserve? Anything at al?

Obvioudy | don’t deserve your respect. Y ou don’t trust me, and why should you? Why trust the lowest
of thelow? Better not to give me even my most basic privacy, which you gpparently don't, because
you' ve been reading my journd.

| know you' ve been doing it for years.

You'redoing it right now.

But this spaceis private, isn't it? Private and persona? For Penny’ sinnermost thoughts—you said |
could write whatever | wanted and it would always be secret and | dways believed you—how silly when
you don'’t care, when you can break my locks and read it like I'm beneath consideration. Like I'm
nothing.

Am | nothing to you? When you look at me, isthat what you see?

And when | look at the two of you, what do you suppose | see? Y ou might want to think about that, now
that the tel escope has turned. Now that I’ ve read your logs. | know what you’ ve done, how you think, al
the ways you' ve tricked me. How doesit fedl to know someone sgot afinger on dl your horrible lies?
Oh, did you ever put one over on me. All those times you told me how smart | am, what a great student
this, what a hard worker that, when behind my back you say I'm “ disgppointing,” an “underachiever who
has yet to capitalize on her promisg’? 1 show “signs of immaturity”? My operas are “ obnoxious and
derivative’? And thanks for al the extramoney, Champagne.Y ou let methink | wasrichwhen dl told |
barely make more than Katrina. Katrina s nine goddamn years old!

Y ou let methink | was best—the a pha—when redlly you think I’'m the omega. I’ m the one you worry
about. The oneyou fed sorry for. Poor Penny.

Thisismy true state? Should | just lay down and die? Do you have any ideawhat kind of monstrous
betrayd thisis, you filthy fucking bitches?

Vadti, let’ stalk about my “psychologicd ingability.” I'm anarciss, am 1?With “magicd thinking” and
a“ sdf-induced sense of superiority”? And I'm a*“growing problem”?Y ou don't know the half.

Y ou wrote you sometimes doubt | have “fedlings of any kind.” That’sjust brilliant! Sure, I’'m ablock of
ice. | don't fed anything, so you can do whatever you want to me and it just won't matter. That’ s your
big analysis? That' swhat you believe? Then why am | so hurt? Did you ever stop to think that in my
heart | might fedl things more deeply than you ever could, you degenerate piece of shit?

| wasincredibly arrogant, wasn't 1?2 So arrogant that an hour ago | thought | had nothing left to lose.
Now | seel waswrong—all thethings | took for granted were things | never had. Gone now,
everything’ s gone. Can you explain it? Can you explain how you could do thisto me? | may not bea
human being, but | ways assumed you' d trest me with human decency.

How could you?

| dways stood up for you. | loved you. Last spring when you decided to crack down on the rules, Brigit
and Sloane thought it would be funny to call you the Vichy instead of the V.C. and | said they’ d better
stop or I’d tell. But they’ re right, you made them right—you are the Vichy—you're Nazis, Vadhti in
charge, and Champagne “only following orders.”

“We're at war with Black Ep,” so you wanted focused and obedient soldiers.

Y ou had Pandora string the Insde with sublimina messages.

Y ou made us take mood-atering drugs and said they were immunogens.

Y ou gave us pillsto inhibit our libidos, and blamed it on our physiologies. No distractions from our
sudies. Evenif | can't give birth, don't you think | deserveto fed like awoman?Isthe plague so
important you’ d deny me even that?

I’m not alab rat. Fuck you for the liberties you took.



Vashti—

You can't lieanymore.

Y ou can't control me with drugs.

Y ou can't control me with money.

Y ou can't control me with love.

Y ou can't make meinto something I’ m not.

You can't kill my freewill.

Y ou never redly cared about me.

Y ou only pretended.

Champagne—

| used to fed safe when you held me.

| used to fed loved.

| treasured the time we spent finger-painting.

Blowing the sogp bubbles together.

Letting me braid your hair.

| used to cal you Mommy.

And you stood by.

Y ou did nothing.

Y ou let this happen.

Listen closdly, you hideous cunts: | have something you don't. It’ s beating fiercely in my chest, and if you
saw it you' d wither. Y ou don't know thefirgt thing about love, and the hate you' ve spread will come
back to you with teeth. That’ sfair warning. If you take away nothing else from this, fucking understand
this. The next hex | put out is going to make you shriek.

Everything you did to me hasaprice and I'm going to collect it.



pandora
I”’m five hundred miles from Cape Verde when Maachi comes back from the dead. His hologram
flickersin so sllently, without warning, that | jump in my seat, banging my knees againgt the console.
From thewild look in hissted gray eyes, | can tdll hel s shaken and spooked, dl hisfight-or-flight flags
triggered.
“Reset your flags,” | tell him, and even though he could instantly drop his mood back to Buddha-like
cam if hewanted to, it snot in his nature to do it. He shakes his head violently, puffs out a breath,
brushes his hair back with hisfingersand looks & me.
“Someone took me out,” he says.
“Do you know who?’
“Pandy, it was askillful trap. Reminded me of the attacks Mercutio made against me years ago. Not the
same Sgnature, but the same level of sophidtication.”
“Wasit Halloween?’
“It came from Michigan. So unlessyou think Fantasadid it—which | don't.”
And | don't think that either—in my head, pieces of the puzzle are snapping into place. Haloween wants
to humiliate Vashti but can’t reach her with Malachi intact, so he traps Maachi first. Wounding the
security guard to rob the bank. | share the theory with Ma and he suspects|’m right.
“Hetook out Pace three seconds later—it looks like we were smply alarm wires he had to snip. Which,
it goeswithout saying, | consder aninsult.”
“So now he' swounded both our egos. Do you think he wastrying to destroy you or just keep you tied
up for awhile?’
“I won't hazard aguess. Either way, it’ s pretty callous.”
“Cdlous,” | agree. “Especidly snceyou left thingswith him on good terms.”
“Better than you know,” he says.
“What does that mean?’
He throws me a conscience-stricken look and tellsme he'sglad I' m sitting down. “For years, I've had a
ded with Haloween. I’ ve worked for him. But thistearsit—he sjust burned through the last of my
loydty.”
“Youwork for me” | say.
“No, | work with you. I worked for him.”
“So you' ve been lying to me?’
“Ohyes,” he says mournfully. “Do you remember seventeen years ago? When you first started spying on
him?’
Of course|l do. Inthat first year of freedom, Halloween wastrying to kill himself. Not directly, but the
effect would have been the same. He went to Pennsylvaniato restore arusted deathtrap of aroller
coaster by the name of Breaking Point. Maachi furnished me with the satellite photosand | knew | had
totry andred himin.
“Hefigured out what you were doing and put astop to it,” Malachi says. “ The satdllites aren’t under my
full control— in fact, for the past seventeen years, | haven't been able to take a picture of any part of the
United States at dl.”
“So the pictures you' ve been sending me? They' re fakes?’
“All of them,” he says. “Haloween put meup toit. | owed him afavor for saving me from Mercutio’'s
tender mercies, and for not deleting me when he could. That’ sthe arrangement we struck.”
My stony slence forces an gpology from him.
You didn’t force an apology from me—it was freely given.
Y ou just wanted to drop your regret flag.
| still regret it. Though the decision made sense at the time.
“Doyou gill talk to him?” | ask.
“Not in years. | honestly don't know what' s been happening to him, or why he'd do athing likethis.



Perhaps he just snapped. Isolation can do funny things.”

“Wéll, by betraying me you helped keep him isolated,” | snap. “Whatever your reasons for doing it, you
might have done aworld of harm.”

“I’ll do whatever | cantofix things,” he promises. “What can | do to help?’

“Takethewhed,” | say, disgustedly leaving my chair and storming to the back.

My head may be spinning, but one thing is perfectly clear. No matter what Hal wants, I’'m going to pay
him avigit. He hasto answer to Vashti, he hasto answer to Malachi, but more than anyone else he hasto
answer to me.

| cometo thethree girls, who are till excitedly debating namesfor our sedated pregnant marmoset, their
rapid-fire chatter pausing when they see me.

“IsMu'tazz okay?’ they ask, and | have no answer, but | tell them that I’ m on my way to check. And so
into the quarantine | go.

My sixteen-year-old nephew is sprawled out on the blankets, covered with sweet, eyes closed and
mouth open. “He' sddirious,” Isaac tells me, lines of worry etched into hisface. “He keegpsfading in and
out of consciousness. | wish he'd just deep.”

Mu' tazz mumbles something | can’t understand in alanguage | don't speak. | kneel down to see hiseyes
open ever so dightly, but they focus on nothing, and then close once again. | take Isaac’ s hand.
“Isitwhat you think itis?’ | ask.

“Worse,” he says.

“How can it be worse than Black Ep?’

“I have acourse of trestment for Black Ep,” he says. “Not for this. I've never seen this before.”
“Something will work,” | assure him, but | redlize, quietly, that I'm not so sure. | spesk not from
knowledge but from hope.

Mu' tazz repests what he said, muscles thrashing, his hands grinding into the blankets and squeezing as
hard as he can.

“Isthat Arabic?’

“Aramaic,” |saac says. “1’ ve been teaching him Aramaic.”

“What ishe saying?’

Isaac does not ook at me. Helooks at his son and shakes his head, asif he could somehow save him
with that one smple negation. A teardrop escapes him, rolling down his cheek to splash upon the
blanket.

“‘Itisthe End of theWorld,” he says.



PART THREE
THE DEVIL



halloween

| dwaysknew it couldn’t last.
Y ou can hole yoursdlf up for years, but you can’t keep the world away forever. Forever isjust too

fucking long.
Goodbye, American isolationism. Hello, Pandora.



pandora
He knows I’'m coming. He actudly had the gdll to try to call me when he spotted me over the eastern
seaboard. Oh, now you want to talk? Enjoy alittle radio slence—you can wait until I'’m on the ground.
Outsde, ahard autumn rain makes the approach trickier than it should be. “Raining open pocketknives,”
asmy grandfather might say.
Ever closer my heart to Halloween, and the poison-munching monarch butterflies he uses as his standard
seem to have taken residence in my stomach. | drown them with Munich’ sfinest Chardonnay, afinder's
feefor delivering acertain monkey. | shouldn’t fly intoxicated and actudly I’ m not—every time| veer off
course Maachi pulls me back, guiding the craft with an invisible hand.
“Takeit easy with that,” he suggests when | try another swalow. *Y ou don’t want to marinate yoursdlf,
doyou?
“Areyou talking to me, Mdachi?’
“Areyou dill not taking to me?’
| answer by not answering. Redlly, I’'m glad | have him and Halloween to focus my anger on. It' sa
welcome distraction from worrying about 1saac’ skids.
I’m past the bay now—I can see the 10 freaway beneath me as| follow it west, tracking the one ray of
sunset that hasn't been suffocated by storm clouds. Coming back hereisn’t easy. It'snot quite as bad as
going back to S&o Paulo, but it’ s till aghost town, aparody of the flourishing (if unreal) community
where| went to school. | can go most anywherein the world and take in as much loss, destruction and
desolation as you please without losing it, but seeing the places| remember warmly from childhood laid
30 low makes mejittery and sick. Granted, the alcohol probably isn't hel ping with sick, but it'sworking
wondersfor jittery.
Idlewild stsright in the heart of Manistee Nationa Forest. The town’s protected by five hundred
thousand acres of unspoiled wilderness, but | see now that agood fraction of it has been
spoiled—burned and toppled treeslay evidence to what must have been one hell of afire. It wasn't like
thiswhen | visted eighteen years ago.
While | am wigtfully recaling nature hikes, contests to see who can gather the most pine cones, and
foolhardy atemptsto climb fifty-foot basam firs, | notice that some of the town has been scorched as
well. Among the casualties, | see what used to be Twain's, the retro coffee shop my schoolmatesand |
always used to invade after classes. It' swhere Hal poured his heart out to me back when we were
sixteen.We held hands across the table and played the kind of music no one can stand except sad people
inlove. Wetaked for hours about Simone and went out bowling, and broke into an empty lakeside
manson to have ourselves aone-night stand. So Twain'sis sentimenta to me, and when | seeit burned
to theground likethis| have to remind mysdf that it isn't the Twain' s we went to—it’ sjust the prototype
for the computer-generated Twain’ swe knew in the IVR. It sfunny when an illusion becomes more dear
to you than fact.
I’m trying to psych mysdlf up to mention the night we spent together, because I ve dways thought if he
can remember that everything might change between us. But there' s aso the chance that he already does
remember it, that it samemory Mercutio didn’t rob him of . If that’ s the case, then he doesn't talk about
it because it doesn’'t mean anything to him: and that’ swhy | haven't been able to bring it up over the
years—I|’'m too scared to find out.
| swoop over recreationd parks and technology parks, the funny mix that makes up this part of
Michigan. | set the copter down in agrassy field flanked by streets with religious names—Joy, Miracle,
Creation—and | take along look at the corner of Grandeur and Forman Road. Thisisthe one part of the
town the programmersfictionalized. They created a school for usto come of age, but herein the redl
world, this address bel ongs to Gedaechtnis Head-quarters.
It samassive building, much bigger than our tiny boarding school. It doesn’t look like it belongs here any
morethanit did thelast time | saw it. My poor brain kegps|ooking for my ama mater, for agorgeous
green campus, for any signsat al of the“ progressve learning environment” | remember. And to seeit



replaced with this vaultlike monstrosity—all the Gedaechtnis buildings make me nervous, and if | didn’t
have to work in one, | wouldn't, but this oneisthe creepiest of thelot.

Which makesit perfect for Ha, of course.

As| power down and step out into therain, | have to wonder what he looks like now. It's been so long
snce I’ ve seen him in person. Maybe something happened to him. Maybe he' shideoudy scarred and he
doesn’'t want meto see. Or burned, | wonder, the terrible thought logica but unwel come—maybe he got
caught in aforest fire and he’ s blistered and charred. Everything | know about how to treat burns rushes
through my mind, but there’ s so much I’ ve forgotten. These days| typicaly store my medica knowledge
inlsaac’ s head or Vashti’ s head, going to them for thiskind of problem just asthey cometo mewhen a
problemismechanicd or digitd in nature.

Of course, he' s no more burned than | am. He strides through the door as handsome as ever, fit and
lean, clean-shaven with natura orange hair and charcod eyes. The only differenceishe’ saman now,
evenif he does till have the dangerous boyish qudity | fell inlovewith. I1t' salong timeto hold acrush,
but my shaking knees and gently pounding heart tell meit’sworth it.

He' s so0 beautiful, and if only hewasn't so broken! Alas, as my mother tells me whenever | mope about
him, ndo h& bela sem sendo, there sno beauty without an “if.”

“| don’t remember inviting you here.” He scowls.

“You don't remember alot of things.”

“Yeah, an't that the truth? Now before | go and lose my temper, | suppose you' ve got good reason to
sorm my castle?’

“You lose your temper? That'salaugh!”

“Answer my question.”

“Y ou know | have reason. Don’t even pretend.”

Time seemsto stop, the storm drenching us, thunder punctuating the pause. Then he turns about, black
raincoat swirling, and he grabsthe steel door, holding it open for me.

“All right,” he says. “This ought to be good.”



halloween
I’m amythology geek. | used to have these illustrated books of myths and legends from around the
world. One had aterrific picture of asuccubus: that’ s a demoness who stedl's men’ s souls by fucking
them whilethey deep. Lovdy, guilt-free way to explain wet dreams. The picture showed atall, tanned,
sexy cregture with eyes as green as envy and long inky-black hair falling around her in curls. When | saw
Pandorain therain, that’ swhat | thought of— the succubus—except she was missing the horns, the bat
wings and the devil tail. And she was dressed.
| took her in, took her coat, and took alook at her. Back in school she was stuck in an awkward
tomboy phase for— honestly, for just about dl of it—but she grew out of it by thetime we flew the
coop. She never looked this good though. That’ s the not-compl etely-unbiased perspective of aman who
hasn't seen an actud red live woman in dmost two decades. Absence can make more than the heart
grow fonder, but it doesn’t help meto be attracted to someone | don't trugt.
“I redlly like what you' ve done with the place,” she said, eyebrows raised.
“No need to get nasty,” | said.
| led her through the kind of mess| might have bothered to clean up if I’ d actudly invited her. The lobby
awayslookslikeabomb hit it. That’show | likeit. The debris keeps me mindful of what happened
here—how | killed my friend Mercutio, and how he amost killed me—not the sort of thing you' d be
quick to sweep up and kiss off.
Inthe elevator, we didn’t ook at each other. When the doors did open | made ajaunty after you
gesture with my hand, and she hurried out without giving me aglance.
Thetiger gave her pause.
I’ d been keeping him in one of the conference rooms. It was big enough to house him comfortably and
the glass was reinforced. He lifted his head up long enough to shoot us a predatory 1ook before going
back to licking hisinjured paw. I’ d practically doused the entire bandage in bitter apple and still he kept
after it.
Pandora gave me a concerned |ook.
“I caught atiger by thetoe,” | told her, “but now that he' shallered, I’ m letting him go. Tomorrow I’ll
take out the stitches and it’ sback to thewild for him.”
“You shot him?’
“He confused me with lunch. But he' sfar too beautiful to kill.”
“And until then, he syour pet? Y ou have apet tiger?”’
“S0? Y ou have a pet monkey, don’t you?’
“How isit you know that?’ she asked, aflash of anger in her voice. “ Are you spying on me?’
“Not lately,” | said.
“Y ou’ ve been getting information from Maachi?’
“Over theyears, some,” | admitted. “Isthat why you' re here? Y ou want to know what I’ m doing, but
not the other way around?’
That pissed her off. Shelit into mefor pushing her little Al friend into feeding her fse information, caling
me an “emotiona blackmailer,” which confused me, as| couldn’t make out whether she thought | was
blackmailing Maachi or hersdlf.
“He s paid whatever debt he owesyou,” she added. “It’sover.”
“Theonly thing | ever asked of you is privacy,” | snapped, “and you couldn’t even give me that.”
“Oh, your precious privacy! | haven't been herein eighteen years!”
“No, but you started sngpping off satellite photosin that very first year. Did you redly think | wouldn’t
find out?’
She flushed with guilt, but not contrition. She looked like she wanted to take aswing at me. She said, “I
thought you weregoing to die, Hal.”
“And how isthat any business of yours?’
Baefully, she stared at me, and | turned away.



“Look,” | said, “we' refriends, and in alot of wayswe awayswill be, but I'm better off not worrying
about you, and you' d be better off not worrying about me. That’sredlly all | have to say about it.”
Shelet out ashort and hollow laugh. “Every time| seeyou, you turn your back. Do you know that?’
“I’ve done my good deed. Two bulletsin Merc. Now I'm retired and therest isup to you,” | told her,
turning back to give her aforced smile.

“Soyou'vesad. But it'snot up to usif you interfere,” shereplied.

“Nameonetimewhen | interfered.”

“Yesterday. Y ou hacked.”

She claimed | knocked out Maachi and disrupted the IVR. That’ swhen | got it. That’swhenit dl
became clear. | knew she had come for one of two reasons, and if it wasn't the romantic fixation, it had
to be the other one— the one | was dreading and hoping for al along.

“Okay, dow it down,” | told her, leading her to the sofaand offering her aplaceto sit. “ Tell mewhat you
think | did.”

“You'redenying it?’

“Jugt tell me what happened.”

| wasn't thrilled with the frying-Ma achi-like-bacon part of the story—the skill it takes to do that
impresses me, but M’ s avauable piece of programming, and I’d no sooner see him dead than | would
an endangered Michigan tiger—but | loved the part where Vashti and Champagne got exposed for the
villansthey are.

“Sweetsto the sweet.” | smirked, and she pushed me with both hands.

“It' snot agame!”

“Tell methose two don't deserve whatever they get.”

“Y ou might think so, but what about their kids? Do you even know what’ s going on over there? Some of
those girls are angry and frightened, confused, even outraged.”

“With good reason,” | noted.

“Maybe s0, but you' ve turned them againgt their mothers, and that might befair if they were adults, but
they’ re not adults, they’ re children who need parents, and like it or not, Vash and Cham are the only
onesthey have”

She had apoint.

“Now comesthe part where you tell me you don’t give adamn about them,” she fumed. “Y ou don't care
about them, you obvioudly don’t care about me, and we both know you don’t care about the future. All
you can seeiswhat’sin front of you. Just yoursalf and your little wild kingdom here, just the things that
made you suffer.”

“That sounds about right,” | agreed.

“Sowhy did you do it, Hal? What were you trying to prove?’

“Keep an eye on Big Whisper,” | said, winking.

“BigWhispe?’

| pointed at thetiger, then got up and | ft.

“Whereareyou going?’

“Tolook for an answer,” | said.



deuce
Y ou're shaving off al the wood that does't look like aswan when he knocks on your door saying he
needsto talk to you. You let him in and he' sall about the honesty. Did you or didn’'t you? Y es or no?
Y ou put your hands up and tell the officer you' Il come aong quietly, which doesn’t make him amile.
Y ou're happy to tell him the who, the what, the where and the why but not the how because four out of
fiveisplenty. Let him guessthe how. HE smodtly interested in the why, anyway, and that’ s the best part
of it, the part whereright ison your Sde.
He hears you out, empathizing, but only to apoint. “Y ou shouldn’'t have doneit,” he says. “ Sending them
giftsisonething, but turning their lives upside down isawhole other story.”
“It' swhat they needed.”
“And?’
“And they’ re not the only ones who needed it to happen,” you admit.
“Right.”
“Areyou disappointed?’
“I can't fault you for wanting to help,” he says, turning your hat so the number facesthe front, “and I’d be
lyingif | said | wasn't proud of you for putting frauds and tyrants back in their places. But you didn’t
think it through.”
“Don’'t beso sure”
“Too much offense, not enough defense.”
“Isthis another chesslesson?’
“Y ou spent too much time plotting an attack, and not enough time figuring out how to cover your tracks,”
he says. “Y ou won't be able to hide after this.”
“That'swhy | didit,” you tel him.
“Isthat right?’
Y ou nod your head up and down.
“So you did think it through. Y ou' re ready, then?” Again, you nod, your smile stretching to mirror his
own. He hugs you. He s been waiting along timefor this day, but no longer than you have.
Y ou tel him you had to make an impact. Y ou had to show the kids that you were on their side, and now
that you've doneit, they’ re not so scary anymore. They’ll haveto like you now—they’ Il treet you like a
comrade and so much more—how could they not when you just cut them out of amongter’ s belly?
You're practicaly Zeus, king of the gods, and what could Zeus possibly haveto fear?
“Shdl | bring Pandora?’
“Why not?’ Y ou shrug.
Y ou're ready to take responsbility and heis so proud.



pandora
For far too long, Halloween leaves me just a glass partition away from afour-hundred-pound
carnivore When hereturns, I’'m only too happy to follow him back to the executive offices, where | find
mysdlf staring at another untamed cresture, one that makes the tiger ssem comparatively normd.
“ Oi, Pandora. Muito prazer em conhecé-la,” he sayswithout quite meeting my eyes. His Portuguese
isn't bad, and it doesn’t sound completely insincere, but it definitely sounds rehearsed.
“Niceto meet you too,” | say.
I”’m facing a nervous teenage boy, one with orange hair and charcod eyes. The physica resemblanceis
incredible; it' sasif I’ ve stepped back in time and found a fourteen-year-old Ha—and in many ways
that’ s exactly what I’ ve done.
“Thisismy son, Deuce,” Ha says, and by son | know he means clone.
“Deuce,” | repeat, a amomentary loss for what elseto say. The boy’ s hair is much longer than Hal’s, |
notice, swinging down past his shoulders, and he' s covering most of it with anavy blue ski hat stitched
with awhite number 2 in thefront. Asif Ha should be wearing amatching hat with anumber 1—which
heign't.
“I’m not used to visitors,” Deuce apologizes, “so the odds are I’ m going to offend you by doing
something | shouldn’t, or not doing something | should. Uh, do you want something to drink?” He steps
back to indicate the minifridge.
“Maybelater,” | tell him, my eyesdrinking in the other contents of hisroom, especialy the woodcarvings.
“That'sdl hand-carved,” Ha pointsout. “He sgifted at it.”
They usher mein, directing me to a pine chess set, one Sde stained black and the other sde stained
purple. The Black King is Halloween, protected by an army of nightgaunts. The Violet Queenisour
missing friend, Fantasig, leading an army of Smileys. Beautiful workmanship, perfectly capturing the kind
of war games Hal, Fan, Merc and Ty used to play. But I'm more interested in acarving of my transport
copter.
“Oh, that. Do you want it?" Deuce asks.
“How long have you been watching me?’
It doesn’'t take much prodding for him to admit to mgor surveillance over the years. Apparently, Hal
taught him how to put hooks into everything—spy satellites, intercepted transmissions and some deep
hooksin the IVR, which explains many of the anomalies |’ ve seen over the years. Father and son have
been winning theinteligencewar, and | can’t hep but fed arighteous anger rising within me, though most
of it saimed at mysdlf for being so thoroughly hoodwinked for so long.
“Y ou certainly know alot more about me than | know about you,” | tell them, with my armsfolded
defensively acrossmy chest. “And herel thought you didn’t care.”
“It'snot what you think,” Deuce mumbles, staring down at his hiking boots.” It safear thing, not asex
thing. I’m not a pegping tom.”
“What do you mean, afear thing?’
He gives Ha afrustrated look—would he please explain it to me?
“He' sshy,” Ha says, putting an arm around the boy. “ Anxiety disorder. He wantsto meet peoplebut it's
not easy for him. He' s been watching from afar to try and build up his confidence.”
So far I’'m not exactly thrilled with Hal’ s parenting style, but | resolve to keep that to mysdlf while his son
iswithin earshot. Son—he engineered ason—unbelievable.
“Wedon't bite,” | tell Deuce.
“I don't like some of thethingsyou do,” is Deuce sreply.
“Me, persondly?’
“See, | knew I’d offend you,” he says, turning to Hal for reassurance before looking around me but not
a me. “No, | mostly mean in generd. Like what’ s been happening in Germany. Lying to the girlsand
overmedi cating them—do you approve of that?” he asks, as closeto meeting my eyesashe'll ever get.
“Not completdly.”



“Wall, okay. Thelonger | watched, the more | wanted to do something. | couldn’t just sit by the way he
can,” he sayswith anod at Hal, “or the way you can. | mean, those kids are my peers.”

“Y ou don't even know them.”

“Actudly, | do. They just don’t know me.” He smiles. “But I’'m ready to meet them now—now that I’ ve
liberated them.”

“I'm not sure ‘liberated’ istheright word for what you did,” Ha sighs.

“‘Traumatized' might be closer,” | say. Despitetheir varied means of surveillance, neither father nor son
has a clear idea of what Nymphenburg islike, nor what exactly isgoing on over thereright now. They
have incomplete pictures of the Stuation, Hal filling in the rest with his childhood jaundices and Deuce
with what seem to be unredligtic fantasies. As| explain the kind of chaosthis“liberation” haswrought, |
watch the boy’ s face crease with concern.

“I didn’t want to hurt anyone,” he says, flustered. “But truth can be painful. My comrades and—uh—my
peers, their trust was being betrayed! 1t wasn't right for them not to know. Shouldn’t you be yelling at
Vashti ingtead of me?’

“Who'sydling?’

No one, so he dips hishandsinto his pockets and sulks.

“Look,” Hd tellsme, “we dl fed bad about what those girls are going through, but at the end of the day
al we'retaking about isalittle hacking. It'snot such abig ded. How about | make him fix the IVR, |
help you tighten online security, and together we take care of Maachi so something like this can never
happen to him again?’

| suspect it’ sthe best dedl | can get from them, but | keep my mouth shut to seeif he'll offer anything
more.

“Isthat fair?” he asks Deuce.

“Sure, Dad,” the boy agrees.

“We should talk about it,” | tell Hal when he looksto me for an accord. Meaning we should talk about it
aone.

He getsthe hint and tells Deuce as much. Deuce turns back to meto say, “ Foi um prazer

conhecé-la,” inthat rehearsed way of his.

“Youtoo,” | say. “ Atélogo.”

Proud and pleased, Hal smilesat his son, playfully tugging the boy’ s hat down over hiseyes. To this,
Deuce laughs, closing the door behind us as we exit hisroom.

Wewalk the hdlsfor alittle privacy, Hal pointing out a Gedaechtnis conference room that has yet to be
converted into atiger pit or teenager’ s bedroom.

“What do you think?" he says.

“Y ou fucking hypocrite,” | fireat him, the barb unable to penetrate hiswell-practiced look of innocence
until | back it up with, “ All these years you' ve been Lord High King of Bullshit Mountain. What
happened to the man who told me he wouldn’t help repopul ate the world because the world was better
off without us? What happened to the last great nihilis?’

Now | see his eyes darken and hisanger flare.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had ason?’

“Why should | tell you anything?” he sngps, banging the door shut so we can havethis out.

“Because we're friends, supposedly! What did | ever do to become so unworthy of your trust?’

“Y ou got yoursdlf tainted. Laid down with dogs and woke up with fless”

“Sothisisabout my ‘despicable friends 7’

“No,” he sneers, “it’s about the way your despicable friends have rubbed off on you. Theway | said they
would and you promised they wouldn't.”

“Y ou want meto say I'm sorry because | wanted to make sure you weren't trying to kill yoursaf?1
won't gpologize for that. Y ou don't like what Vashti’ s doing or what 1saac’ s doing or even what
Champagne s doing and you think | haven’t done enough to stand up to them? Fuck you, it'san
enormous task and we' re dl trying to do the best we can—and when you decided you were just going to
hole yoursdf up insteed of helping, you gave up dl right to complain!”



“So saysthe Prime Mover.”

“You'resowrong, Hd,” 1 ingg. “Y ou’ re wrong about me.”

He shakes his head, confident, arrogantly so. “I' m dead-on and if you had ashred of introspection left,
you could seeit for yoursdlf.”

“And if you had a shred of— Hang on, what was that Prime Mover crack?’

“That' swhat you are, aren’'t you? Vashti’ slittle tool to worm sublimina messagesinto the [VR?1'll have
to check, but | think there’ saspecid circle of Hell for people who brainwash kids.”

“Mind teling me where you got that information?’

“Oneof Vashti’sjournds. Deucefound it.”

“And that’ s good enough for you?’

“Of course. HE smy eyesthese days. With him keeping tabs on what you jokers are doing, I'm freeto
work on moreimportant things. Like putting dl thisbehind me.”

| mouth thewords, “All this” seething with resentment. “Isthat why you cloned yoursaf and had akid?’
| snipe. “Tokill your childhood? To pretend it never happened?’

“I don't haveto justify mysdlf to you,” he snarls.

| jerk toward him, and he holds his ground, so our faces are but inches apart. “ Vai peidar na agua pra
ver se sai bolinhas,” | tdl him. “1 never put any sublimina messages anywhere. Vashti is't the boss of
IVR—I am.”

“What about her journa then?’

“What about it? Y ou think | do whatever shewants?’ Oh, | could hit him. “Hdl, | told her I’'d doiit to
shut her up. | put on ashow for her. That’swhy it’sin her journa. Sometimesit' seader lying to her than
fighting about it— you know how she gets when she wants something.”

Hetdls me he doesn’t believe me, and without hesitation | tell him he’ swelcome to check. So hetriesto
break me down with hiseyes, searching for the sign that will confirm I'm the nasty sort of person he's
convinced | am—but thereis no ridiculous goddamn sign—and after another moment that seemsto
dretch into eternity, | see aflicker of anxiety subsuming righteousindignation, and from the anxiety an
expresson of what might just be regret.

“If that’ strue,” he says, “maybe I’ ve migudged you.”

“Maybe,” | agree, dapping him acrosstheface.

He puts hispam to his cheek, staring wildly at me, and | see the smile ripping across hisface right before
he burstsinto laughter. If | weren't so hurt and so angry | might laugh aong with him, but | can’t stop
myself, dready I’ m dgpping him again but thistime he catches my wrist, wrestling with me, andin the
back of my mind, I’ m thinking about how |love and hate are supposed to be smilar emotions, and how
we might just wrestle into a passionate kiss, but instead he pushes me back to arm’ slength, hisarms
raised defensvdly.

“I migudged you,” he says. “No maybe.”

It sniceto hear, but | fedl foolish and out of control like | might explode into tears a any moment. | put
my arms down and stare at the floor. Maybe | can sink through it if | concentrate. Whatever’sin my
expression must worry Hal because he triesto catch my eye, and when the mortification | fed won't let
me return hisglance, he says, “I’m sorry, Pan. Redlly. I'm impossible to get long with, and you' ve been
gameto try over al these years. Y ou'reright about alot of things. | have been trying to kill my past.
When | seeyou, it bringsmeright back and | just don't dedl with it well.”

When | hear that | do start crying, and he goesto me and puts his arms about me, holding me to him until
the tears are under control again.

“I’'m sorry too,” | tell him, aswe St together on a couch. “How’ syour face?’

“Hanging by athread,” he deadpans.

| tell Hal it’snot just him who' s got me so upset. A malignant disease has afflicted Isaac’ skids. Left
unchecked, it could kill them all.

“Black Ep,” hesighs, but it’snot Black Ep.

For yearsthe threat has been hanging over uslike astorm cloud: amutated Black Ep coming back to
finish the job. We have talked about it, we have planned for it, we have dreaded it.We saw it happen



with Hessa, and we were fortunate to keep it from infecting anyone el se.

And thisnow isindeed a mutant strain. But not of Black Ep. It sanew form of BEAR. The best defense
we have againgt the plague has betrayed us, evolving into something with ataste for human beings.
“Detail it,” he says, so | do, freaking him out more than | expected when | mention that it’san airborne
threat and in my bloodstream right now.

“Youcanrelax,” | tel him, unsure whether he' s concerned about my safety, hisor hisson’s, or how
exactly the percentages bresk down if it’sacombination of al three. “I’m just acarrier. Thisstrain can’t
hurt me, or you, or Deuce or any posthuman. It preys on weaknesses we lack. Human weaknesses,” |
add, though after I've said it, | realize the phrase has a connotation that goes beyond the purely
immunologica context inwhich | put it.

“Areyou sureit’sno threet to us?’

“You know | wouldn’t be hereif it was. Or maybe | would, but I’ d be wearing a biosafety suit. Anyway,
Vashis pogitive the symptoms only pop up in humans, and if there' s one thing she knows, it’ s pathology.”
Grudgingly, Hal nods his head, giving the much-hated Vashti her due. “Bad luck for Isaec,” he notes,
with an edgeto it | don't appreciate. “ And for you too,” he adds, picking up on my mood, “since you
care about those kids the way you do.”

“I redly do,” | tell him.

“Yeah, kids,” he says. “Kids can change you.”

He stares off into space for amoment, thinking, then pats me on the knee. “1 want to answer your
question,” he says, “but why don’'t we have adrink first?’

“What question?’

He pulls me up off the couch and grins. “ The one you want to know. Why did | have ason?’



halloween
| remembered Pandora as more of arum girl than awhisky girl, but she wanted Irish coffee and what
kind of host would | be to refuse? With her whistle wet and the tears on her cheek dry, sheleanedin as|
opened up. By the end of it, she understood. My tale camein fitsand starts—some of it | could
shorthand with her, and other times | had to take the long way around. The story was essentially this:
Ononeleve, life on my own was terrific because, miserable though | was, | knew what wasred and |
called the shots. No one could lie to me anymore because there was no one around left to doiit. I'd
made sure of that. There were only five other people on the planet and I" d pushed them al away.
Fantasia didn’t need pushing—she Ieft on her own accord.
Isaac, Vashti and Champagne were easy to push because | never liked them. They were vile petsback in
school, sanctimonious, self-righteous and sSmpering, not to mention they weretight with Lazarus, who
was dating my dream girl, Smone. That certainly didn’t help my opinion of them, but | would have
loathed them anyway, dl so fucked up and yet so eager to save the world. Maybe that’ s a prerequisite.
Like thewarnings on a Disneyland ride, maybe there’ san invisible cosmic or karmic equivaent. “You
must be this fucked up to try and save the world.”
Pandorawas the tricky one, because | genuinely liked her. But | knew | had to push her away too. Partly
for her sske—shewasin love with me, while | remained in love with Simone: asure recipe for
heartbresk—but mostly for mine. | didn’t want to have to worry about her, | didn’t want to be reminded
of al that had happened to me, and probably above al e se because she wanted to save the world too.
Defeat the plague. Clone humanity. Repopulate the planet. Important causes? Not to me.
No one ever proved to me why we' re so fucking great. Why should we be at the top of the food chain?
If we die out, some other animd just takes our place. That’ s asit should be. Maybe it was our turn to go.
But we didn’t go. Maybe our existence ruined Nature' s plan.
Either way, | knew I’ d be damned before doing what Gedaechtnis wanted. Not after they lied to usthe
way they did. It was more important to mourn my innocence, my family, my world, countlesslost
memories, my naive plansfor the future, my best friends and the only girl | ever loved.
Andinaway | was damned, because with no one around to tell melies, | had the green light to tell them
to mysdf.
| told myself no one cared about me at al. Not even me.
| told myself | deserved to suffer because I’ d killed the people | loved the most. Simone indirectly, true,
but | felt responsible, just as| do today. And without question Mercutio died by my hand. My would-be
girlfriend and my partner in crime: gone and gone thanksto me. Twin scarson my soul.
The nastiest lie came from my unconscious, where | couldn’t recognize it for what it was. | told mysdlf
that suffering was not enough—I had to die.
Conscioudy, | hated the thought of giving in to Death because the greedy fuck had aready wronged me
too many times. Better to keep living out of spite. But live how? Do what? Not only had | walled myself
off from other people, I'd vowed never to return to the IVR. | had to find the things that meant something
to me herein thered world, and Death found mein my distractions.
Danger was my firgt distraction, and it camein the guise of thrill. I’ d spent so much of my lifetesting
boundaries, and after Idlewild chewed me up and spit me out, | was suddenly desperate for something
new to survive. | wandered the East Coast for months before settling on an orange and black roller
coagter four hundred feet high and amilelong. Breaking Point.
When working properly, Breaking Point could send a person flying at windstorm speeds. over ahundred
miles an hour with G-forces snapping up to around 5.0. She could scare you so many ways—sudden
curves and spirds, clothoid loops, zero gravity rolls, multiple inversons and so on—but after two
decades of disrepair, she was arelic, anonfunctioning wreck. | didn’t care because she was undeniably
red inaworld inlovewith smulations, aliving insult to IVR. | got it in my head to yank back on the
hands of time and make her the heart-spasming, teeth-raitling beauty she once was, becauseif | could
restore her to her former glory, maybe | could restore mysdlf. She became my pet project, the thing that



numbed me best, emotiona painkiller for al the days| woke up feding empty and aone.

The second ditraction was chemica oblivion and it camein the guise of grief. Smone died from an
overdose and because | wanted to know her thoughts, | started experimenting with pharmaceuticals. Part
of the healing process, that’ swhat | told mysdlf. But redly | took anything that made mefed different
becauseif | fet different, maybe | was someone else. Anyone ese. Just to be some random person who
wouldn't haveto think the same sdf-pitying thoughts and fedl the same sdlf-loathing.

I’m sure | could have handled danger or drugs fineindividually, but the two together made afool’s
cocktail—all the repairs | made to Breaking Point were unredlistic haf measures, and if I’ d ever gotten
the thing really moving, it would have ripped my limbs off thefirgt time | tested it.

Fortunately, before that could happen, | got redly high and dipped off one of the lower tracks, breaking
my collar-bone. Sobered me up abit. Now | was till talking with Pandoraon aregular basis back in
those days, but | didn’t tell her | fell because | didn’t want to worry her. But she knew. | knew she knew.
The kinds of questions she asked, the extra concern in her voice. So | went back to Idlewild and set up
shop, calling Maachi to find out if she was secretly watching me—and, in fact, shewas.

It didn’t matter to me whether she was doing it for good-intentioned reasons or not—I wasfurious. It'sa
hot-button issue for me, privacy, thanks no doubt to the whole 1V R thing, being kept under such heavy
surveillance for so many years. | set out to make sure no one could ever spy on me again. Not only
would | block them from hooking into my world, I’d turn the tables, and hook into theirs. A lot of time
hacking and programming, tapping into the old skillsagain, ablessing in disguise ultimately, because | had
acause again, and that cause made the drugs and Breaking Point much lessimportant in my mind.

When | had the surveillance working for me instead of against me, | found | couldn’t keep from usingit.
I”d begun to redlize how impossibly lonely | was, and seeing how the other half lived struck me asthe
best solution to my troubles. But what | saw only depressed me. And to make mattersworse, I’ d already
broken a promise to myself. To test my surveillance hooks, | had to go back into the IVR. Good reason
todoit, | rationalized, but in my heart | knew I’ d betrayed my principles.

| sarted talking to mysdlf, actudly talking to mysdlf, carrying on conversationswith my devil’ s advocate
about anything and everything. | went back into the IVR for days at atime—unhedlthy stretches that
adways|eft mefeding worse about mysdf. It seemed like | wasin an endless plummet, like my brain only
existed to torture me with lost opportunities and bad choices, to cast blame, to point fingers, to find
someone to hurt—and away's that someone was me. In aSituation like that, there comes a point when
you have to do something. When your soul-searching finally comes up with an answer.

What | came up with was Smple: | wasn't supposed to turn out like this.

I”d been thinking about my history, about the life | would have led if the lies I’ d been fed were actudly
true. If the VR had been redl, and Black Ep had never wormed its way into the genome, and billions il
lived. If despair had never laid claim to me, and the promise of my childhood had led to a safe and happy
life. That’ swho | was supposed to be.

And even though | couldn’t be that person anymore, that person could still exist.

| brushed up on my biology and dusted off Idlewild s ectogenesis|ab. Felt alittlelike Dr. Frankenstein,
but the carrot of that perfect me carried methrough. | stole peeks aong the way at what was going onin
Egypt and Germany just to seeif | could learn anything off the kids they were making, but intheend dl |
had to do was asimple clone job. When you have the right tools and the right recipe, cloning isn’t much
harder than baking a cake. Cook nine monthsin an artificia womb and season to taste.

So | dropped this other me—this better me—into an 1VR pod, and ran him through “track nine,” the
exact same sat of programs | went through: every single experience path Gedaechtnis fed mefor infancy,
toddler and on up.

Mercutio had killed the logs, but spared the ten tracks, so while there was no official record of the
choices|’d made in my childhood, the programsthat offered those choices lay ready to start anew. Like
arebooted video game—I’d lost the action replay and the high score, but the extra game was mine for
thetaking.

My “parents’ loaded up and took over—they were celebrity doctors, or smulations thereof—they did a
finejob raising me, even if | sometimes resented the times they’ d stick me with babysitters so they could



go off to chase viruses dl over the globe.

And that was that for awhile. | just let the programs go. | monitored his vitasto ensure he stayed
hedlthy, and ran regular diagnostics on al the machines. | hid hislittle corner of VR away and sedled it
off s0 no one ese could bother him.

| didn’'t even want to bother him. | thought, idedlly, | shouldn’t even watch hislifeunfold. Likel said, |
have athing about protecting privacy, and | didn't want to do anything to him that | didn’t want done to
me.

Intheend, | decided I’d plug in just once every year to take aquick peek at him, aways on our
birthday, and aways when our folks were out of the room. (There' s no bad blood between me and the
good doctors—I just can’t stand to see them now that | know they’ re only computer programs. Much
too painful.)

Now | may not have alot of memories|eft, but the earliest one | could remember was a pretty vivid
one—thefirg time | went out trick-or-treating. Mom and Dad had gone off filming in Botswana, so Irene
took me around the neighborhood. Of al the babysitters they programmed for me—and | had alot of
them over the years (Gedaechtnis evidently wanted me to get used to people other than my parents
taking care of me so I d have an easier time with boarding school)—Irene was my favorite, a
sweet-natured, round-faced college girl studying to be aveterinarian. We had yellow birthday cake with
chocolate frosting, then opened presents, and then completed the sugar overload by going from house to
housein our slly anima costumesin search of candy, and | remember being fascinated by al the
pageantry—ghosts and goblins, cowboys and super-heroes—and | would just stare at al the spooky
decorations with abig smile on my face and Irene would have to move me aong and prompt meto say
“Thank you™ every time someone dropped candy into my little plastic jack-0’ -lantern bag. And then at
the end of the block, the McCormick family gave us applesinstead of candy, and Irene looked at me and
said the most jawdroppingly gut-busting thing I’ d ever heard in my short life, and maybe it was something
only funny to two-year-olds, but whatever it was fled my memory along time ago.

Now that’samemory | could have gotten back at any time. | can get it back right now if | want. | can
load Irene up directly and ask her to remember what she said, or | can sift through amountain of code
for the same result. Likewise, | could load up my parents and ask them what they remember of my
childhood, and those programs would tell me everything. But | won't do that. Because | don’t want to
know.

Over time, I’ velearned to embrace my amnesia. Not that I’ m grateful to Mercutio for causing it, but
when | ook back at my early years, it' s agony. The losses are unbearable and there’ salot to be said for
oblivion. Honestly, I’d much rather forget the good with the bad, and just ook forward to Starting anew.
But even with the depth of thosefedings, and asmuch as| didn’'t want to do it, | decided | had to see
Irene’ sjokein action. It was massively important for me to see this other melaughing in my first truly
happy moment. If | saw that | could hold onto it like a snapshot you keep in your breast pocket by your
heart. | wanted to see this new life that was me, innocent, young, wild and free, lost in the sllliness of a
stupid joke.

So | did. | plugged in and put mysdlf in ghost mode so they couldn’t see or hear me. And | watched. And
it never happened.

The new verson of mewas sitting at the old table in the old high chair, dready swaddled in that ridiculous
striped costume with the ears coming out of the hat, and he was|ooking over his shoulder to see what
Irenewas doing in the kitchen. “Winnie,” he kept calling, because she was dressed in the costume of
Winnie-the-Pooh. She camein with the cake, making abig production of it, and singing, “ Happy
birthday, dear Gabriel” (for it was years before | would think to change my nameto Halloween), ina
charmingly off-key warble. | watched her set the cake down in front of the new me, where he stared
purposefully at it, staring to the exclusion of everything e se, then reached out to grasp the candles. Irene
pulled it away so he couldn’t get burned. He tugged and squirmed to reach those two points of light,
sraining, immuneto her explanation that fireis hot and therefore dangerous. In the end, she decided it
was safer to blow the candles out—which she did—and the new me drew as much air as he could into
histiny lungsto let out aterrified and terrifying shriek, asif she' d just diced off hisbig toe.



Had that happened with me? Had | just forgotten?

So | watched and waited to see how Irene would handle the Situation, to see her comfort the new me so
we could get on with the presents and the trick-or-treating and the hilarious joke, but the kid was
inconsolable. Even when shelit new candles, hewouldn't even look at them, just crying and wailing until
ever-patient Irene finaly had enough and put him to bed.

So histrick-or-treating bag went unused. No apple ever dropped into it. But if | knew anything, | knew
I’d gone out with Irene—it was one of the few memories| could cling to. How could it go one way with
me, and another with him?

In that moment | redlized—uwith fascination and horror— that this other mewasn't redly meat dl. He
might possessidenticad DNA and the system might be presenting him with the same semi-scripted
experiences | had growing up, giving him the chance to make the exact same choices | made, but his
choicesand mine didn’t match.

We were different people leading independent lives. And | was suddenly responsible for someone other
than mysdif.

| agonized over what to do. Wasit better to leave him inthe VR or tell him the truth about the world? |
had to make a decision before he turned six. That’ swhen | went off to boarding school. He couldn’t do
what I’ d done, because dl the kidsin my classwerered flesh and blood people who' d since grown up,
and if hewent now he’ d have no peers. And I d already deleted histeacher, Maestro. So | had to either
program/reprogram artificial peers and anew teacher for him, or bring him out, and bringing him out
seemed hedthier.

On hisfifth birthday, | plugged in and told him the painful truth. | gave him the choice, and he said he
wanted to seethereal world, so that’ swhat we did.

Hedidn't like thereal world so much, so | put him back in and gave him away to contact meif he ever
wanted to talk. And after afew months, he did. He said hetried but hejust couldn’t stay in afake world
anymore knowing that there sarea one, so | pulled him out again and we' ve been inseparable ever
snce.

It' sastrange path to fatherhood, but what can | say?

| never found Iren€’ s punch line, but the punch lineto this story isthat while | created a son for the wrong
reasons, | love him for the right ones. He's made a better person of me, and he' s given me something
better to live for than just my spite. He may have his problems, but he' simaginative, hardworking,
hopeful and good-natured. And beyond dl that, he smy son. I’ll do anything for him.

All my losses don’t seem to matter as much because I’ m not so important anymore. What' simportant is
that he grows up happy, healthy and strong, because when | die, he'll have the future.



pandora
| lisglen to Hal’ s story and think about what might have been. But what might have been won't get us
anywhere. | could drive myself mad thinking about what could have been or should have been, but the
guestion iswhat do we do now?
“I'll call Vaghti,” | tell him, and he gives methe privacy to do it.
She keeps me waiting for a good ten minutes—but when she comes on she' sactualy in apretty good
mood because the pygmy marmoset has given birth.
“Twins,” she says. “Onemale, onefemae. The girls are coming up with names as we speak—wdll, the
girlswho are till talking to us, | should say. Which brings usto my favorite butterfly—have you ripped
hiswings off yet?’
“Itwasn’'t him,” | tell her. “Not directly, at least.” | give her an abbreviated version of eventsand at the
mention of Deuce her nose wrinklesin disgust.
“Hal spawned a caterpillar, how wonderful,” she scoffs.
When | tell her what they’ ve proposed, she wavesit away like abuzzing gnat about her head. “Fixing the
VR isn't enough. HE sdamaged my girls. How’ she going to fix them?’
It safar question and | don’t have an answer for it.
“So what do you want meto do?’
“Bring that little fucker here,” she says. “1 want to show him what he sdone.”



halloween
Deuceand | got in afew games of speed chess before Pandora emerged.
“Those take me back,” she said, nodding at the clove in Deuce s hand. It was one of the brands | used
to smokein the old days, but not snce—though | till don’'t mind the nostalgiathat springsfrom a
secondhand whiff of aromatic smoke.
“I don’t know how to say ‘ Do you want asmoke? in Portuguese,” Deuce apologized, offering her one
while overextending his queen. Shelet him light it for her, nodding her thanks as| forked hisking and
queen with my knight.
“Ugh, thison€ sdone,” he said. “ Good game.”
“Good game,” | replied.
Pandoralooked like she wanted to play winner, but shook her head when | offered, instead telling me
what Vashti told her.
“Out of the question,” | said. “What does she want him to do? Stand trid ?”
“| sugpect she just wantsto give him agood talking-to.”
“Ah, but not having to listen to Vashti is one of the greatest pleasuresinlife,” | told her.
“And do you hear me contradicting you?” shereplied, flashing the guilty smile of someonetelling tales out
of school.
“Exactly, sowhy inflict her on my boy?’
“I don’'t mind,” Deuce said, snubbing his cigarette and giving me ahaf-shrug. “ She hasapoint, redly. If |
werein her shoes, I'd want to talk to me.”
“Andif | werein her shoes, I"d take agood, long look in the mirror and hang myself from the highest
tree” | growled.
“Dad, | know who sheis,” hesaid. “I'll pay whatever price shethinksisfair.”
“Why don't | give you boys some privacy?’ Pandora suggested, taking another clove for the road and
making hersdf scarce. | noticed mysdf watching her curves as sheleft, and with mixed emotions saw
Deuce doing the same.
“I’m not scared,” hetold me, once she’ d dipped from our sight. He said he didn’t like the idea of Vashti
hating him, and laid out a scenario in which he would go and make amends to build a bridge between
Idlewild and Nymphenburg.
“Maybe | can bring the family together,” he said.
“They'renot family, Deuce. We refamily.”
“Right, | know, | meant it like * Family of Man."”
We talked about the strides he' d made, and dl the new people he wanted to meet. Girls, mostly—he
was a powder keg of hormones—but he aso wanted to meet |saac’ s boys, and when | told him what
was happening to them, he worried he wouldn’t be able to get to know them if bad cameto worse. He
was S0 excited about the trip and | wanted to let him go, but | had to admit the thought of zipping hafway
acrosstheworld to jaw at Vashti was one of thelast things | wanted to do.
“She stransparent,” | said. “ She wants us to come out so she can try to humiliate me. Call me abad
parent, parade mein front of her kids, rake me over the codsfor not getting involved. | can hear her
talking up my potentia so she can carp about al thethings| could have done but never did.”
“You'reright,” he agreed. “I don’t want you to have to go through that.”
“I will, though. In a heartbedt, if it' swhat you want.”
“I don't.” Hefrowned, dumping into hisseat. “I guess!’ll just Say here”
The sdfish part of methought That was a close one, and in the few secondsiit took for me to besat that
sentiment down, sigh and get ready to say No, going is more important, he shot up in his seet, pointing
hisindex finger inagesture of Eureka and said, “Wait, | can go there, but nothing says you have to!”
“Y ou want to go without me?’
“It'sthe best move on the board,” he said. “I do what | want and you don’t give Vashti any satisfaction.”
“That'saredly big step.” | frowned. “I don’t know if you're ready.”



“I'madmod fifteen.”

“Almogt, but Europe salong way away, and to jump into that messright now al by yoursaf—don’t you
think you might find it overwheming?’

“Sure, | might. But Dad, you didn’t do anything wrong— | did. When | did it, | knew | wouldn’t be able
to hide anymore—and if we went out there together, I’ d till be hiding behind you.”

There was such asweet look of determination in his eyes, thelook of someonein love with freedom.
And his need to stand on his own two feet moved me, choked me up. | wondered if I’ d been
overprotective over theyears. Maybe dl thetime I’ d been trying to look out for him, I’d also been
holding him back.

“You don’'t haveto fight my battlesfor me,” he pushed. “1 have to do things on my own eventudly, don’t
1?7

“You'reright,” | told him. “1f you want to go, you can go. I'll be here to back you up if you need me.
Say theword and I'll get you.”

Hegrinned. “ Y ou don't haveto say that, Dad, | already know.”

| hugged him close and he hugged me back, my eyes misting on the word “proud” when | asked him if he
knew how proud | was of him. “Just don’t burn anything down,” | said when | let him go.

Helaughed, meeting my eyes, taking it asajoke, but | wasn't redly joking. “I’'m serious,” | told him.
“Fire safety, Dad, you got it.”

“And do whatever Pandoratelsyou.”

“Okay.”

“Good. Who lovesyou?’

“Youdo, Dad”

Outside, therain had stopped, and the three of us stepped out into the cold air. | helped Pandora refuel
as Deuce loaded his backpack and suitcase into the cargo hold.

“I'll run interference with Vashti,” she assured me. “ She' smad at me too about the IVR, so maybe | can
act asabuffer.”

“Good, becauseif you let her go crazy on him,” | warned.

“You'll kill me” shesad. “Understood.”

“Thanks, Pan.”

| gave her ahug. “Have things changed today?” she whispered.

“I don't know,” | told her. “Maybe alittle.”

“But | shouldn’t get any ideas?”’

“I might be alittle morewilling to let you visit now. That'sit.”

“That'sadart.”

“Andit'safinish too, because| till don't trust the braying jackasses you work with and it' sawful hard
for meto trust you while you keep ties to them. Fuck them and fuck their work. I’m not going to be
responsblefor ther kids, and whatever globa community they manage to build, you can leave me out of
it”

“You could do alot of good there,” she said. “Y ou have more influence than you think. No matter how
they might fed about you, | know they’ d dwayslisten to you. And if that’ s not asign of respect, | don’'t
know what is”

“They respect me? And do you redly think that street runs both ways?’

She sighed, not quite resigned, but close.

“I have something for you. | don’'t know how you'll fed about it, but | wasthinking of you when | did it,”
she sad, handing me atiny, unmarked disc.

“What isit?’

“It' swhat you make of it. Play it and see.”

So | tucked it away and said my goodbyes. The stairs went up. The enginesroared. | watched them go.
Deuce might be his own person, | thought, but it feels like a piece of meismissing.

Back insde, | grabbed my tranquilizer gun and plopped down in achair outside the conference room.
Thetime said dmost midnight. | sat for awhile, waiting for the hour to strike, killing time by fiddling with



the discin my pocket and thinking about al that had happened. When the sounds of growling and huffing
started to get to me, | decided it was midnight aready.
“All right, I'mtired of listening to you,” | told thetiger. “Let’ s get those stitches out and set you free.”



deuce
Think of him asthe Bye Bye Guy. What &se can you cal him? He swoopsin when you're an infant, and
he says things you don’t understand. Later when you start to learn language you try to remember what he
sad, but it dl dipsaway. Except thelast part. The part with him waving hisfingersat you whileyou're
thereinthe stroller. You look up a him. Ring finger, middle finger and index, one two three, beginning,
middle and end. “Bye bye,” he says. “Byebye.” And he' sgonefor another year.
Did he cometo you in the hospital? Trace memories of the man holding you up hours after you were
born, but arethey real?
Isanything?
Last night you dreamt about bodychecking triceratopses and wrestling their ugly headsinto thetar. The
night before you lived the life of apirate king, making men walk the plank and counting their doubloons.
It seemed asred as anything.
He comesto you next when angels blink—when walls shudder—when barriers collgpse—when you're
building atown out of books, blocks, dice and tiny plastic racecars. Y ou're donein the house with him
because the babysitter vanished. He walked right through the front door and found you playing in the
living room.Y ou' re not scared though. Not scared because he looks like family. Not scared but you
should be.
Because everything will change.
He does't tell you that. Not then anyway. He just wantsto look at you. Listen to you. See how you're
coming dong.
“Who areyou?’ Ask him that. Better not to say anything, but too late now.
He says his name and sits down beside you. Mom told you about strangers once. Y ou fed like you're
fdling from avery high tree. Where sthe babystter?
“Shelll be back soon,” he says, guessing the question but not answering it. He can read faces. Body
language. Minds. He reaches for abook about wizards, stops, fingers frozen an inch from the cover.
“May 1?7’
Shrug. Guess so.
Hemakesanice bridge of A Blizzard of Wizards and Their Ninety-nine Lizards, connecting your
resdentid street to your shopping mal. That's good. Fewer traffic jams now. Big upsfrom the imaginary
driversin the plastic racecars. Time stops and you build the town together, the Bye Bye Guy anticipating
everything you want to do and never complaining when you change your mind and want to switch things
around.
It'slike he cares about you.
Bye bye and bye bye over the years, until he sprang you from your cage. Tak about your life changers!
There s no greater wrecking bal than the truth.
And asthou wert liberated, so must thou liberate, because what kind of safish prick would you beif you
didn’t give back? That’ swhy you kick more ass than a spastic ostrich in asea of donkeys. Theway you
shinealight ontheliesjust to watch them burn, they might aswell cal you the motherfucking magnifying
gass
Or maybe the God of Fire.
It sspirit and sex, purity, power and candy. It sthe spark of life, the energy ticking at the heart of al
things. Disrespect it and melt. Fire doesn't just liberate and purify, it devours. It even has the power to
annihilate time, because there' s nothing to which it can’t bring an end.
So you haveto be careful withiit.
Y ou didn’t mean to burn down theforest. Y ou underestimated it and it ran away from you like a dog off
itsleash. Wildfire everywhere, the wind bringing it al the way up to the tops of the trees, and stretching it
into the burning face of agiant. All you could do was stare at it, mesmerized, and look to seeif thefacein
the fire was your own.
Only when the Bye Bye Guy found you and dragged you from the smoke and the heat did you redize the



amount of damage you’ d done. Never had you seen him so angry. He shook you and yelled at you and
asked you why.

“I had to seeif | was,” you dtuttered, tears stinging your eyes.

“Seeif you werewhat?’

“You'rethe God of Death, and | can’t be you. So maybe I’'m the God of Fire.”

When the blaze wasfindly out, he sat you down and told you that you could be whatever you wanted to
be. Y ou could be the God of Nothing, and he’ d love you just as much. So stop worrying about where he
ends and you begin. Just be yoursdlf, and if you don’t know who that is yet, take heart because you'll
findoutintime.

“Want to do something in the meantime? Try alittle reforesting, you crazy pyro,” said Halloween, God of
Degth, the Bye Bye Guy. And in aplayful, fatherly way, he pushed you, and you laughed, rolling up your
deevesto begin the first of many days of hard work clearing and replanting trees.

Now you’ ve gone and left him. Y ou climbed into the copter and waved to him and he waved back. It'sa
srange feding. A sad feding. But it'sgood to know that someone swaiting for you to return.

And it'sgood to know someone swaiting for you to arrive.



pandora
I’m high over the Atlantic, flying Halloween' samazingly weird kid back to Germany. He still won't look
directly at me, thelittle twerp, and I’'m coming to grips with the fact that I’ m jealous of him. It sinsane,
but I am. Hal may not treasure my heart, but he ownsit through and through—just one of thoseill-fated
chemica attractions from which there’ s no escape— and the thought of someone spending fourteen years
with him makes me more green-eyed than | already am.
| wanted to help him bury his past, and it turns out he' s been doing it without me. Hisson'sgivenhima
reason to live, and that’ s phenomend, but it’ sthe position | wanted. I've lost out. | can't say it doesn't
hurt.
The good newsiswhat he said. He might be more willing to let me visit now. Those ten words keep
running through my head, and it’ s pathetic how happy they make me. Chrigt, | fed like an abandoned pet
waliting by the front door for the sound of keys.
| shouldn’t have given him thedisc. HE Il takeit wrong, | know it.
But hdl, it wasthe only thing | could think of that had a chance of engaging him again, of bringing him
back into thefold.
Sometimes | think I’m the only one who cares. Isaac doesn’t get dong with Vashti or Champagne.
Halloween doesn't get dong with anyone. I’ m the only one who thinks the divisions between us can be
healed. Or should be hedled. Or must.
Hal sayswe redl control freakswhile he’ sa chaos enthusiast. | remember thelast thing he said to usthe
day we split up theworld: “You'relost in apipe dream, dl of you. Theitch you have for some happy,
harmonious, orderly tomorrow will only lead to tyranny when you imposeit. It doesn’t matter how good
your intentions are.”
Maybe he was right with Vaghti. She' s been controlling her kids chemically morethan | ever realized. |
can't approve of that. Especialy giving them anti-aphrodisiacs. | caled her on it yesterday, right before |
|eft to see Hal, only to have her blame mefor it.
“My girlsarethefuture,” she said, “and they should be learning all they can about Black Ep and about
building the best society we can build. How are they going to do that if they’ re dways going
goo-goo-eyed about their latest crush? Y ou were the inspiration, sweetie—all | had to do was ask how
much morework you' d get doneif fucking Hal wasn't consuming al your thoughts.”
| wonder how much Champagne knew. She said she was aways happy to let VVashti worry about the
types and amounts of medication, so she could focus on motherhood and on providing thegirlsa
well-rounded education. | don’'t know whether to believe her or not.
And Isaac might be the kindest, most caring guy I’ ve ever met—he’ smy rock, and | don’'t know what
Hal’ s beef iswith him. So he/ sbeen raising hiskidsrdigioudy. It'swhat he believes. | don't seethe
problem. And you have to give |saac abresk—he's so worried right now. He used to have such a
positive attitude about everything, but he can see what happened to Hessa happening al over again— but
worse thistime, so much worse. Medicaly, | don’t know how much help | can befor hiskids, but I'll do
whatever | can. And Vashti’ s working with him, thank goodness, and if nothing else | cantry to keep
them from getting into loggerheads.
“How fast doesthisthing go?’ Deuce asks, and when | tell him, he' sunimpressed. “My dad has ajet that
goesfaster.”
“Wadll, hisisbuilt for speed and mine shuilt for safety.”
“Where' d you ged it?’
“Gedaechtnisleft it. | co-optedit. | liketo think of it asthe company car.”
“Can | take the controls?’
“Maybe on the way back.”
“It'san interesting design, eveniif itisdow,” he says, looking about the cockpit. “I1t wasfun to carve.”
“I' likeyour swan,” | tell him, with anod a the wooden scul pture resting on his knee.
“Oh, thanks,” he says. “I figured a swan for Nymphenburg. I’ ve got more in my backpack. Thought



maybe | should paint them first, but | don’'t know.” Hetrails off, shrugs. “1 figure| can give them as gifts
or something.”
“That' sanicethought,” | tell him, because | don’t expect that little trinket to mollify Vashti one bit.



haji
Dust devils can surprise you in the desert, whippi ngalo from nowhere to sting your body with sand and
grit. | remember circling around the Sphinx for a better ook once when the biggest whirlwind I’ d ever
seen gppeared before me, atwenty-meter cone staggering like adrunk, pulling meinto it and throwing
me out, then disappearing as mysterioudy asit came.
The sickness was like that, coming so suddenly, and with such force.
We have been confined to Nymphenburg' s hospita, my older brothersfighting for their livesinintensve
care, therest of usin anisolation ward. Ngozi, Dailaand | spend our time conserving energy, telling
stories and playing games as giant screens on the walls and celling cycle through soothing imagery.
Dogwood blossoms and swarms of tropical fish help us transcend the sensations of pain and rot, and
where meditation fals short, my father isquick tofill the ggp with the most glorious analgesics. What a
blessng painkillersare.
Father conducts himsdlf as he ways has, but when | look closely at him, | see he does not wear his
usua face. There are strange pulses of emotion crackling behind his eyes, emotions | have never known
inhim before. If only | could define them. When the othersare adegp and it isjust the two of us
whispering, | find myself reassuring him. We remember your lessons. We embrace the future. Wefight
for lifewith every drop of blood in our veins, but the microbes that thresten us come from God, and with
God what can we do but surrender completely to whatever fate He has prepared?
| tell him these things and he praises me, but till the unfamiliar look in hiseyesremains. It isso painful to
loseagger. It may wel be more painful to lose adaughter or son. Perhaps | cannot truly understand
what itishefeds. | wish | could help him. Failing that, | wish he would guard that look around Ngozi and
Ddlila, asit unsettlesthem more than he redlizes
Our cousinsvidgit from timeto time. Not all of them, but some. Tomi does, though not as often as | would
like. It hurts her to see uslike this. Oliviacomes most often, and | am moved by her tenderness toward
and loyalty to Ngozi. She will spend hours whispering with him, trading jokes or smply holding his hand.
When sheisin theroom, hissymptomsall but disgppear. Ddilaenjoys specid attention from dl the girls.
She has become like asister to them, an honorary Waterbaby.
The oneswho do not visit are too frightened or too angry over secretsthat have been spilt. | am not privy
to such secrets. | gather that my aunts have been mistreating my cousinsin some way, but no one will tell
us how. They do not wish to burden us. When we are fedling better, perhapsthey will tell usthen.
Whatever itis, | have heard that Penny hastaken it the worst. She will neither eat, nor spesk, nor come
out of her room. She must bein aterrible pit. The last words she said to me were spoken in anger, and
yet without them | think my rapturoustrip through God' s universe might never have taken place. | do not
fully understand why | fed theway | fed, but | find mysdf strangely grateful to her. Indebted. | pray she
finds what she needsto take away her pain.



halloween
Here | thought I’ d seen the bottom of Pandora s bag of tricks, but you can hook the IVR in ninety-nine
places and still missthe hundredth. That disc unlocked a hidden staging areawhen | played it, a part of
the IVR she’' d camouflaged for her persond use. It was a patchwork space, not adomain unto itself.
Likethose old “get rich quick” hacksto sted inggnificant sums of money from vast numbers of bank
accounts, it was populated with tiny fragments of domains no one had used for years. So when | dipped
into see what wasthere, | found myself in what looked like one room but it was redly hundreds of dices
of roomsall stitched together. And what | saw in the center of that room filled me with the sickest sense
of nogtdgial’ ve ever felt.
“Findly, you'rehere” shesaid.
Thelast time | saw her she d been corrupted, standing over my virtua grave, helping two other programs
bury me alive. Jasmine. I’ d designed her back when | was ateenager, modeling her to the best of my
ability after thegirl | loved in vain, Smone. Shewas my fantasy girl, Jasmine, my consolation prize for
losng out onthered thing.
| hated her.
She d betrayed me when another program’ s persondity bled into hersand I’ d never redlly gotten over it,
evenif intdlectualy | knew the corruption wasn't her fault. The reasonswhy I’ d origindly designed her
embarrassed me abit, and beautiful as shewas, it pained me to look at her— why be reminded of how
closeI’d cometo the real Simone with a soulless parody? For Pandorato throw Jasmine back in my
facelike this—it wasthe kind of cruel joke |’ m not the sort to forgive.
“I'mnot laughing.”
“It'snot often that you do,” she said.
Bitterly, | stared at her.
“Isthat dl you haveto say to me after dl these years?’
“Y ou want more? How about: ‘| till haven't forgiven you,” or would you prefer, ‘1 should have deleted
you when | deleted Maestro’? Take your pick.”
The corners of her mouth turned up inaMonaLisasmile, and aknowing twinkle danced in her
amond-shaped eyes.
“Youthink I'm Jasmine,” shesaid, “but there you' rewrong.”
“All right, what are you cdling yoursdf now?’
Shetold meand | did laugh, finding an ugly blister of mirthin the black humor of it dl.
“So Pandora reprogrammed you to think you' re Smone?’
She nodded her head. “In asense.”
“And am | supposed to be pleased? No, don’t answer. | don’t have the patience for it.”
“Hal,” shesaid, before| could dip back out, “I really am Simone Qi.” And she told me about the day we
first met back when we were six.
“How do you know that?’
“Because my parentswere there.”
She cut my answer off with, “ Just go with me for asecond. Pretend I’'m Simone. | spent eighteen years
plugged into the IVR. The system was designed to keep track of that data. And you can usethat datain
interesting ways.”
“Mercutio wiped out the officid log,” | said.
“That’ s true—those records are gone—but some of that data can be reconstructed. | spent those
elghteen years not only with you and my other flesh and blood classmates, but dso with dl kinds of
virtual characters; my parents, my sister, Nanny, Maestro, Charles Darwin, Albert Einstein and so many
others. By and large, those characters remember each and every interaction, and because Mercutio
didn’t bother to wipe them out along with the logs, that datal s available.”
“Okay, so Pandora sifted through that garbled stew of code, found some of Simone’ s memories, and
dapped them onto Jasmine stemplate persondity. Isthat it?’



“No, that wasjust the beginning,” she said, asthe truth began to dawn on me. “Pandora had Maachi
examine each and every one of those memories—every breath, every word, every gesture—and had him
match the time stamp with my vital Sgns. Thoselogs are il available. So when my heart rate went up,
there’ sarecord of it, and when my blood pressure dropped, there’ sarecord of that, and on and on. By
correlating what happened to my body with what the virtua characters remember me doing a thetime,
Malachi has created anew artificid persondity, one that he consders nearly identica to the Simone he
remembers.”

She put her arms out to her sdeslike acapitd letter Y, agesture of C'est moi. “And that’sme,” she
sad. “What do you think? Am | the Simone you know?’

The question left me speechless.



pandora
Champagne isthe only one to greet us when we land, and when she catches sight of Deuce sherapidly
goesfrom looking like she' s seen aghost to looking like she' d like to perform an exorcism.
“Giveusaminute,” shetellshim, struggling for aneutra expresson as shetakesme asde.
“Hal raised ahippie?’ she asks, with aglance at the long orange-tangerine hair spilling out of Deuce’ s ski
hat. “He's gone from dead to Grateful Dead?’
“Cute. Whereé sVadhti?’ | ask.
“Working.”
“Jugt aswell.”
She has no news on the End of the World except to say the Situation hasn't gotten any better. Before |
can seefor mysdf, she asks mewhen | expect to givethedl clear for returning to the IVR.
“I redly haven't even thought about it,” | tell her, and shetells me there' s alandscape she was painting
that sheredly wantsto finish.
It strikes me as an odd request right now with al that’s happening, and | tell her so.
“Do you redize what’ sgoing on here?’ she asks, indignation rising. “I’ m the one who' s been holding
everything together here. Vash and I saac are dwaysin the hospital or the labs, and thanksto Hal junior
over there, I'm stuck with aflock of sullen, resentful girlswho delight in ignoring what | say, who disobey
me at every turn, who ask me questions for which | don’t have any answers. When I’ m not with them,
I’m nursing Isaac’ s kids, who are suffering terribly and there’ snothing | can do about it—and all | want
to doistake aquick bregk from this nightmare so | can finish something beautiful. Can you understand
thet?”
| suppose, 0| tell her I'll dowhat | can. | leave Deuce in her custody and hurry to the hospital.
When | emerge, my body isin trembles. | haveto lean against awal and breathe, shutting my eyestightly
againg the aftereffect of what | saw. The pessmism I ve been trying to keep at bay is beginning to suck
me inside out. Who wouldn'’t be shaken by what this bloodcurdling diseaseis doing? Thelittle ones are
gtill fighting strong, but Mu' tazz and Rashid look frighteningly wesk, like wilted flowerswhose dry petas
would float away in alight breeze.



deuce
Why does everyone want to make eye contact with you? It' sfineif it's someone you trust, but
Champagne' s greedy peepers keep making your blood sugar spike.
“See something you like?” you ask.
She hits back with something that’ s supposed to be funny, but like the ancient punk refrain, you're
looking for the joke with amicroscope. That 1ggy Pop was born in Michigan, just like you, and if he
were here you bet he' d say she' sthe joke. Dad thinks sheisand he' sright about ninety percent of the
time
She' staking you into the main building, and you' re digging al the muras—there sadefinite vernd,
pastoral, mythological thing going on with dl the depictions of Flora, Roman goddess of flowers and
spring. Tree nymphs and other nature spirits attend to lucky old Flora s every need. Lookslikeit's
aways soring in here, even if outsde winter’ s sneaking up fast.
Y ou don’t hear what Champagne say's because you' re wondering if she sees herself as areincarnation of
Flora. That, and the giant Austrian crystal chanddlier is distracting you, its lights sending hundreds of
shining diamonds and sparkling colors through the refracted cut-crysta prisms.
“| said Vashti wantsto talk to you, but she’ s busy right now, so I’m going to have to lock you in one of
the guest bedrooms until she' s ready.”
Y ou drop your stuff S0 you can cross your wrists behind your back.
“What are you doing?’
“Letting you handcuff me,” you tell her. “Sinceyou don’t trust meand dl.”
“That won't be necessary.”
Y ou shrug and pick everything back up, following her through the maze. It’ s fun to compare what you
seeto what you saw in dl the old pictures and what you imagined would be herein your mind.
One of the ladyloves peeks at you from around a corner, and you reward her curiosity by taking your hat
off respectfully, then incorporating afunky dance shuffle into your step. “How’ sthat opera.coming,
Lulu?’ you ask her, but she doesn’t answer when you pass her by. She might have been glaring at
you—you can't tell—you’ re not about to look her inthe eye.
[rritably, Champagne asks, “How much do you know about us?’
“Oh, lots of stuff, but honestly I don’'t remember most of it. Gets to be information overload after a
while”
“No running inthe halls, Katring,” she ydls, upon spotting ablur racing around acorner. “Katrinal” She
tskswith frustration and tellsyou, * Y ou see what you' ve done? It s your fault they won't listen to me.”
“Maybe you' re not worth listening to,” you suggest.
“You redly areachip off the old block,” she says, unlocking adoor and shaking her head in what's
supposed to be pity.
Y ou step on in to 360 the room—it’ s nicer than you thought. Nothing too fancy, but certainly not the
holding cell you expected. Y ou drop your suitcase on the floor, tossing your backpack on the bed and
etting the swan over on the ottoman for maximum feng shui.
“How long do | wait here?” you ask, and she gives you amotherfucking, “We'll see,” s0 you press and
shetelsyouit'll be hours.Which means you need a smoke, but she grabs the clove from your mouth and
confiscates your lighter.
“No smoking,” shetdlsyou, so you tell her your dad said she used to be area beauty once and so did
she get into a car wreck or something?
Zing! Internd bleeding! Y ou just liberated her from her ego, and you get to grin and wince a the sound
of the damming door.
Asshelocksyou in, you dump into the recliner chair and mourn the loss of your white hippo Zippo with
aquiet prayer, but in the big pictureit doesn’t bother you—you' ve got plenty of other lightersin your
pocket and you can reassure yourself by running your fingers over them like apoker player counting his
chips. Four, five, six, seven, eight, al present and accounted for. So you yawn and stretch, then cover



your facewith your hair.
Now no one can see you.



pandora
Isaac won't leave intensive care and | don't blame him, but the rest of us are discussing the state of the
union around atainless-sted circular table, Champagne, Vashti and |. They’ re sipping from mugs
brimming with hot chocolate, but I'm just swirling mine, telling them how Maachi and | managed to bring
Simone back from the dead.
“I had asense that’ swhat you two were up to,” Vashti says. “Isit redly her?’
“That'shard to say,” | confess. “We' ve created avirtual consciousness based on records of thingsthe
real Simone did and said in the IVR and correlated that data with records of her vital sgns. So we know
how her body reacted, and how her brain reacted chemically when, say, shefirst laid eyeson Lazarus,
and yet we don't necessarily know how she fdlt. That part’s guesswork.”
“Can deeds supersede fedings?’ Champagne muses.
“How good isthe guesswork?’ Vashti asks.
“Wall, in talking to her, she seemslike the Simone | remember, so I’d say Malachi’ s guesses were pretty
good.”
“ Pretty good” ? Faint praise, Pandy, faint praise.
I’d say “perfect,” but there sno way to proveit definitively. There are mgjor gapsin her experiences.
How do you know she’ sthe same Simone?
It feelslike her.
And you can judge?
Don't forget how well | know her. | surfed her dreams growing up.
Y ou surfed mine too, Md, but you don’t know me dl that well.
| think | do. But if I’'mwrong, | chalk it up to the fact that you’re a work in progress like every
other organic being. Every seven years you get a new set of cells, so sincethelast timel was*” in
your head,” eighteen years ago, you’ ve become a new person two and a half times over.
Brain cdlsdon’t turn over like that.
No, they don’t, but you’ ve generated plenty of new ones since then. And you' re more than just
your brain. Consider the role your hormones play. Also, cellular memory is stored throughout
your body, and those cells collectively regenerateevery seven years. In any case, if you' reworried
we' ve created some kind of Frankensteinian golem, you can relax. Whatever differences may
exist between the new Smone and the old aren’t so large for a soul to dlip through.
A hit glib there, oh inorganic one,
Time will tell.
| tell them how Mdachi has spent the past few weeks fine-tuning Simone, hel ping her adjust
psychologicaly to life asaprogram, and bringing her up to speed on dl that' s happened. Especidly on
the medica advances, because the real Smone would have made ahell of adoctor, and if this one can
synthesize information and theorize new solutions, she might be ava uable wegpon againgt Black Ep.
“Might be nice to get some good help for achange,” Vashti says, ignoring Champagne when she takesiit
persondly.
“Wadll, it'sonly aprogram, and | rather doubt it’ll be able to think outside the box. Even your Maachi
doesn't impress mein that respect.”
“Y ou should get to know him better,” | suggest.
“I'm just hoping your Simone can pass on a—I guess|’d cdl it a human level. Just to be ableto talk to
her about old times and have her redlly remember them. That would beincredible. It's been so long,”
Champagne says.
“Does Halloween know yet?’ Vashti asks.
| admit he does, and we gossip about it for abit, until Vash focuses our attention on one of the displays
at thefar end of the room. One among many security cameraimages, Deuce has sagged into agreen
chenillerecliner chair, hisfiery hair draped over hisface.



deuce
So they’ re watching you. Y ou don't see the camera, but you know it’ sthere. They’ ve stuck you hereto
cool your hedl's so they can decide what to do with you.
Tak about backward thinking.
What are you going to do with them?



pandora
“Impressons?’
“I'm not surewhat to make of him,” | admit.
“Well, he samean little beast,” Champagne huffs, “but with Ha as his daddy that’ sto be expected.
Catch that hair—he looks like Cousin Itt.”
Vashti puzzles over the reference.
“From the Addams Family,” | explain.
“Ah,” she says, “and ishe degping or merely too embarrassed to show hisface?’
We watch the steady rise and fdl of hischest until he abruptly scratches an itch from hisear. Theitch
scratched, he stretchesluxurioudly, then runs ahand up over hisface, pushing his brilliant mane back to
giveusabrief glimpse at his eyes before shaking it back down again, obscuring them from view.
“How can we use him?’Vashti asks, her expression shrewd.
“Usshim?’
“To restore order with the girls. How can we make an example of him?”



deuce
Who are you kidding?
Y ou’ re not going to do anything to them. Why should you? They don’t matter. Y ou aready proved your
point with them anyway.
The only two people who matter here are your best friend and your soul mate. Unfortunately, one of
them got infected, and won't be in any condition to go on abig adventure right now. It’ s disgppointing,
but your last fire augured illness so the news didn’t come as much of asurprise. Hgji hasto get better,
you think, because you' re going to be blood brother comrades-in-arms. He' |l be your
Mercutio—except, you know, loyd and sane. When he' sfedling better, you'll tell him.
But you cantdll your ladyloveright now . . .
“I'm here,” you whisper into the tiny mouthpiece you just switched on, and radio waves carry her voice
on a stedlth frequency to the earpiece you just scratched.
“Youmadeit,” she whispers back.
“Toldyou | would.”
“I was so worried.”
Y ou soothe her and tell her not to be scared. She says her only real fear was that you wouldn't redlly
come.That you' d disappoint her and betray her trust the way everyone else has. But would you ever do
that to your heart’s choice?
“Don't eat or drink anything,” shewarnsyou. “They’ |l put something init. They keep trying to feed me
but I'm too smart for them.”
“You must be starving.”
“It' sworth it to be with you.”
“That' show | fed. Why would we ever need anything but each other?’
“There' sjust onething,” shewhispers. “Onething morethat | need.”
“Nameit.”
“Y ou dready gave metruth.”
“You deserveit, angel.”
“All I need now isfreedom.”
“Thenyou |l get that too. Does that mean what | think it means?’
“Deuce,” shewhispers.
“y e
“Theanswer’syes.”
Y ou asked the question the day you broke the I VR, the day you burned away al thelies. Y ou stealthed
your way into her domain to find her hugging herself inasmall corner of her mansion, the saddest Scarlet
Pimpernd there ever was, just paralyzed with grief and fear until you showed her the yang to her yin, the
sun to her moon, the other haf of the card and the other haf of your heart. Y ou matched them dl and
told her that though her mothers let her down, you never would.
It was perfect. It was fated. Y ou found her at her weakest point, and you knew she couldn’t regect you.
Because what ese did she have? She' d lost everything but the truth. So she needed you.
Desperatdy.And you knew it. What you thought would be the most frightening moment in your life
became so incredibly easy.Y ou offered yoursdf asafriend, as more than afriend, as someonewho'd
watched her lovingly from afar, who couldn’t stand to see her deceived the way she' d been.
She wanted you to hold her, she cried on your shoulder; sooner or later she'll let you get bolder.
Y ou spent maybe a half-hour together, and the time flew, but when it was dl done and you played it
back through your mind it seemed like days.Y ou said you' d come visit her and taught her how to adjust
her link to accept the frequency you' d try. She didn’t have an answer to your question but she said she'd
have one when you arrived.
Y ou said you were running away from home and did she want to join you?
And now the answer’syes.



“Beautiful,” you whisper. “When?’
“Don’'t make me wait any longer for you. Please, rescue me now, I’ m begging you.”



pandora
“Ishetaking to himsdlf?’
| strain at theimage. Are Deuce slipsmoving?It' shard to tell behind dl that hair, but Vashti might just
beright.
Champagne cranks the volume dl theway up so | can just barely hear the whispered
word," When?"When, what?
Quick asacricket, he' son hisfeet and spinning, hair whipping past the camera as he snatchesthe
wooden swan and treatsit to ajet of flame.
“That little shit,” Vashti gasps, as | risefrom my chair.
My eyes catch aglimpse of thelighter in his hand—I can make out a parody of Mickey Mouse, winking,
laughing and flipping off theworld.
With awel-practiced flick of the wrigt, he flings the burning swan down at the baseboard of the door,
and he' sfaling back on the bed now, rolling through to the other side to drop down for cover.
| don't wait to see the door get blown off its hinges. I’ m aready on the move.



deuce
Kick-ass acoudticsin here, the satisfying boom crashing in your earslike delicious thunder. Y ou poke
your head out right as the darm goes off, but no one’ s out there. Light on the structural damage, you see,
opening the way without bringing everything down on your head, which means clever you used just the
right-sized swan, the perfect amount of plastique encased in the hollow wood.
Y ou grab your backpack with the rest of your explosive zoo. Off to find a Penny and pick her up, al day
long you' Il have good luck.
But wait, first you have to scomp out the one small flaming piece of carpet before it can spread. Fire
safety, Dad, you remember.
Got it.
Herewe go.



pandora
I’ve got frightened girls shrieking al over the place, darm bellsringing and Vashti’ s voice screaming,
“Stop right there!” over the loudspeaker. Champagne' s calling for me to stop Deuce while she getsthe
girlsout of danger. I'mydling back &t her, “Right, right,” aswe separate.
I”’m not too sure how I’'m going to stop him. I ve got abrown bt in jujitsu, but that was back in the
IVR, and | don't know how those skillswill farein the red world. Probably fine, but | haven’t practiced
inyears, andif he sarmedand I'mnot . . .
But | can’t worry about that. My legs are pumping and I’ m not about to stop.



deuce
Penny’ slarge blue eyes are flecked with green, so fucking expressive, and glittering with excitement when
she sees you coming for her. Those eyes you don’t mind meeting, because they’ re sending tingles through
your entire body and lightning right to your groin. But then there' sthe rest of the package: the cheeks of
her perfectly symmetrica face rosy with hedlth, her nose pert, her mouth mischievous and kissable, her
short golden-brown hair touched copper by the sun. And abody beautiful enough to make her clothes an
inault.
When she hugsyou, dl you can think about is avenging the insult by ripping them off her right now, but
she' sdready pulling you down the hall with her. Sound judgment because you' ve got to get out of here
firs—all that good stuff hasto wait.
Y ou follow her back through the maze of halways, snaking toward the exit when a shape lunges at you,
grabbing your ladylove, wrenching her from your grasp. In ablink you seeit’ s Brigit and she’ sbigger and
stronger than Penny, yanking cruelly at her hair totilt her head back, then dipping around for achoke.
Y our sweet soul mate tugs at the arms around her but can't break the grip and can't catch any air. You
can't have that, so you dig in your pocket for the torch you cal Genesis 3:24, which eats butane like a
motherfucker but pumps out the most intimidating jet of eighteen-hundred-degree-Fahrenheit fire you' ve
ever seen alighter spit. Brigit seesthat wicked jet and triesto step back, turning to position Penny in the
way, as you come forward.
“Let her go, Brigit,” you tell her, and even though she says she will, she doesn’t bresk the hold. You
redizeit’sagaling game she s playing—she strying to dow your escgpe long enough for reinforcements
to arrive. And sure enough, there' s her friend Sloane hobbling toward you on her crutches, screaming,
“Over herel”
The best move on the board has you convincing Brigit that you' Il burn her dive evenif you have to set
Penny onfireto doit, so you let your eyes get glassy and cold as you bring it about an inch from their
faces.
“You'recrazy,” Brigit pants, releasing your ladylove and backing up asyou hold her at bay with Genesis.
“I hadn’'t noticed,” you tell her, and that’ swhen the lighter starts sputtering because you forgot to refue it
before you | eft.
Out of the corner of your eye you can see Penny pitching hersdlf at the approaching Soane, struggling
with her for one of the crutches and then pie-facing her so she topples back over her broken leg. By the
time Genesisflickers out, she' s brained Brigit with the crutch. The beaten bully fals down to her knees
with awhump, her mouth making an astonished “0” as she covers up the best she can, and you do your
good deed for the day by pulling your angdl aong before she can hit her again.
Next stop, freedom.



pandora
| catch Deuce rushing out the door hand-in-hand with one of the girls—Penny—young lovers making a
break for the bicycle rack. Before| can say match madein hell, Soan€e' s panicked cry reaches my ears,
“Somebody help!”
Shel sdown on thefloor, cradling Brigit, who's clutching her head in terrible pain. Brigit'seyesare
fluttering closed and I’'m thinking head trauma, and | just can’t leave her like that, so | go to them and try
to keep her conscious until help arrives.
A cal comesinand when | grabit | think it’sgot to be Vashti or Champagne, but it'sIsaac instead 0|
go to reassure him. No one got hurt in the explosion, and Brigit’s down, but we re helping her. Butit's
not why he'scaling— | know that when | seethe glistening tearsin hiseyes.
“ItsMu'tazz,” hesays. “It' stime.”



deuce
Pump your figt inthe air to leave Nymphenburg for the Bavarian countryside—that’ sabig misson
accomplished—and all things considered, it went like acharm. Y ou’ re dmost disappointed they didn’t
cuff you. To think of dl thetime you put into teaching yourself how to melt ahandcuff chanwith a
palmed jet torch behind your back. That' s the kind of stunt worthy of VVan Caneghem, who
out-Houdinied Houdini, but you can’t be that disappointed because you would' ve looked pretty stupid if
you'd messed it up.
Anyway, handcuffs or no, the prizeisyours.
Y ou' re coasting downhill with her, feet off pedas, just laughing and talking about whatever popsinto
your heads. She keepstelling you things you aready know about her. Like how her name camefroma
Lung Buitter song, but actualy she’ swrong about that because you know that song and the lyricsgo
“Play themelody,” not “Play Penelope.” Y ou don't have the heart to tell her, though. She' s been through
enough.
“Isthere anything you don’t know about me?’ she asks.
“Yeah, lots of stuff.” Y ou grin, because you' ve learned so much about so many people in such ashort
period of timethat it dl just jumblesin your head. So shetriesto think up some good questionsto see
what you do and don’t know, and you wind up three for five, missing her lucky number and—most
embarrassingly—her birthday, which you think is sometimein January, but it' s not, so you apologize.
“Think | take after my dad in the memory department,” you explain, and shelaughsand telsyouiit's
okay.
“How can my stupid birthday compare to today? The day you freed me, thefirst day | get to spend with
you?”
“We can celebrate every day together,” you tdll her.
She grinslike sunlight, and then squeezes the brake to maneuver around a cluster of skeletonslittering the
road. It'samost funny how unscary they are. Maybe if they were fresh corpses there' d be ahorror
factor, but they’ ve been dead longer than you' ve both been dive. The* stench of death” islong gone, and
honestly they’ re about as frightening as a skeleton in abiology class or maybe an archaeologica dig.
Their modesty is protected by tattered clothing (synthetics, must be, because natura fibers degrade and
al the poor sapswho wore them are naked now), and dl thelittle tatters are whipping in the wind like
banners cheering you on.
With the obstacles negotiated, Penny looks back over her shoulder to seeif you' re being followed.
Nothing there but you can understand her feding jumpy about it.
“We reliving by our witsnow.” Y ou amile. “We have to outthink them and outrun them.”
“And maybe outgun them?’
Y ou laugh and tell her you don't think it'll come to that. Maybe they won't even bother chasing after you.
“I hopeyou'reright,” she says, looking reassured. “ Do you think they remember what it wasliketo bein
love?



halloween
Simone turned out to be alot of funto talk to once | got past theinitia shock and my sense that shewas
an abominable farce. Her memories were as shredded as mine—asit turned out, I’ d shortsightedly made
many of her recollectionsfrom schodl irretrievable the day | deleted our old teacher Maestro—but in the
subset of what we both knew, there we were, like old times again. And many of the things shedidn’t
know, Pandora had informed her about, including her time outside the IVR: theway she reacted to the
real world, the kisswe d shared and her eventua overdose on pills. She might have been counterfeit, but
shewas so closeto the girl | remembered that | couldn’t appreciate the difference. | spent hourswith
her—we had alot to discuss.
And aswedid, in the back of my mind, Pandora kept returning to me. She' d spent so much time and
energy recreeting awoman who was not only her dead friend, but aso her rival for my affection. She'd
returned Simone to mein the hopesthat it would help me. Of al my losses, I' d taken Smone€' s degth the
hardest, and with her born anew maybe | could follow suit. Maybe it would engage me again, and then
I’d be willing to work with Pandora and her friends to make the world a better place.
That didn’t quite happen. | didn’'t have any more desire to put up with Isaac, Vashti or Champagne after
talking to Simone. But, to my absolute surprise, | did fed alittle better about the world.
Two things happened.
First of dl, there was Simone. I’d loved her since | was six, and Since her desth, I"d carried her absence
with me asareminder of what | could never have. She had been my obsession for years: the brilliant,
talented, beautiful Smone, the specid someone with whom | hoped to share my life.
| was over her. Like aspell had been broken, | just didn’t feel theway I'd felt about her. I’d changed
sincethe day shedied. I'd grown up. Of course, | was thrilled to have her back in my lifeand | wanted
her friendship, but beyond that shejust didn’t mean that much to me anymore.
I"d hedled.
And second, there was Pandora. She' d loved mefor years, the crazy thing—and always |’ d rejected
her, partly because | hadn’t thought myself worthy of that kind of love, and partly because my heart had
no room for her while | was mooning over Simone, and so I’ d tried not to lead the girl on.
For her to resurrect Smone like this—granted, she did it for avariety of reasons—but the biggest of
them al was asagift to me. Out of lovefor me. It impressed me as the purest, most emotionally
sdf-sacrificing thing she could ever do. Here she loved me enough to try to make me happy and whole
agan, evenif it meant risking losing meforever.
| could findly see her inanew light.
And 0 | felt better about the world, seeing it as a place of possibility, where surprising things can happen
no matter how jaded you might happen to be.
Then | dipped out of the VR with athought to call Pandora, only to find amessage from her firdt. |
called her back and she brought me back to the here and now with what had just happened with Deuce,
how he'd blown aholein Nymphenburg and run off with one of Vashti’sgirls.
“Fuck,” | said.
“I'm sorry, Hdl. I'mlooking for them right now.”
“Okay,” | told her. “I'll beright there.”



haji
When | tell the story about thefrogs, | never tell it tr?alaame way twice. Sometimesthey are green frogs,
and sometimes they’ re brown. Sometimes | describe them with warts and other timeswithout. They
could be your common bullfrogs or Okinawan green tree frogs. They might even be toads. There could
be ten, twenty or awhole army of them, but the core of the story is awaysthe same.
A group of frogs was traveling together, when two suddenly fdll into apit. The others rushed to the edge
to see how very deep it was, and they redlized the pair would never be able to get out. Don’'t even
bother, they croaked, but the two trapped frogs started hopping anyway. They jumped and they hopped
but they couldn’t quite reach the top. All the time the crowd kept yelling for them to quit suffering and just
give up, lay down and die. Finally, one of the two did exactly that. But the other ignored hisfellow frogs
and kept jumping with al hismight. Againgt dl odds, he madeit out.
The others were amazed. Why did you keep trying? they asked. Didn't you hear usyelling for you to
quit?
Oh, isthat what you were doing? said the bewildered frog. I'm afraid I’ m going desf. All thetime | was
down there | thought you were encouraging me.
My sster Ddiladwaysliked that story, and these days| tell it to her alot. These dayswe dl have frogs
on the brain. The microbes have delivered and devoured Mu'tazz, may he find peace, and only amiracle
will keep Rashid from being the next to hear the call. But we must keep jumping, Ngozi, Ddilaand I.
Since my religious awakening | have become fearless. The darkest of life' s emotions have no traction
with me. Thismust be God' s plan. My siblings need my strength to buoy them, and I lend it with joy,
exhorting them to keep hope even when they are adrift in oceans of doubt and fear.
Lately | have been thinking of my father asakind of Darwin frog. The mae of that species takes care of
his young, scooping up the femal€ s eggs with histongue and protecting them in hisvocd sac. Therethe
eggs hatch into tadpoles, and when they becomelittle frogs, he spits them out into the world.
What would it be like to have amother? If my father and Champagne had been able to conceive? If we
gprang from her womb, what then? | cannot help but wonder.
My father has not yet wept for Mu'tazz, or if he has, he has seen fit not to do it where we can see him.



pandora
Asaresort area, Lake Starnberg reminds me of what Idlewild must have been like before it became a
technology center. The shoreline and countryside are postcard pretty, Sgnsinviting usto sail, water ski or
hike dlong thetrals. Thewater’ s calling to me, but there’ sno timefor aswim. It isn't why we' re here.
“Twenty meters,” Champagne says, following Penny’slink on an Argostracker. Shelooks up and
points. “ The beach house.”
Three skeletonsinsde, long dead, a couple tucked in together, and at the foot of the bed: the bones of
their faithful dog. | dwayswonder a sceneslike this. Was the dog unable to fend for himsdlf or just
unwilling? Was he trapped insgde? Did they let him go? Did he have no place to go to? When his masters
stopped moving and talking, did he smply lie down and wait for them?
A quick search findsthelink down asink drain. Clove cigarette crushed underfoot on the floor. Bicycles
discarded in the garage. And fresh tire tracks—from asport utility vehicle, I’ d say—stretch off in the
sand, heading down the beach, turning west.
| cal Mdachi with the news and he says he' [l do what he can with the satdllites, looking for aGPSif it's
there, and if not, sweeping the areawest of Starnberg in the hopes of picking them up on thefly.
Champagne draws a breath and letsit out dowly. “Not much for usto do now but go home and wait,”
shesays.
“Y ou sound relieved.”
“I’'m not so eager to find them right now,” she confesses, brushing astrand of hair from her eyes.
“They’re going to play housefor alittle while and when they missthe comforts of home, they’ Il come
back. And that’Il be on our terms, not theirs.”
“Thenwhat?’
“I won't know 'til | seethem. They have to be held responsible for what they’ ve done, and while| don’'t
give ashit about Hal’ skid, Penny needs help, medication, therapy, whatever it takes. | know Brigit and
Sloane have been picking on her, but to respond with that kind of violence— asamom, | knew my kids
would fight from timeto time, but | never thought one would try to bash the other’ sbrains out.”
“It'salucky thing Brigit’snot serioudy hurt,” | say. “From what the cameras caught, it didn’t ook like
she was holding much back.”
“She needs help,” Champagne repeats.
A cal comesin—not from Maachi, but VVashti—and she' stalking so fast | think she' sdipped into Pit
Bull again, but it must be addirioudy happy, excited pit bull whose mind is speeding faster than her
tongue.
“Y ou have to go back to Peru—that’ simperative—drop everything to do it—I don’'t care what it takes,
| need you there and | need you there yesterday!”
“Sow down,” wetdl her. “What’ s happening?’
She catches her breath and tells us about her breakthrough. She' sfinished the autopsy on Mu'tazz, and
between the analyses she' s been able to do on the End of the World and what she' s discovered from the
tests she' srun on the pygmy marmosets, she thinks she might have found what we ve dl been looking
for.
Black Ep divertstheimmune system into making responses that don’t clear the infection, but the
marmosets have an enzyme that works wonders. It seemsto be activated through the digestion process.
Marmosets et fruit and insects, but get most of their nutrition from gum they chew from trees. One of
those trees—atype of jatobathat grows only in the Peruvian rainforest—contains the enzyme, and |
didn’t bring her nearly enough sampleswhen | brought the marmoset.
“I’ve got an idea how we can use that enzyme against Black Ep,” Vashti says, “and maybe even against
the End of the World. But I’m going to need alot more gum.”
And that’snot al. For years Vashti has been obsessed with finding an answer via gene therapy—we ve
aready found a nucleotide sequence complementary to Black Ep, one that can bind to the sequence and
exciseit with “molecular scissors,” ripping the disease out of our DNA once and for all. But the devil isin



the details. Every time scientists have tried to guide that sequence to its destination, those scissors have
hacked up vita parts of the genome with disastrous results—that’ s one of the reasons Gedaechtnis
designed uswith auxiliary organs and redundant genetic code. Up to this point, ripping our DNA via
radica gene therapy has seemed too risky to try, but now she thinks she’ sfound away to make it work.
She even thinks she can rip the End of the World from Isaac’ skids, but it’s going to take months to
make sure, and they don’t have that long, which meansthat gumiscritica.

“I'll leaveimmediately,” | tell her.

Not one but two potential solutions. It' s fantastic news, marred ever so dightly by Champagne bumping
heads with Vashti over wanting to return to Nymphenburg.

“No, while Pandora sin Peru, | want you to keep looking for our little runaways,” Vashti protests.

“I'll be more useful back at home,” she says, “and frankly | don’t have the energy to go chasing after
Romeo and Juliet.”

“Let’sjust hopeit’snot Sid and Nancy,” | mutter, my mind flashing back to one of Hal’ s costume parties
from years ago.

“No, Romeo and Juliet didn’t end that happily either, as| recal,” Vashti pointedly remarks. “ And before
you brush them off as harmless, why don't you take another look at Penny’ slast journd entry?’
Champagne just shrugs, telling her what she told me about the kids playing house for awhile,

adding,“ And evenif | found them, what could | do?| can't drag them back if they don’'t want to come.”
Vadhti says, “You're an adult. Try reasoning with them.” “Reason with teenagers?’

“Fine, | don't havetimefor this. Do what you want,” Vashti snaps, aoruptly hanging up.

“She dways hasto have the last word,” Champagne complains, struggling to catch up to meas| hurry
back to my copter.

“Comeon, let’s get you home and meto therainforest.”



halloween
“Damn your luck.Y ou just missed Pandora,” adecidedly un-bubbly Champagne informed me as|
climbed out of my jet.
| returned her icy non-greeting with one of my own but listened as she told me where Pandorawas and
about the progress Vashti had made.
“Not that you care about what we re doing though, right?’
“I don’'t. Where smy son?’
“How am | supposed to know? Nice psychopath you raised there.”
“Why don’t you take me to someone in charge?’
Shereacted abit negatively to that so | ignored her, leaving her to find VVashti on my own. But beforel
could get to her, someone e se found mefirg.
“Haloween.”
Askids never once had I saac and | gotten along, the resentment compounded by our classmates puzzling
over how we could didike each other as much aswe did when redly we were so smilar in so many
ways.We ought to bond, they’ d thought, because he was spiritualy inclined while my interests
encompassed mythology and the boundaries of life and death, but no, we never liked each other—he
was always Lazarus s lapdog to me—and so we tried to make the best of abad situation by avoiding
each other the best we could.
Upon spotting him, | felt the animaosity rising in me once again, but | managed to keep the barb in my
throat from escaping my mouth.
“You're eighteen yearslate and adollar short,” he said, grabbing my arm, “but I'm so glad you're here.”
He hugged me, suddenly, and after amoment of confusion what did | do but hug him back? It was
something | hadn’t done before, something | thought | would never do, but the poor guy had just lost his
on.
He led me through the complex, past girls who regarded me with curiosity and fear, and he talked about
his childrenin araspy voice. Raspy, | thought, from the strain of not breaking down completely. For
years|’ d doubted his motivations, but here | saw aman who cared on some deep level for his sonsand
his daughter. | could empathize with that. He wasn't an enemy or ariva anymore, and he was't looking
down his nose a me. He was smply a broken man with dead and dying children, and though he might
never earn my true friendship, in that moment he secured my pity.
Vashti was another story. She put her clawsinto meright away, as| expected she would, laying into me
about the choices I’ d made, my absence, my arrogance, my irresponsibility as a parent and asaman.
She blamed me for wrecking the utopia she' d worked so hard to build, and | found that funny, telling her
if she hadn’t wanted her kids to hate her, she shouldn’t have decelved them as she had.
“Gedaechtnis fed you the same lies they fed the rest of us, but | guess you swalowed them, huh? Y ou
learned the exact wrong lessons from what we went through,” | said.
“And isthat why you had your son attack me? To teach me alesson?’
| told her | hadn’t put Deuce up to anything, and she didn’t believe me, saying | was out to get her. She
said the only reason I’d had akid was so | could find aloophole to get out of my promise never to
interfere.
“Ridiculous” | sad.
“What isit about methat you hate so much?’ she asked, accusing me of sexism firg, that | couldn’t bear
to see asociety of strong women—~but when | told her | honestly didn’t care if sheraised girls, boysor
hermaphrodites, she said, “ Then maybe it’ s because you think Cham and | are anitem? Isthat the
thought that offends you so?”
| said, “Vadhti, I’'m al for women deeping together, and why shouldn’t you bang Champagne? Everyone
esehas”
“| can aways count on you to sink to the lowest level,” she spit.
“Make no mistake,” | told her, “1 have no problem with who you fuck, but I have abig problem with



who you fuck over. But never did | tell Deuceto get wrapped up in any of this.”

“WEell, he seems pretty eager to get wrapped up in my daughter,” she said. “Now he's out who knows
where corrupting her. What kind of father are you?”

“Hey, | got aletter from your precious flower and she’ safucking nutcase,” | replied. “1'll bet you dollars
to donuts she' s out there corrupting him, so what kind of mother are you?’

Back and forth we went, and she seemed perfectly willing to trade insultswith mefor aslong as | could
gtand it, and with Isaac’ skids sick | felt foolish keeping her from her work. So | blinked first, saying that
I’d come here to find Deuce and take him home, and admitting that he wasn't quite as mature as I’ d
thought.

“He' satroubled kid in someways,” | said, “and maybe he' s more troubled than | wanted to believe.
Okay? Let's put our heads together and our fedingsaside.”

She nodded at that and said,”Most of the blame here goes to you and your son, but clearly Penelope
was complicit too. Thelast entry in her journal complained that | didn’t know what love was while she
did, so | think it' sfair to say that they both had this escape planned out since then.”

“Agreed.”

She told me how she' d scoured through her daughter’ s domain, journd, persond effects—everything she
had—in a search for clues, but Penny hadn’t |eft any.

“I assume you' ve been through histhings?’

“No, | dwaysrespect hisprivacy,” | said.

“That'snot particularly helpful in asituation likethis. If there’ saclue to where they’ re planning to
“honeymoon,’ it might bein hisdomain. And if you're going to be aresponsible parent, likeit or not, at
some point you may have to spy on your kidsfor their own good.”

Grudgingly, | saw her point. So she set me up with an VR session, and | plugged in, using aspecid code
to unstealth Deuce’ sdomain. The entry point was arealm of volcanoes perpetudly erupting and forked
lightning dashing down through arainless scarlet sky. In atribute to me, my old servants, the nightgaunts,
flew high overhead, but they’ d been customized with auras of white-hot flamelicking at their bodies, fire
that would never go out.

| had no timeto go exploring, o | froze everything with awave of my hand, then decompiled it with a
twitch of my finger. VVolcanoes, sky, firegaunts, al desgn eements, al his secrets, dl were reduced to
code.

But | found nothing.

Like Penny, he'd left no clues, and | redlized I’ d betrayed my son’ strust for nothing more than the
pursuit of leaving no stone unturned.



deuce
Y ou’ re working on the computer, hacking, which might just be your favorite thing to do. There's
something so cool about perverting the system. It’ s another case where you take after your dad, rebels
begetting rebelsand dl that.
She' sdigtracting you, but in agood way. Not by putting her arms around you and nibbling on your ear
the way you'd like her to, but with her gleeful laugh. She' samusing hersdf by defacing thewalswith a
magic marker—haikus mostly, five-seven-five stanzas about al the peoplein her life, most of them filled
with the kind of language she couldn’t afford to use until you freed her. Man, those girls are repressed.
But you' ve been reading about repressed girlsin school uniforms going buck wild the first moment they
get achance. Maybe she'll do that, given enough time.
For now instead of coaxing her out of her clothes, you' re coaxing avirusinto the network. Still fun, but
will the network respect you in the morning?
The system puts up aspirited defense, but it' s nothing you can't handle. Y ou fed alittle guilty, because
it'snot your virus, and you' ve aways been taught not to take what isn’t yours. But you don’t think he'll
mind. Or if he doesmind, he' Il understand you did it for avery good reason. | mean, come on, you can't
have the tyrants chasing you down. He' s been telling you for years what a nest of vipersthey are. So
you'll shut their eyesfor just alittle while, just long enough for you to find a paradise you can cdl your
own.
Keystroke, keystroke, keystroke and it’ s done. Nighty-night.
Y ou push off and dide acrossthe room in your rolling chair, over to where your girl is, and when you get
there shegtsin your lap.
“Isit redly done?’ sheasks.
“Y ou better believe it. Now we can go underground and they’ |l never be ableto find us”



halloween
Right as I’ d recompiled Deuce' sdomain, afamiliar colorless entity appeared before me.
“You broke our ded,” | said.
“The moment your ddightful son attacked me,” Malachi replied.
“No biggie. | suppose | would have done the sameif | wereyou.”
He abruptly changed the subject: “Did you write a program called Polyphemus?’
Yearsago, I’d written it, but I'd dmost forgotten about it Since. It wasavirus |’ d designed to wreak
havoc on satellite networks. I'd concelved it as alast-ditch program to be used if anyone figured out how
| was keeping Americafrom Maachi’ s prying eyes.
“Anaceup my deeve” | sad.
“It'sjust been played.”
Deuce. Deuce played my ace. And I’ d thought that file was safely out of hisreach. Herel’d been
protecting his privacy, but he' d gone and violated mine.
“That'san extraordinarily clever namefor avirus,” Maachi derided me. “ Polyphemus, after the cyclops
Odysseus blinds with apointy stick. Now the satellites are down and I’ ve lost my eye on theworld.”
“I canfixit,” | promised him, “but it'll taketime. Let me cal you right back.”
| dipped back out to the real world, and called him up as| hurried back toward my jet. “He sgot to be
in a Gedaechtnis complex,” | said. “It’sthe only place he could have triggered the program. And that’s
either Berlin or Liege. He couldn’'t have gotten farther than that by now.”
Champagne tried to intercept me as| exited, but | wouldn't stop for her.
“Mdachi, I’'m assuming he only targeted the spy satdllites? Not the communication satdllites?’
“Y ou want to cal ahead?’
“That'sright,” | told him, diding my ladder up to my jet. “Patch me through.”



deuce
“Deuce?’
That’ syour father’ s voice on the loudspeaker. Y ou and Penny look at each other like fish caught in anet.
“I know you can hear me.”
He s pissed at you, genuinely pissed, telling you to pick up and talk to him, and the tonein hisvoice
changes your plans because you' d hoped to take Penny back to Idlewild so he could meet her. You
thought he' d approve but apparently not, and that’ s worrisome. Asyou' re debating areach for the
phone, your ladylove turns the speakers off, making the decison for you. “Thisisour time,” she says.
“No interruptions alowed.”
“I was going to take you to Idlewild,” you say.
“WEe |l make anew home,” she says. “But we d better start now—he knows we' re here.”
She' sright, of course, so you hightall it out of there, sorinting right past the Meru pod where Gedaechtnis
stashed Pandora and I saac for the duration of their childhoods. It'saquick driveto the airfield to steal a
plane, and asyou help her into the co-pilot’s seat shetells you she' s dways wanted to go to London.
“Y ou can bethe King and Il be the Queen.”
Sounds good to you, so Heathrow airport it is. Y ou take off and set acourse, winging your way there as
fast asyou possibly can, frightened the whole time that your father’ sjet will come screeching overhead.
Y ou may beaskilled pilat, but you can’t outfly him any better than you can outplay himin chess.
Why can’t he just be happy for you?



pandora
I”’m a one-woman logging crew, chopping down jatoba trees with alaser saw and collecting gum from
the stlems. That’ sthe plan, anyway. Theredlity isthe saw conks out after the very first tree and me miles
away from the backup parts| need. So it’ s back to basics, felling the jatobas with thefire axel kegpin
my copter. I'd smply tap thetreesif | could, but Vashti sent me with atal order tofill, and | don't want
to waste a second while Isaac’ skids are suffering.
When | cometo the part of therain forest where | laid ablanket down for Mu'tazz, | can't help but fed
like he swith me somehow, amystica feding I’'m not able to fully embrace. I’ d talk to Maachi about it,
but I'm il not spesking to him very much after learning of his deception, my communicationswith him
terse and without our usud pleasantries. | know how to hold agrudge. But even the biggest
grudge-holder can et them go—I’ m learning that from Halloween. The thought that he' sin Germany
amazes me. It’ s not even Oktoberfest. For so long it seemed he' d never leave hishermitage, and | just
wish it were under happier circumstances than chasing after an errant son.
My teenage rebellion seemed like abig ded at thetime, but it was positively tame by comparison,
involving neither swinging crutches nor exploding swans. It Smply involved piercings and atattoo, a
curiosity about acohol, and far too much time trying to make mysdlf look tougher than | was. Looking
back onit, | supposeit al stemmed from my early school days, when | was known as the sweet one.
The smart one, the pretty one, the quiet one and the crazy one were aready taken by Simone,
Champagne, Vashti and Fantasia. But | didn’t want to be the sweet one—it drove me crazy after a
while—s0 | tried to be the athletic one, and then the mysterious one.
My parents named me Naomi d Oliveira, but when | found out Naomi means “sweet and pleasant” | just
didn’t want to be caled that anymore. So | found anew namein Pandora. | didn’t actudly find it
though—it was Hal who named me. Thiswas back when he was sill Gabriel. He d become abig
mythology buff and had taken to nicknaming me Pandora. When | asked him why, he told me the story
of the girl who letsal the evils of the world out, and they bite and sting her, but then she releases hope,
and hope hedls all the places where she’ sbeen bit and stung. | reminded him of that girl, he said, but he
wouldn't explanwhy.
He d forgotten that he' d named me. | had to remind him afew years back and he said, “That’ sright.
Wéll, it suitsyou. Y ou don’t look like aNaomi to me.”
| think I’ m not the sweet one but | am the hopeful one, and maybe that’ s not such a bad thing to be.



deuce
There may not be power in this part of the world, but you don’t need power for aromantic candlelight
dinner. Operation Love Machine got off to arough start, but this warehouse is much better than the
last—no rats, for one thing—and Fortnum & Mason isnot only hermeticaly seded but very upscale for
the discriminating scavenger couple. She said she wanted to try meat, and you told her fresh is better than
canned, but all Dad’ s guns are at home so no rabbit stew for now. No, you have to content yourselves
with foie gras, which you' ve never had before ether, and never will again. Shelikesit though, ddightedly
licking it off your fingertips, S0 you pack acouple of tinsinto your backpack for safekeeping. And in the
candlelight she' s never been more beautiful as she says, “1 think we need agun.”
Y ou don't disagree, because rabbits are mighty tasty, and you never know when you want to scare away
something bigger.
“No, | think we need agun in case they come after us,” she says.
“They'renot going to find us.”
“What if | want to find them?’
She' sjoking, probably, because when you grin she grinstoo.
“Wouldn't it be cool to go back in there, guns blazing, and scare the shit out of them?” she asks.
“Wouldn't they just shit?’
“Likethey’ve never shit before,” you agree, playing aong.
“I just think they have to be taught alesson,” she says.
“Who do you mean?’
Shelaysout her enemieslist, one name after another, and why, and when she getsto your
comrade-in-arms, you wince.
“Why not Hgi?’
So you haveto tell her that while she' sright about the others, she’s migudged Haji. HE sagood guy,
and shejust doesn't understand him. Unfortunately, she doesn't take that well, accusing you of caling her
stupid. Is she too stupid to understand Hgji? But no, you didn’t mean it like that, so you explain what the
firetold you, the wisdom you received, how he' s destined to become your best friend the way she's
destined to be your lover.And when she blushes a theword “lover,” you quickly throw “soul mate’ into
themix.
“Soif thefiresaid it, it hasto be true?’
“If it wasn't true, you wouldn't be hereright now,” you tell her, explaining alittle of how pyromancy
works, and she listens wide-eyed, but you' re not so sure she believes. And that’ s okay, because she will
intime.
“You know Hai'sredly sck, right?’
“It' sasad thing”—you nod—"but I’'m sure he'll recover.”
She says, “Okay, soif weleft Hgi out of it, what then? Would you go dong with me?’
Y ou shrug. It redlly depends on what she' s talking abouit.
“Y ou do something for me, and I'll do something for you,” she says.
“What kind of something?’
Shetdlsyou and it sounds pretty great so you keep playing along to hear more and more of it, but after a
whileyou haveto tell her, “I just think it's dangerous to go back when we have everything we need right
here. Y ou want to teach them alesson? Keep depriving them of your company. They don’t know what
they’ remissing.”
“That’ sthe point,” she pouts. “They don’t know. | don’t have aplacein their world.”
“You haveabig placein mine”
She sort of haf smilesat that and looks like she’ s about to say something, but then doesn’t, shaking her
head, and no matter how many timesyou ask her what it was she won't spill it.
“What do we have for dessert?’ she asks.
Y ou loot the shelves together, swiping chocol ate sauce, butterscotch topping, strawberry and blackberry



preserves— anything that’ s fun to lick off someone sfingers or neck. And even though the
ultrapresarvatives make everything alittle chalky to the taste, it’sa sensud delight, kissng and nuzzling
your beloved, and even though she won't let you take her top off (“1’m just not ready for that yet.” She
frowns), it’sgtill as much fun asany fireyou' ve ever set.

Then she' sdl tuckered out, so you cuddle her in your arms, lying back to spoon with her. And if you
could just stay in that moment forever, you' d die ahappy man.

But the fire curled back onitself. A bend, asinister bend, dways abad omen.

Y our ladylove tensesin your arms, and you know something isterribly wrong right before she sarts
coughing and wheezing.

“What' swrong?’ you ask, but shewon'’t tell you, just clutching her somach and shaking her head.

Y ou pound her on the back and get her bottled water to drink, which she does, but she can't keep it
down, vomiting violently, shaking and crying when she' sdone.

The more you try to help her, the more despondent she becomes.

“What can | do?’ you ask. Y ou’ ve never taken care of asick person before.

“Ther€ snothing you can do,” she cries. “Nothing anyone can do. Oh, God. | fed likel’m going to die.
“You'renot going to die,” you assure her, smoothing her cheek with your hand.

“Yes, | am,” shesays. “You don't get better from Black Ep.”

“Black Ep?’

“The End of the World,” she manages, turning from you to try to vomit again, but thistimeit’sonly dry
heaves.

“Thet can’t be,” you tdll her.

“Deuce, it'sin our blood.”

“Y eah, but they said it’snot Black Ep. They said it’'sonly athreat to Isaac’ skids.”

“Wall, of coursethey said that!” she cries, her perfect face twisted by despair. “They were lying to us,
wedl haveit, and we'redl going to die!”



halloween
I”d guessed wrong.
| flew to Berlin because it was closer, but Deucewasin Liege, Belgium, al dong. By thetime | got there
he' d vanished without atrace, taking hislittle girlfriend with him. And he wouldn't take any of my calls,
very unlike him. So | went back to Nymphenburg to repair the damage Polyphemus had done, dl the
while expecting him at any minute to cometo hissensesand call.
Killing viruses can be dow, frugtrating work, whether they are biologicd or digitd in nature. | spent long
hoursisolating, erasing, reconstructing and restoring, the hours stretching into days. | began to fed akind
of kinship with Isaac and even Vashti, because say what you like about them, they’ re hard workers.
Champagne, on the other hand . . .
Thelittle helions Vashti designed as the next evol utionary rung wouldn't stop bothering me with their
questions— why was | here, why did | stay away s0 long, could they comevist mein Idlewild, did |
redlly grow up in near-Earth orbit, was Deuce as eccentric as Penny, why did | hate VVashti so
much—and | found myself asking the question many people do when bothered by kids, aquestion I’ d
never been ableto say to Deuce.
“Where syour mother?’
To which they always asked me which one, but | knew Vashti was busy with her research. Wasn't
Champagne supposed to be taking care of them? To which they had no answer at al.
When | had my fill of that | tracked Champagne down to find she was sequestered in the soothing
unredity of IVR. She was none too pleased when | crashed her party and forcibly removed her
therewith.
“Don’'t you think Vashti could use your hdp?’
“Likeyou're someoneto talk about helping people.”
“What?Y ou're going to modd yourself after me? 'Y our kids are running around like stray fucking animals
and you're retreating when there’ swork to be done.”
She shook her head desperately, asif that could punctuate how | didn’t understand what she was going
through. “They get on my nerves, Hdl. I'mfedling like they’ re sucking out al the air in the roomwhen I’'m
with them. | can’'t breathe.”
“They need you.”
“I can’t bearound kids right now, | don’'t have any fedingsleft to give.”
| listened to her as shetold me about her miscarriages, about al the pain she went through with Isaac.
And to see Isaac’ skids dying now—it’s overwhelmed her and left her hollow.
“They'redl goingtodie,” shewept.
“Y ou don’'t know that. There' saways hope. In the meantime why don't you suck it up and help.”
Shelooked at me asif to say, How?What could sheredly do?
| softened my tone and said, “L ook, Cham, if you don’t want to dedl with the kids, don't dedl with the
kids. Y ou studied to be adoctor. Go help Vashti inthelab.”
“She doesn't want me there.”
“Why, don’t you belong there? | remember you trying to save Tyler’ slife.”
“Didn’'t do much good, did it?’
“No, but up to that point | thought you were avapid waste of space, and the way you tried to save him
showed me there was alot more to you than meetsthe eye.”
“I know first aid,” she said, bitterly turning away from me. “If one of the girls scrapes her knee, you can
come get me.”
Back in school I"d always pegged her as the dumb one, the pretty blonde who wasjust killing time until
she could find a nice husband to marry. The funny thing was how over time I’ d come to reconsider that,
while she came to accept it.
So many timesin my life | go back to the Great Law of Unintended Consequences. | disparaged
Champagne for years, never thinking she' d actudly believe dl those insults when | needed her to step up



to the plate. | gave Deuce freedom because | couldn’t stand how Gedaechtnis raised me—but it turns
out | gave him too much. Thingswe never want to happen can spring from our missteps. We can take
thingstoo far and summon the devil we don't know smply by shunning the one that we do.

Casein point: Isaac.

When his daughter Hessadied last year, and he didn’t have a clear understanding of how Black Ep took
her, heincreased his surviving kids' dosage of BEAR. BEAR has been awonder drug for us, but even
too much of agood thing can kill you.

| saac came to me, bereft and benumbed, telling me in a quiet, inconsol able tone what his research had
just uncovered. How the End of the World sprang smply from hisincreasing the dosage.

Instead of thergpeutically working against the plague asit was meant to, the overdose of
BEAR—through its sheer quantity—triggered billions of mutations, sdlective evolutionary pressure
making anew disease as virulent as Black Ep ever was. Like trusting afriend to house-sit while you're
away and returning to find awild party has destroyed everything you own. The new retrovirus spread
ingdioudy over ayearlong latency period, Isaec said, only to show itsalf now, immuneto al our sandard
courses of treatment.

And hedidn’'t need to do it. Hiskids would have stayed perfectly hedlthy with the regular dosage of
BEAR. Hisdaughter got sick from a spiteful trick, and hisreaction to that, hisfear, sickened the rest.



deuce
With every hour Penny’ s getting sicker and you don't know wheat to do. Should you cal your father?
Should you take her back home?
“No,” shesays, “don’t you seethat’ s not an option?’
“But you'reredly sick. Y our mom' s got state-of-the-art hospital equipment.”
“If you take me home, they’ll never let us see each other again.”
You'reafraid she sright, but maybe it' sworth it to save her life?
She says, “You're not getting it. No one' slifeisgoing to be saved.” Shetellsyou she' s been studying the
plague for years, and she knows the End of the World when she seesit.
“Black Ep nearly killed everyone on the planet, and we only survived by the skin of our teeth. Vashti
aways said we were just one mutation away from getting flushed down the drain like everyone ese. And
thisisit. Thisisthe worst-case scenario. | dways used to ask her, ‘Mommy, what do we do then? and
shesaid, ‘ There' snothing we can do if that happens. So let’sjust hope it never does.””
Y our heart thudsin your chest. What if she' sright?
“Areyou sure that’ swhat you have? Maybe you ate something, maybeit’ s the somach flu.”
Shejust puts her head in her hands, resigned. “1 know the symptomswhen | seethem. I’'vegot it. But if |
haveto die | want to be with you.”
“Of course,” you say, “that’swhat | want too.”
She gtarts crying again and you hold her. And she kisses you—not a chaste kiss-and-make-it-better kiss
but onewith fireinit, as deep as she' sever kissed you before, and her fingers are digging into your thigh.
It' slike she' sdying, but clinging to life through love.
“Do you know what | really want?” she asks. “I want usto be the last two people on earth. Adam and
Eve at theend of the world, can you think of anything more romantic than that?’
You fed likethe best day of your life and the worst day of your life are the same fucking day. No, you
can't think of anything more romantic than that, but you can’t wrap your mind around the fact that you're
both going to die. You don't fed like you' re Sck but sheisand maybe with you it’ sjust amatter of time.
Y our throat is kind of sore and your heart’ s beating fast but that’ s probably just fear. And while you're
thinking about yourself, she sthinking about everyone ese.
She says, “ Remember when | was talking about scaring people? That was wrong. Why do something as
childish asthat when we can actuadly do something noble?’
“Noble likewhat?’
“I was thinking about your friend Haji. Y ou know how the fire said you' re supposed to be friends and
al?He sauffering right now. He s not going to live much longer, so if you' re going to be hisfriend, | think
you have to do the one thing he needs. The most difficult thing of dl.”
“What'sthat?’ you ask her.
“You havetohdphimdie”
Y ou shake your head and tell her that’ s not how you pictured it. Y ou and Haji were supposed to go on
all these adventures, like King Arthur and Sir Lancel ot or Robin Hood and Friar Tuck. You tell her that,
but she saysthere sno time.
Shesays, “1 think we' re al put on this earth to learn something, and sometimes the people who are here
for the shortest time can teach you the most. We help Haji die, we help everyone dse dieand then it’'s
just you and me holding hands watching the sun set.”
Y ou don't think she'd lieto you—not after you freed her and al—»but you can't help feding alittle
suspect. To go from the anger shefelt to wanting to help people—well, it’ salittle quick, and you tell her
you're not sureif she' stalking about putting people out of their misery or hers.
“I just want to make adifference with thetime | haveleft,” she protests. “1 had all these hopes and
dreamsthat are never going to be fulfilled. But here’'s something | can do to take people out of pain. To
let them die with dignity. And then | get to bewith you. Do you redly want to deny methat?’
“| don’t want to deny you anything,” you tell her. But there are some things you just don’t want to do.



She puts her hand between your legs and touches you.

“Think about it,” she says.

Sheteases you into afrenzy. And then backs off, coughing, saying she needsto rest. Y ou’ ve never been
more confused. She' ssick and sexy in equal quantities and every course of action you look at just seems
doomed. So you do what you adways do when that happens. Y ou write adl your questions down, you
build afire, and you leave the answers up to the flames.



haji
Vashti used to surf. | have ahard time picturing it, bﬁtJ everyone assures me shedid. Y ears ago, shefilled
her domain with vast silver poolsthat rippled and stretched however she pleased and churned about at
her whim.There, on the Inside, she' d ride waves of liquid mercury, one after another, locking in to take
the drops and crank the turns, in complete control of not just her body and her board but the shining
ocean itsdf. It was she who taught my cousinsto surf, the ones who were teaching Hessa. | am imagining
Hessaand Mu'tazz catching asiver wave in my mind. They are laughing together, happy and free,
beckoning me to come join them. | see no sand beneath me and neither sun nor sky above. | walk ona
beach of floating air currents. When | enter the mercury it bubbles and boilsand | am confused a how |
can fed soterribly hot and so terribly cold a the sametime. Then | redize | am dreaming afever dream.
With no morelogic than | can expect from my unconscious mind, I am suddenly in an impossibly vast
underground cave, rowing aboat through dark slver water. Glare from a panoply of dectrica lights
digracts me now and again from my conversation with the goateed man in the fancy military uniform
seated across from me. Except it’ snot redly a conversation. | am reciting The Waste Land as| row,
and he ligensintently, eyes closed, in his spiked hdmet with horsehair plume, occasiondly holdingup a
hand for me to stop so he may ponder the significance of what | have said, then motioning for meto
continue. Inthe silences| study him, and | redlize the boat is shaped like agiant seashell and thismust be
the swan of dl swans, King Ludwig the Mad.
Only the sick oyster can yield a pearl, he whispers, eyes opening to show me neither pupil nor irisbut
amply acold and infinite emptiness.
Fear death by water, | reply, and with my words the boat beginsto sink.
Then | am aware of my surroundings, the bed upon which | lie, and the swest that keeps my pgjamas
clinging to my skin. | do not think | am dreaming, but when | wake | remember the faintest wisps of yet
another dream, this one with mein some kind of market with wings upon my back, saying | know not
what (to | know not who) before awooden mallet smashesinto my face.
In the waking world, Tomi has been waiting for me. Above her mask | seewarm, gentle eyesthat glisten
with fire and tears. She changes my 1V and replaces the compress on my forehead. With rubbing acohal
she coolsme,
I’ve been dreaming, | tell her.
Y ou weretaking in your deep.
Woasit The Waste Land?
She shakes her head no.
Before | went to deep, | asked God for guidance through dreams. An istigara.
Did it work? she asks.
I"m not sure.
She squeezes my hand and laughswhen | tell her that | love her. That’ sthe fever talking, she says,
feeding me aspoonful of ice. But | know she must love metoo. To take care of melike thiswhen it so
clearly painsher. It might not be aromantic love we share, but it isatrue love, ahuman love, and each
time| see her kindness and her fierce concern, it burns brighter than any fever my body will ever know.
| fight this disease with the courage and discipline of asamural. There are samurai in my bloodline,
samural in the Hyoguchi family tree. Like my distant ancestors, | fight on even if mortally wounded. |
promise Tomi this. | do not want her to be afraid.
| am so grateful my father prepared me for battles such asthis. When my cousins were growing up, they
asked their mothers about the possibility of death and recelved assurancesin return. While everyone who
livesiscertainto die, it isvirtualy guaranteed not to happen to you for avery long time, they said. But my
father taught us differently. He taught usthat nothing is certain, that we are but guestsin thisworld. God
may cal usa any time and thisis not to be feared. | am so grateful to him for stressing this. At atimelike
now, we are o much stronger for histeachings.
Don't be afraid, | tell my brother fox and sigter frog. Dalila has been crying, and Ngozi haslogt his



tongue. All the people who love us are burning the midnight oil for acure, | tell them. They areclose and
we must take courage no matter what.

They pesk unhappily at mefrom their sckbeds, Ngozi to my |eft, Ddilato my right, and they understand
the right-ness of what | say.

Pray with me, Dalilaasks.

Happily, | do. It helps Ngozi find histongue. Hejoinsinand | pray with them until they calm themselves
and fal sound adeep.

| lieback in silence, lulled by the colors on the overhead screen. | watch them flow from oneinto the
other, as my breathing grows rhythmic and deep.

The shadow that fals over meismy father’s. Heisweeping and | know ingtantly that nothing more can
be done for Rashid. Hours ago, they wheeled my older brother away for emergency medical attention,
and apparently he could not be saved.

Father, | whisper, as he sits and takes my hand. He sayswe must talk. His voice chokes as he says my
name.

Haji, | want your forgiveness.

What could there possibly beto forgive?

| let you down, he says.

Never once, | assure him.

Yes, | did. | lied to you. About Dr. James Hyoguchi, Haji, | lied. | wanted you to let his thoughts
consumeyours. | planned it. It swhy | had you, to useyou. It'swhy | had al my kids.

| do not understand.

He takes amoment to clear histhroat and wipe the tears from his eyes. Eighteen years ago, when |
climbed out of that accursed mirage to see what really happened to theworld, | didn’t know what to do,
he says, anguishin hisvoice and in hiseyes. | was just ateenager, barely older than you are now. There
was so much work to be done to restore civilization, so much work just to keep ourselves dive. It was
overwhaming. It fill is. And | doubted my abilities. Who was 1? Just aman. | had no great passion for
my own idess, but | knew enough to know that Vashti’ swere dangerous. But the scientists at
Gedaechtnis, they were the ones with ideas. They saved usal from extinction. And they wanted to come
back. If | could just bring them back to life, then | could relax, secure that they would know exactly what
to do.

So we are vessels then? We are nothing more to you?

Y ou are so much moreto me. | love you al morethan | can possibly say.Y ou are my children.Asthe
yearswent by, | tried not to think about the sacrifice | would someday ask of you, but awaysit was
therein the back of my mind. | knew | could never forceyou to doiit, | did not have that quality in my
character, but | knew | could raise you in such away so that the idea might not seem so abominable. To
go to God and save the world?

Why areyou teling methis?

Becauseitislikeaknifein my conscience, he cries, dmost waking my younger sblings before quieting
down to whisper, | can't tell Hessa or Mu'tazz or Rashid, but it’ s not too late to tell you. It s not too late
to ask your forgiveness.

| stareat him. | keep my jaw clenched. | do not say what | think to say. Y ou are unburdening yoursdlf, |
findly tell him. Not for my sake but for yours.

Perhaps | am, but you must know the truth, he says. Y ou deserve my honesty. And honestly | cantell
you this, Hgji: Even though | planned this crud experiment, | don’t think | could ever have gone through
withit. To lose my children like this, one after another? 1t's monstrous. | could never conceive of such
pain.

God bresks the heart again and again until it stays open. Y ou taught me that.

He squeezes my hand tighter. Do you know why | taught you to believe? he says.

To be bravein theface of annihilation?

Y es, he says, but there’ s one thing more. The eectrochemica activity in the brain that comes from
fedings of religious epiphany? 1t slike alubricant. It facilitates the work. Do you understand? It makes



the process of replacing real neuronswith artificial neuronsthat much easier. And | wanted it to be easier.
For you. Asfor mysdf, | lost my faith the moment | discovered the world was acharnel house and
billions of innocent people were dead.

What he saysforcesthe air from my lungs. What he says drowns mein the truth of hislies. What he says
devastates me but | will not bresk.

Billions dead, Hgji. What kind of god alowsthat?

God, | tel him.

The answer dispirits him. He cannot look at me. My eyes are awash with disappointment, acceptance
and pain. Will you forgive me? he asks.

Under one condition, | can.

Nameit.

Y ou never unburden yoursdlf to Ddlilaor Ngozi, | tell him. Y ou let them believe whét they believe. Y ou
give them no reason to doubt.

Tears pour from his eyes. He says he humbly agrees and he thanks me from the bottom of his heart. He
hugsmeand | let him. After atime | hug him back.

It sfate, | tell him.

What is?

Maybe you lost your faith, maybe you were never destined to believe, but | dways have and | dways
will. And you were God' sinstrument to make that happen. That isthe role you played.

My father looks at me in wonderment. Then he puts his hand to my cheek, touching it tenderly, and he
goes.

| hope we have reached some understanding, but my heart feels heavy and so do my eyelids. My breaths
aredow and | mugt fight for them. | drift back into deep. | would like to think my father’ svisit was just
another fever dream. | know that it was not but it is so blissful to pretend that it was.



deuce
Thereading the fire gave you wasn't o rosy asto assuage al your fears, but neither wasit so blesk asto
confirm them. So you' re humoring Penny, making her happy in thetime she hasleft. Asyou took her
northeast to Suffolk, she seemed to get alot better, but then right when you were thinking she was out of
the woods, it dl came back again, the coughing, the sneezing, the nausea.and vomiting, and these nasty
red splotches desecrating her skin. It made for ascary ride, and you kept looking for your father, hoping
to get caught and hoping not to get caught at the sametime. Y ou’ ve afeding he could make dl this
better, evenif itisthe End of the World, he could make you laugh about it and put it all in perspective.
But you can’'t go to him. She’ stoo scared. Maybe when she' sfedling alittle better you can broach it
then.
“RAF Lakenheath,” she says, squinting at the brick-bordered sign at the entrance.” Forty-eighth Tactical
Fighter Wing.” It'saU.K. base with U.S. planesand you can't help but fed just abit patriotic.
“Now to see what we can get into and what we can't.”
Y our dad taught you the ins and outs of breaking into military bases when he borrowed a jet from
Langley Air Force Basein Virginia. Such adrenaline-blasting fun to go roaring over towns, farmsand
highways, and he was right— it was S0 easy—actudly easer inred lifethan it wasin the VR smulators
you practiced on.
Y our angdl’ s eyeslight up with every step, and she urges you to grab everything you can find. Some
military bases are near impenetrable, because the soldiers there didn’t panic when Black Ep cameto the
fore. Others, like this one, are open and unlocked, treasure troves of dangerous toys, and the most
dangerous of dl arethefighter planesthemsaves. Y ou settle on an F-42 so you can Sit Side by side. Sick
assheis, she' snot too weak to help you load it up with your spails, including ashoulder rocket launcher
that could probably blow open the gates of Hell.
She holds up a pistal, helplessly. “Teach me how to shoot,” she says.
“Okay,” youtdl her. “It' salot different than fencing, but some of the principles are ill the same.” And
you must be agreat teacher because she picksit up pretty quick. Soon you' re both on a shooting spree,
knocking out windows, lightsand asquirrdl that’ sin the wrong place at the wrong time. She'sso
impressed by these dgpdash military maneuvers.
She says, “| was supposed to be asoldier but thisisthefirst training I’ ve ever redly had.”
And when you tell her that it’ snot redlly training per g, it’sjust acouple of kids fucking around with
guns, she doesn’t want to hear it S0 she silences you by pressing up againgt you and thanking you with a
kiss.



pandora
Rashid gave me a scarab amulet when he was eight and il fascinated by Egyptology. He said when
pharaohs died they were mummified, and their real hearts would be removed. A scarab could serveasa
replacement heart on the other sde. | remember accepting his gift with awink and asmile, but looking
back | never woreit. It was afine-cut gem in the shape of a beetle, but the only thing | wear next to my
heart is Halloween’ sankh. Sometime after | bring the gum back to Nymphenburg, I’ll haveto go to
Greeceto find that amulet and weear it while | light candles, because now Rashid has joined Mu' tazz, and
| have two to mourn instead of one.
Rashid was s0 often in a buoyant mood, while Mu'tazz was usudly so serious that when the light of
laughter reached his eyes the spark was dazzling. | miss them equally, and can’t accept their deaths any
morethan | could when Lazarus, Tyler and Simone met their ends. None of Isaac’ s children spent
enough timeinthe VR for meto try doing for them what | did for Smone. It'snot fair. | fed like
someone' sturned the houselights down on the theater of lifeand I’ min the back futilely shouting,
“Encorel”
A warning chirp from one of the monitors, and | stare at it uncomprehendingly. Though I’ m familiar with
the copter’ s many capabilities, | don’t think I’ ve ever seen this particular light go off before.
“Maachi?1’m not doneup here, am 17’
My radar’ s detected another aircraft.
“It'snot Haloween,” Mdachi warns. “He sgill in Nymphenburg.”
The process of dimination goes very quickly, coming to aconclusion right as another chirp turnsinto a
prolonged, chilling tone.
“I’'m being targeted,” | say, but Ma has aready taken the controls, trying evasive maneuvers that make
my stomach rise up into my chest. He banks and rolls, and | go along for theride, but excellent pilot
though heis, Ma can't break the missilelock. It's not a question of software but hardware— my copter
isn't much of amatch for afighter jet.
“Hello?What are you doing?’ | call, trying every frequency as swesat pours down my brow. They don’t
answer me. They’ ve dready made up their minds.
Frightened, of course, | mean who wouldn’t be? But more than anything else I’ m angry. What awaste
they are, my niece and nephew. What kind of game are they playing at? Why should | take the brunt of
their wrath? Stupid fucking kids.
“Put your flight hemet on,” Maachi says, histone clear but not cam, and | look at my cockpit camera
and redlize how woefully unprepared | am.
“Now,” he says.



deuce
It' sone of those things that shouldn't be funny but is.
Y ou’ve painted her copter with alaser, so you can blow her out of the sky anytime you want. It' sthe
aviation combat equivaent of putting your hands an inch from someone' sface and ydling, “I’ m not
touching you!” over and over again. Y ou don’t mean Pandora any harm, but it’s a power trip, and your
ladylove can’t stop giggling as you chase your target down.
“She sfreaking out,” she sayswith joy. “Look at her run.”
“Y eah, she' sgot to be wondering what the fuck’ sgoing on.”
“I've been there.”
Beneeth her hdmet, you wonder if she’ssmiling her little wistful smile, the one you love, the one that
breaks and hedls your heart at the sametime.
“How you feding?’ you ask, asthe G-forcesride up.
“Areyou kidding? I’m having too much fun to be sick!” shelaughs, sneaking her hand toward the trigger,
then playfully yanking it away.
Y ou see what she' sdoing and laugh with her, but you can hear your blood rushing in your ears. She
keeps on doing it though, making agame of pretending to fire while whistling superdramatic suspense
music. Then she grabs your hand and squeezesit hard.
“Okay, on the count of three, let’sget her. One. . .”
“What?’
“Two. .. Three!”
Nothing happens and you just laugh at each other, relieved.
“Yeah, right,” you say, “likelet’s really kill her.”
“Yeah,” shelaughs, “because we' re outlaws.”
It may be the stupidest fun you' ve ever had, but she' s having the time of her life, and there' sjust no
arguing with that. So you squeeze her hand and say, “ Okay, thistimefor red. One. . . two. . . three!”
It'seven funnier when you say it. Y our ribs hurt and you can barely fly with the tearsin your eyes.
“Right,” she says between giggles. “One. ..two..."



pandora
Laser-guided missile on the way and there’ sno escaping. I'm trying to pray to God even if | can’t decide
if I believein Him or not, and while my brain wantsto say “not like this my lips are moving on their own
accord, shouting, “shit, shit, shit, shit,” likeachild in the midst of atantrum or in thethrill of learning a
forbidden word.
But there’ sno timefor any of it because on my screen the missile dot is zipping at the dot that represents
me with merciless speed and as the dots become one I’ m suddenly flying up intheair, up and through to
the wide open sky asMd triggers the g ection seat. I'm screaming in my helmet and it’sall hgppening so
fast because | can't tell whether I’ m up or down—it’sal just a catch-as-catch-can of sea, sun, sky,
copter buckling and bending under the pressure, and fire so hot it feelslike it's on me even when it’ s not.
Just when [ figure out how to distinguish up from down, the parachute catches and jerks me back hard,
and it s such arelief to know the chute has opened that I'm dumbstruck when something metal smashes
into my head and everything goes fuzzy. There' s pain, but worse than the pain isthe fading
consciousness, and worse than that till isthe dim awareness that my parachute has just been punctured,
and the Mediterranean Seaisrising up to greet me faster than it should.



deuce
Charred wreckage. Spectacular explosion. When the missile screamed out of theturret all you felt wasa
greasy sick feding in the pit of your sscomach, letting up dightly when she g ected but coming back strong
and thick, lathering your esophagus with acid as the parachute ripped and she sank beneath the waves.
Y ou' re holding Penny’ s hand and you each have afinger on the trigger. She turnsto you in amazement
and your expression isthe same as hers.
“I thought you were joking.”
“I was” shesays.
“Thenwhy'dyou doit?’
“I didn’t,” shesays. “Youdid.”
“| felt your hand move.”
“When you movedit.”
“But | didn't wanttodoit,” you ydll.
“Wadll, | did, but you' rethe onewho hit it. | don’'t haveit in me to do something like that. I’ m not that
brave”
Y ou thought she did it, but maybe it was you. Y ou know you have an impulse control problem. So many
timesin your life you' ve gone ahead and done something you shouldn’t. Impulses hgppen al thetime and
most people say no to them, but you don't like saying no. Just like you don’t like saying no to Penny. But
did you want to shoot Pandora? Y ou liked her, sort of. So did Dad. What' s he going to say?
“Youredly loveme” Penny purrs. “That’ swhy you did it.”
Y ou do love her but she' s the one who pulled the trigger. Didn’t she? Or maybe it was both of you.
Either way, thisis so fucked. Thisis beyond fucked.
“Ohmy God, what did we do?’
“You put her in thedirt. Or the water, in this case. Hey, don't fed so bad. It'snot like she didn’t deserve
it,” shesays.
“Why, because she passed you over for Olivia?’
“Not just that! Shetried to brainwash meintheIVR. She put al kinds of stuff in my head—who even
knowswhat’ sin there?’
That may betrue, but did sheredly deserveto diefor it?“I don’'t know,” you say, feeling helplessand
amdl.
“I know,” she says, stroking your trembling biceps with her fingertips. “I know you love me. Goddamn,
how you love me.”
Y ou'retrying to think, but your girl istelling you what she’ s going to do to you the moment you land. And
it'sso hard to concentrate when she does that. But you just start yelling, “ Shut up, shut up,” until she
givesyou achanceto think. Y ou keep looking for away to undo what you did, but there’ sjust no
undoing it. The only bright side you can seeisthat if she had the End of the World at least she’ sout of
pain.
“Let’'sgoto Paris” Penny whispers. “I’m hungry and | want to go to Paris.”



halloween
| was close to putting the finishing touches on the repair work when Malachi called. | thought he was here
to rib me about my programming speed and ask me for astatus report, but fifteen words into what he
had to say | was running out the door.
Champagne could have been anywhere, but it was her dumb luck to keep winding up in my path. |
grabbed her arm in mid-stride and didn’t let go until we reached my jet.
“Let goof me,” shefumed. “What do you think you' re doing?’
“Pandora needs us. Get your assin the seat.”



pandora
The water bresks me. Not completely, but enough.
| curl into aball right before the impact because | remember it’ swhat you' re supposed to do in this
stuation. But when | hit water | black out and when | cometo it’ s still black. My eyeswon't work and
neither will my right arm or my right leg. Excruciating pain shoots up and down my spine. | have afunny
tastein my mouth and | can hear Maachi in my ear, but just barely.
“Pandora, can you hear me?’
| think I answer him, but everything’ skind of duggish. He syelling at me because my helmet’ s damaged
and leaking oxygen. Soon water will get into the mask unless| plug thelegk. | redize then that I’'m trying
to stay afloat and keep my head above water, but the underwater currents keep pulling me down and |
don’t have the arm and leg strength to ride them theway I'd like.
He guides my fingersto the leak and helps me plug it with ascrap from my tattered parachute. How does
he know what’sgoing on? And | redlize that my flight suit's emergency beacon has activated, sending
Maachi information from transmitters throughout the sitching.
“I'mblind,” | tell him, and he says not to worry, he'sgoing to stay with me. HE Il be my eyesasbest he
can and keep me from drowning until Hal comesto rescue me.
Whereisthe gum Vashti needs? | wonder. Did it survivethe blast? Has it sunk to the bottom of the sea?
The currents keep pushing me and | want to scream and eep but | try my hardest not to. I'll hang on
because Maachi tells me everyone sworking together now. My mind keeps drifting from thewarm
cradling lull of the seg, but what Mal saysisthe onething | can hold on to. We re agroup again—it'sno
longer just me, Isaac, Vashti and Champagne againg dl the problems of the world. Now that Hal’s
coming for methere arefive of us and with five we can make afis.
Some part of me recognizesthat Malachi istelling mewhat | want to hear and it may betrue or it may
samply be ameans of keeping medive. My friends might il be divided, and maybe no oneis coming for
meat al. But oneway or another we' |l see. And I’'m not going to lose hope. It'sthe one thing I’m not
going to do.



halloween
Maachi told me how badly she was hurt, but | already had my jet pushing the limits. Champagne
grabbed hold of whatever she could, white-knuckling it out of either fear for Pandora or certainty thet |
was about to shake the plane gpart getting there. We made thetrip in silence and | kept racking my brain
about Deuce.Why did he do what he did? How could he do what he did?
| wanted to believe that Penny did it, but that’ s afather talking, wanting to shield hisson. | couldn’t give
into that feding. | wasn't going to livein afase paradise, because if he wasin the plane that shot
Pandora down, in my book he was responsible.
But if he was responsible, then sowas|. Therearethings | could have done. | could have never taught
him how to fly jetsand | could have barred him from IVR flight smulators.Then he' d never have been
ableto do this. Still, | had ahard time reconciling this cowardly attack on Pandorawith the innocent
question my son posed years ago: What'sit like to break the speed of sound?
Or maybeif I"d forced him to meet his cousins much earlier, againgt hiswill, no matter how much he
kicked and screamed.
Or if I'd never let him out of Idlewild.
When hewas nine, I’ d taken him to see asmall town southwest of Pittsburgh. Coal-mining country. Buit |
hadn’t taken him to Edenborn to learn the history of cod and coke production—I took himto seea
roller coaster by the name of Bresking Point. | showed him my former folly and told him how | overcame
it. And then we spent some time just wandering around the amusement park like friends together, talking
about nothing of great importance. | made some sarcastic comment, and he laughed, saying, “No shit,
Sherlock.” When he said it | could close my eyes and hear someone from my past using that silly phrase.
And then | redlized—just as we were laughing about something or other—that I’ d had the conversation
before. Not the exact same conversation, but one close enough to amaze me because it was from years
ago, when I’ d done something smilar with Mercutio.
So | had to wonder: Had | somehow been raising Deuceto be like Merc? I’d missed my crazy, funny,
never particularly trustworthy friend, so maybe I’ d been unconscioudy shaping my soninto anew verson
of him.
But the odd moment never repeated itsdalf, and | had to cometo the conclusion that it was afluke and
nothing more.
That was what ran through my mind until the crash site cameinto view. But when | saw the extent of the
damage, how far and wide the debris scattered, dl | could think of was Pandora.



pandora
Degth isupon me, staring mein the face, impatient asavidtor in adoctor’ swaiting room. | can't seehim
but | know he' sthere. Malachi’ svoiceis so soft now, | can barely hear him, and | must remember that
what he' ssaying isimportant. So | strainto listen, and heissaying, “Tdl meadgory,” and | fed likethat
girl from The Arabian Nights who must spintalesin order to stay dive.
| try to speak, and in my head | hear the words, but | don’t know whether I'm actualy saying anything at
all. | try to describe the most perfect Sunday with Champagne, but | can’t seem to keep my mind onit,
and beforelong I’ m just stringing words together, and my audience is Degth.
Heisaliving shadow, each molecule apiece of plague. | suddenly redize he'sapractical joker, sneaking
up on unsuspecting peopleto play his pranks. So many times he could have played the prankster with me
but instead he waited until | was blind, face-down in the water and running out of oxygen. I’ d never invite
him, but | have to admit there are worse times for him to visit me than now.



haji
Flowers blossom. White and pink. Screensflicker. glwapes and shadows blur. My brother turnsaway in
the hope that no one will see him weeping. People hover over my bedside. Someone sfingers arrange
origami animalson amedicinetray. Ddila shand dipsinto my left hand. Ngozi’ shand grabs my right. A
mask covers me. These are the sights through half-closed eyes.
A long, low moan. Labored breathing. A complicated explanation of technology meant to give us hope.
A pillow fluffed. My sster asking for something. Hydraulics. Whedlsontile. Clicks. Hissng gas.
Farewdl, my beautiful child. Until we meet again. These are the soundsthat reach my ears.
Burning sickness. My legs cramping in agony. My armstangled in sheets. Being moved. Lifted up. A
lingering kiss. Coolness on my brow. Thefeding of someone squeezing my hand tightly, then limp, then
going still. Heat ebbing away. These are the sensations.
| bregthe in the pungent scents of medicine, chemicas and sweset. Thetaste isthirst and ice and honey
candy on my tongue.
It iss0 hard to keep thingsin my mind. Thoughts and fedlings rush away like galaxies after the Big Bang. |
wonder wherethey aregoing.
| am somewheredse. | seeal and recognize nothing. It may be along time ago, or along time from now.
| anlosing dl means of going home and | accept it. Asmuch as | want to pieceit dl together, hanging on
to the fragmentswill only cause pain. | am nowhere but nowhere iswhatever | want it to be. | nameit
Eden.
What if the gatesto Paradise are too heavy for meto open? That' s Ddila svoice. | don’t know when
shesadit. | can't remember. She must be saying it now.
They will be aslight asafeather for you, | told her once and tell her now. And though | cannot see her,
sheisholding my hand. Sheis pulling meforward.
They will be so light, they’ |l open of their own accord, | promise. That's how God will greet you.
She saysin atiny ddighted voice, they are, Hgji, the doors of Heaven are opening. Her little hand
relaxes. Now Ngozi has my other hand. His voice comes from nowhere out of nothing. | don’t want to
die, he says.
| squeeze hishand and tdll him Ddlila has dready gone through the gates. | tell him we must hurry up and
catch her. We mustn’t keep God waiting for us.
I’m so frightened, he says.
My brother, it’snothing to fear. It'sjust another journey, | tell him. How lucky we are to make it
together.
His hand desperately clutchesmine and | comfort him by squeezing back until | fed his hand no more.
| am aone now, nowhere, auniverse unto myself. | can sense nothing but a growing coldness. They may
be freezing me. Cryonic stasis. | can’'t remember if they said they would do that or not. | can’t even
remember who they are.
Thereis more than this darkness, this emptiness, this coldness. | am sure of it. Any moment now | will
touch my foot down. I will hear wind chimes. | will see Ngozi and Ddila ahead of me racing each other
up asnow-covered meadow, wildflowersthriving in winter, an explosion of glorious color bursting
through the white.
They will look back over their shoulders and cdl to me. Come on, Hgji, they will say. It'sjust over this
hill.
And they’ll runfor meto chasethem so | will put my hand out and say, Wait, wait, but they will betoo
excited to wait. So | will hobble after them only to find that God has made my legs hedthy and strong. |
will run without pain. My face will bresk into atriumphant smile because with each long stride | will be
catching up to my brother and sster. My heart will beat with joy and my armswill reach them. At thetop
of the hill wewill laugh together and watch the sun risng up to greet us.
Any moment, it will happen.
| am patient. | will wait.



halloween
Search and rescue: | put thejet in vertical, hovering over the crash site. Down below, al | could see was
twisted wreckage and whipping waves, foam building on their caps. Right when | thought Champagne
would be useless, she peered down to spot Pandora floating facedown, unmoving, suffocating in her suit.
She pointed, and | grabbed the EM S gear. We didn’t have to say anything to each other— we knew
what had to be done. She attached me to the descender and | dropped down into the blue, reaching to
dide Pandora s broken rag doll body onto the litter before she flickered out.



deuce
Parisisfor lovers. Or isthat Virginia? She wanted |obster, so you scoured the Seine. Some animal
activist must have freed some restaurant’ s lobster tank, and dumped the little snappersin the river. Now
they’ rethriving. Y ou caught one with a shopping cart. Sometimes improvised traps are the best.
Y ou push it through the lobby of the George Cing hotel, the only sounds your footsteps and the cart’s
squeaky whed .Y our ladylove wanted the honeymoon suite but without aworking eevator, it wastoo
many flights of stairsfor your infected swestie. So you make ahoneymoon suite of the [obby itsdlf.
Penny took fifteen years worth of anti-aphrodisiacs and for amoment you thought it might take fifteen
yearsfor them to wear off. Mercifully, that’ s not the case and from the second you put the lobster down,
she'sal over you— and when she' stouching you, it' sthe only time you' re not torturing yoursdlf for what
you did to Pandora.
Y ou have dow, delicate sex on the cushions and mean, fast sex on the stairs. Even with the pinkish-red
blotches that the End of the World has kissed her with, you ill find her even more exquisite than you had
dreamed.Y ou fuck her in every way you can think of and she inventsafew more. Y ou' re addicted to
her.A line from an old movie keeps repesting in your head:* Y ou’ re acorpse, son, go get yoursalf
buried!” So you bury yourself in her every way you can. And when you bring out Genesisto start burning
the rooms down asyou do it, and you can just look at her, and watch the flamesrise, and watch her ride
you, and the flames get higher, you think your heart might just explode along with the rest of you.
But just like any drug, coming down can drop you as low as the high rocketed you up. No matter how
much you fuck her, when you re done, you can't help but fed like you' ve only fucked yoursdlf.
“Maybe we should turn oursavesin,” you tell her once, quietly.
Shejust gazes at you and says, “Go back to that world? Why?’
“Don’'t you missanyonethere? Anyone at al?’
“Why would |7 She measures you, shaking her head. “Why, do you?’
“My dad,” you mutter.
“I thought | was enough for you,” she says, getting up and turning her heel on you, even whenyou ingst
that sheis.
Once you have some privacy, you try cdling home.
“Dad, | loveyou,” you say. “I’'m so sorry.”
“Fuck your apology, you amost killed her!” heyells, and you think you hear Penny coming back so you
hang up before he can say anything else.
But no, she' sjust ssomping around. Y ou turn your phone off, and crouch into abal on the sofa. On a
whim you decideto cut your hair to the same length as your father’ s. Because maybeif you look like him,
you' |l be him and everything will be okay. But when you stare at yoursdlf in the mirror, you don’t know
who you are anymore.
When you go to make amends with Penny, she' s sicker than ever, and when her body stops shaking and
she cleans hersalf up, she glares at you behind bloodshot, watery eyes. “You'releaving me,” she says.
“Never,” you tel her.
“Do you love me? Do you redlly, really love me? Because if you do, there’ sno room for anyone else.
Either we' re together or we' re not. Either we' re the only two people | eft on the Earth who know what
loveis, or we each go our separate ways.”
And die, you think. Alone,
Y ou remember what your dad told you about Simone, how dl-consuming hislove was, and how he'd
have done anything just to spend alittle more time with her before she died. Y ou don’t want to make the
same mistake, but goddamn, if only you could go back in time and stop yourself from doing what you did
to Pandora. Whether she deserved it or not, what you did crossed aline, and even though your dad said
he' d love you no matter what, you think you just pushed that “what” further then he’' d ever dreamed.
“What'sit going to be?’ she says.
The next morning, you' re back in Munich, and she' sby your side, bouncing on thetips of her toes. It's



not right. “1f you want to do this” you tdll her, “it'salot safer todoit from theair.” And you're staling
her—you know that— but you only haf redize you' re saying that in the hopes of finding your father up
there, so he can makeit al right oneway or another. Y ou scan the sky, but it's clear. And it doesn’t
matter anyway, because she says no, she wantsto seethisat eyelevd.

Y ou'rejust outside the Nymphenburg gates, careful not to trip the motion detectors or heat sensors. The
best play on the board is higher ground, because you' Il get the cleanest shot. So you climb up to an
observation deck acrossthe street from the entrance. It' sa pretty day and an even prettier view. She
reaches up to stroke your back, reassuring you, but it’ s not working, and whether it's your nerves or the
End of the World, something’s making you sick.



halloween
| knew they’ d come back. Either to turn themsalvesin or to finish what they started. They werelike
homing pigeons—it wasinevitable.
They wouldn’t come by air because he' d be too afraid of me up there and she’ d want to see ground zero
up close. They had to come by foot, it was just aquestion of where. | had three locationsin mind, and
they chose the most obvious of the three. It was abold move, or afoolish one, just like the way he
played chess. No defense.
It seemed I'd lived alifetime since thelast time |’ d worn the suit. Thefirgt timel saw it Mercutio was
wearing it. State of the art, military issue, it scrambled light, refracting and reprojecting to make you seem
invisble. To make you seem like aghost. For years |’ d kept it tucked away for safekeeping and
practiced my marksmanship two hoursaday religioudy just in case something like this might happen. But
out of all the people |’ d thought | might have to take out, Deuce was the most painful to consider.
It was anightmare for me, but | had to doit. I’ d seen evil before and didn’'t believein letting it win. I'm
certainly no angd, and I’ ve made more mistakes than I’ ll ever know. And if other people want to give me
asecond chance, that’ stheir business, but with me there are no second chances.
| took a sniper position in the soft grass and waited.



deuce
Y ou load the rocket launcher, fedling the heavy missile lock into the chamber with asolid click.
“Why arewe doing this?’ you ask her. “Mercy killing or revenge?’
“It doesn’t matter. Revengeisthelow road, mercy killing’ sthe high, but ultimately we haveto do thisfor
us. Penny and Deuce—Deuce and Penny,” she says sweetly into your ear.
Y ou think of Hgji in there and wonder if you' re offering a better death than the one he' sfacing. Y ou think
of dl the comrades-in-arms and ladyloves and wonder why you should get to play God likethis. Areyou
really the God of Fire?|sit your destiny to put an end to al things? Or are you just arunaway who made
aterrible mistake? Isit possible you can be both at the same time?
The questions hurt. The enormity of what you' re about to do is crushing. And when she asksyou if
you're ready, you just stand there.
“Comeon, I'll doitwithyou,” she offers. “Well count to three.”
She counts and you look at her. You say, “1 can't.”
“Sure, you can. Y ou dready did it once. Thistimewill be easier.”
“Penny,” you say, laying the rocket launcher on the ground, “my father might bein thereand if | don’t
know where heis, I’m not going to do this.”
“Why not?’
“Because.”
“Youredly think he' sany different?” She scowls.
“He' smy dad. Without him | wouldn't be.”
“Deuce,” shesays. “You are who you are only because of the choices you made. All he wanted was a
copy of himsdf.”
“It' smore complicated than that,” you say, but it doesn’t matter—sheisn't listening.
“It's Adam and Eve, not Adam, Eve and Adam’sdad,” she says.
“I won't makethis choice,” you say, trying hard not to fold when she gives you that wounded look.
“Okay, so you' remaking it clear you don’t care about me. You'rejust liketherest of them,” she says,
making knives of those words, and you don't protest because maybe you are like the rest. Asmuch as
you love her, maybe you' re not meant to be with her. Maybe what the firewasredly trying totell youis
sometimesyou can't haveit all.
“FHne I'll doit,” she says, reaching for the rocket launcher, but you snatch it away from her, unloading it
as shelooks onin shock. And the misery in her eyes surprises you with its depth, like you' relooking into
empty wellsin the midst of endless drought.



halloween
| watched them through my sights, ready to end it and praying | wouldn't have to. He loaded that rocket
launcher and kept threatening to raiseit, but | kept my cool, thinking Don’'t you do it, don’t you dare
every timeit looked like hewould. And in the end, he couldn’t go through with it. He put the wegpon
down. Took it away from the girl. She went berserk, started yelling a him, completely out of control and
somehow | knew that she' d been in the driver’ s seat dl thistime. My son had falen in love with the
wrong person, but now he' d cometo his senses. | could understand that. | could empathize. | dropped
my sght afraction of aninch and watched. And thought Good. And then she pulled agun so | had to
fire



deuce
Y ou saw the pistol come out of her pocket and jerk up, and you did nothing, and then the shot rang out.
It rang out early, and that surprised you and didn’t surprise you at the exact sametime, and the blood
splashed out so quickly, it waslike she kept fireworksin her head.
Blood pools out of her onto the pavement benegth. Y ou could kiss your Slegping Beauty but she would
never awaken. The Bye Bye Guy has delivered her from the End of the World. Into the next.
Y our dad’ s here, and he must think he' s saved your life but in your heart you aways knew you had no
lifeto save. And you redlize you were never the God of Fire because he' sthe God of Fire—he must be,
because only he can put an end to al things.



halloween
| dropped her because | had no choice. She' d made her decision, so | had to make mine. When shefell,
he knew who' d done it—I could see him whirling around, scanning the grounds for me.
| lowered my rifle, ripping off my helmet to becomevisible again. | cdlled his name. There was so much
totel himand I didn’t know whereto begin. | wanted him to know that | wastherefor him, that |
understood how she' d tricked him, that love wasn't dways like that, and that even though she' d died, he
didn't haveto let hisheart diewith her.
Thelook on hisfacetold the full story. | saw him clearly and he saw me. And we both knew the truth.
When | reached the base of the observation deck, my armswere still open, hoping to catch him. But
there was no saving him. He' d made aswan dive asif he were legping recklessly into my arms, but they
weren't my arms, and he hadn’t wanted me to catch him. There was no way | could have reached himin
time. The odd thing is somehow | thought | could.



pandora
| wake to the sound of surf and the sight of nothing.
“You'reawake,” avoice says. “Welcome back.”
It's Champagne svoice and I’ m happy to hear it. But | till can't see her. It doesn’t bother me as much
asit will when the painkillers start to wear off. My broken bones are till broken—despite my hopethat it
was just adream— and |’ ve been strapped to a backboard; | can fed it beneath me.
Shetdlsmehow long I’ ve been adleep and | groan.
“Tdl mewhat hurts”
“We can savetimeif | tell you what doesn't.”
| run through my injuries and she gives me her diagnosis: herniated discs, broken femur, broken ulna,
blunt force traumato the head causing blindness and concussion. Everything will be as good as new given
treatment and time. The only thing she can't promise thet for isthe eyesight, which Vashti and she will
want to examine more closely upon our return to Nymphenburg.
“Actudly, consdering how hard you hit the water you' re lucky to bedive,” Maachi chimesin. They tell
me how | amost didn’t make it, how Halloween rescued me and how Champagne revived me.
“Y ou worked together?’ | ask increduloudly.
“I redly can’'t ¢and Hal, but in some ways he brings out the best in me,” Champagne acknowledges.
“Whereishe now?’
So they tell me. And | expect to fed glad that Penny and Deuce are dead, but instead | just fed numb.
They had so much more going for them than they ever redlized and they never appreciated it. Like my
mother used to say, Da Deus nozes a quem nao tem dentes. God gives nuts to those who don’t have
teeth.
It' samystery why those two did what they did except to say it wasafata attraction, amixing of fireand
gasoline. A strange thing, in Penny’ s pocket they found a broken jar of strawberry jam and no one could
understand why she had it. Shewas dlergic to it and al they could think wasthat either she was so
rebellious shewas willing to hurt hersdlf to egt the sweets she wanted, or she was so guilty about what
she’ d done she wanted to poison herself.
When they’ ve told metheir story, they tell me about Hgji, Ngozi and Ddila. How Isaac and Vadhti
weren't able to save them in time, except to cryonically freeze them. At least, thank goodness, they have
asmall chance, but my heart is breaking for | saac.
Once we sdvage that gum, perhaps Vashti will be able to synthesize it and eliminate Black Ep once and
for dl. And if that works maybe someday we can rescue so many of itsvictims from cryonic suspension.
Isaac’ s children too. Maybe we can give them the tomorrow they deserve.
Always the optimist.
Y ou say that likeit'sabad thing.
No, | admireit. There’'s a quality certain people have to come back from adversity without being
broken by it.
Y ou mean courage.
| suppose | do.
| hear the sound of a planelanding, which meansthe salvage team ishere. First Isaec, then Halloween.
They cometo my side and sit with me, and then set out to retrieve what’ s left of my cargo.
It'seven better than old times. We' re dl working together. If only Fantasawere hereit would be
perfect, but Il takewhat | can get.



halloween
I”ve been trying not to dream. When | do sometimes | wake up thinking Deuceis till dive. Then | spend
the whole day looking for him out the corner of my eye.
| put Maachi to work on apet project of mine. An analysis of exactly how the dream cycleswork in
IVR. | have atheory that there’ sarecursive qudity. So much data gets doshed around in there, I’ ve
reason to believe my son’s generation grew up dreaming some of our old dreams. I’ d never begrudge
anyone Pandora s dreams, but mine can be dangerous, and | don’'t even want to consider what
Mercutio’ s might be.
Dangerous, dangerous dreams.
I’ve made adecison, | won't do any more dreaming. I’ m going to concentrate on living. And doing what
needs to be done.
Everyone wanted meinvolved—well, now | am.
For Pandora s sake, if no oneelse's.
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If you liked Idlewild and Edenborn, look for Nick Sagan’ sthrilling follow-up
EVERFREE
avalablefrom Roc



Nothing in the sky with nothing. No moon, no stars. Just acanopy of black swallowing the light. Lucky
break for the fox. Tough bresak for the hounds.

Scentless, thisfox. Normally, there' sa subdermd transmitter. Y ou implant it—it lasts for about amonth,
then dissolves harmlesdly in the bloodstream. A month is a decent observation period to make sure
there sno dementia. That’ s procedure.

Procedure hadn’t been followed.

The crisp October wind swept against me as | cut in and out of Quincy and Prescott. Deserted streets.
No thermals. A seriousfuckup, this, apotentia disaster.

Voices crackled in my ear. Slow Bridge reporting equal success.

“Higtory of heart problems,” | said. “Well-documented. Now he’ srunning. He' s scared. We haveto find
him before he drops.”

“Maybe we should back off 7’ said Bridge.

“Yeah, let him cam down on hisown?’ said Sow.

“Not in hisright mind, wandering off, athreat to himsalf and others? No, thanks” | said. “And that’son
you, Slow, because you botched the protocols. Y ou spooked him. Y ou took your eyes off him. If he
getshurt, it sonyou.”

“Okay, | getit,” shesaid. “Ydl at melater.”

We made the rounds. Silence on the channd until Bridge cdlled out: “He' s here—he' s past the Fogg!”
And then: “He sdoubling back!”

But shelogt him, and cdled hisnamefruitlesdy until | caught up.

“He squick for an old Popsicle,” she apologized, panting hard, hair in her eyes. “ Army trained, right?’
“Marine”

“Took meto schoal. Vanished. It slike he owns the campus.”

“Hewent here,” | reminded her.

Shesghed. “Why can't hebeaYadie?

We stood under the Statue of Three Lies, adumping, seated figure with the inscription: “John Harvard,
Founder, 1638.” Wrong person, wrong founder, wrong year. But it was Harvard University nevertheless,
where|’d dreamt of going to medical school back when | was young and naive about the world. Tourists
used to touch the statue’ sfoot for luck. That's what Bridge was doing now.

| pulled up aschematic and tried to ignore Slow’ s voice on the channel. Something about how it
shouldn’t matter how trained or skilled heis because he' s just ahuman being, aclassic, while wethree
stood a cut above on the evolutionary tree.

“Soane, we ve lost home-turf advantage,” Bridge said. “He' safarmer.” I" d once told them that the best
soldiersin theworld aretactically disadvantaged if they don’t know theterrain they’ re fighting in—and
any farmer who knows theins and outs of hisfarm could outwit or get the drop on those soldiersif they
weren't careful. Good to know they’ d been paying attention.

“So think like he' sthinking. Y ou know the area. Y ou' re being chased. Where sthe best placeto lose
someone?’

“Down?’

“Down.”

Into the tunnelswent my hounds. Harvard was built atop avast network of infrastructure—alabyrinthine
underworld of steam lines, boilers, dectrica relays and such—and asthe school ran out of room to
expand above-ground, it continued to build below. An excdlent placeto hide.

A flurry of comm chatter asthey found him.They tried to calm him but heran, so | had them herd him up
to where | was waiting, syringe in hand. He was a bear of a man, white-haired, square-jawed, with a
face that inspired confidence. But sallow now, haunted, confused. He' d spent decadesin cold storage,
revived only now that we' d found a cure for the microbesthat nearly put an end to the entire human race.
We' d cut the disease out of him, but the last stages of it had |eft itsmark. | could seeitin hiseyes. Was|
an enemy soldier to him?What combat flashback was hereliving? It was like we d turned the flood
back, but the water damage remained.

He wanted past me and | wouldn't move, so helunged and | caught his punch with my ribs. Clinched him



long enough. Helet out acry like awounded animal, staggered off alittle ways, and fell. Helay on the
grass, sprawled out, staring wild-eyed up at us, clutching hisarm where I’ d pricked him. | nodded asthe
sedative took hold, trying to look asreassuring as | could. Sobbing, he curled into atight feta ball. In my
pocket | found my stethoscope, and | put it on to listen to his heart.

“Relax, Mr. President,” | told him. “It’s going to be okay.”

| didn’t know the man. Didn't vote for him. Didn’t particularly care for him, but then | didn’t much care
for his opponent ether. In fairness, | don’t have avery high opinion of most paliticians. | agree with the
man who said, “ Politicsisthe art of looking for trouble, finding it everywhere, diagnosing it incorrectly,
and applying the wrong remedies.” That would be Marx.

Groucho, not Karl.

Left to my own devices, I'd never have thawed the POTUS out. Hell, I’ d never have thawed out
anyone. | was born to be adoctor (designed to be one, redly), but | never took the Hippocratic oath.
Evenif | had, the few thousand cryopreserved humans secreted throughout the world weren’'t my
patients. Not in my book. No, they’ d cooled their heelsfor forty years; they could stay frosty alittle
longer.

It hadn’t been my cdll. I" d been outvoted, four to one. Just because we had the ability to bring people out
didn’t mean that we should. My argument. But, ethically spesking, it wasn't right to leave them frozen. So
my friends said. And though I’ d been tempted to pick up and go—old habits die hard—I’d stayed to
help.

Onefriend in particular: Naomi d’ Oliveira, better known as Pandora. She was—I’d cometo
realize—the best of us. Because she didn’t want to be. Vashti, Isaac and Champagne had won my
friendship, but they were hypocrites with enormous egos. And the same could be said for me. But
Pandora had a quiet strength, and she was undeterred. Not untouched by the grief of the world—not
dead insde, as !’ d been for so many years—but smply unwilling to let it stop her. Indomitable. She'd
believed in melong after anyone ever should have. She gave up her sight for me. More than afriend,
Pandora, much more than that now.

While my security team and | escorted the POTUS to New Cambridge Hospita for tests and
observation, she wastrying to restore life. No mean feat. It' s very easy to annihilate someone you're
trying to revive.

Y ou haveto get the metabolism going again, but carefully. Y ou' d better protect the brain with everything
you' ve got, because normal circulation can really fuck it up. Free radica's and metabolites can do mgor
cerebral damage during “reboot” so you can't be too quick, but you can't be dow either because you're
up against the process of cellular decay. Thedreaded “1,” ischemia, the fast track to the brain withering,
becauseit isn't getting the oxygen and other nutrients it needs. It' sabaancing act to flush out the
cryoprotectant, and then flood the body with molecular scissors—Vashti’ s specid blend—the onesthat
can cleave Black Ep from the genome like chaff from whest. That “turns back the flood,” but there' s ill
al the“water damage’ to repair, dl the myriad degeneration the plague did during its stay. More often
than not, some of the patient’s mgor organs are shot, which means accelerated thergpeutic cloning is
required. If the new organs play nicein the old body, it’stime to shock the heart and fire up the brain,
and cross your fingersthe ultrastructural damage isn't too bad.

To see Pandorawork, you' d never know she was blind. Malachi helped guide her—our old pal Mal, an
atificid intelligence who could serve as her eyesviacamerasin thelab, and even asaforce beyond her
eyes via biodegradable microcamerasinjected into the patient’ s capillaries. But Ma could only do so
much. Asacomputer program, he lacked intuition—and that was where Pandora shined.

“She goes againg the odds and wins,” he told me. “Not aways, but enough to make me wonder what
she understandsthat | don't.”

“Power of the subconscious.” | shrugged.

On that night, everything was going wrong. Touch and go. It had been arisky attempt to begin with, this
patient suffering from adegree of cdllular necrosisjust at the borderline of what we fed comfortable
trying to save.

ICBA, Md predicted. Irreversible cessation of brain activity. Vashti joined the operation and reluctantly



agreed with Mal. But Pandorawouldn’t hear of it.

“He safighter,” shesad. “Hewantsto live”

In the end they saved him. She came home, pale and exhausted. | took her to bed, rubbed the tension
from her shoulders and told her she couldn’t keep working these hours. | said shewas risking her hedlth.
She kissed my cheek and told me not to worry. She knew her limits.

| doubted it.

But we could talk about it later, | supposed, in one of the rare windows of time where neither of us had
something immediate to do. I d watched those windows shrink over the past year. Sometimes| felt like|
wasin alightlessroom.

Okay, so you can bring a person back to life. But you can't just thaw and run.The thawed have
questions. It saconfusing time for them. Even the oneswithout dementia. First of al, they don’t know
how long they’ ve dept. Most are prepared for ayear or two. Tell them it’s been over forty and their
worldview curdles. It' sabig hit to take. It helpsto put it in context.
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Soit’ sthe double plus Rip Van Winkle coma, or 2RVW+, which soundslike the far sde of forever.
Fortunately, there are mitigating factors. For one thing, cryopreservation putsabullet in the natura aging
process—the thawed are no older nor grayer than they were at the moment they were frozen. Vanity
mitigates. For another, the time they lost— dl the summers and winters | spent and they didn’ t—well,
they didn’t really missanything. Just dl the struggles my friends and | went through—but who were we,
right? Everyone they knew—friends, enemies, rivals, politicians, newsmakers and trendsetters—well,
they were either dead or in cryonic stasis like them. Envy mitigates.

Hey, you haven't lost your looks, and you redlly haven't lost any time, so you can save your mourning for



the dead. Which, infairness, they did. The thawed had lost more than any generation before them, more
than any generation in human higtory. It'sawful hard to mitigate adead family. And that was dways one
of thefirst questionsthey’ d ask. What about my loved ones? What happened to them?

To which you have to be absolutely direct because anything eseiscrud.

Other questionsinclude: Wheream 1?

New Cambridge Hospita.

New Cambridge?

That’ swhat we call Cambridge now. Cambridge, Massachusetts. Do you remember being frozen?

Y ou're just amile from where that procedure took place.

Am| going to live?

Yes You arenolonger infected. Our medica staff is monitoring your condition closely and will work to
repair any lasting damage the plague may have caused.

What'sit like out there?

It' sanew day. Black Ep was the biggest threat human-kind has ever faced, but we ve beaten it at last.
How many survivors?

No human beings survived the plague. It emptied the world, claming every last man, woman and child.
Then how are we still here?

Posthumans.

Like on the news?

Right. Genetically engineered offspring with redundant organs and enhanced immune systems. Designed
by the biotech company Gedaechtnis in the darkest days of the plague. Posthumans, PH. Y ou’ re looking
a onenow.

S0 you saved us?

Not me persondly, but yes. It took decadesto find acure. That wasthe first step, “Response.” Thisis
the next step, “Recovery.” New Cambridge has the largest collection of cryopreserved individuas
anywhere in the world. We are conducting triage here, disaster relief. Those who can be revived will be
revived. Our goa isthe continued eradication of Black Ep and the resuscitation and trestment of infected
peoples. To that end, we have established an ad hoc government, as was proposed by the Emergency
Plague Powers Act back in 42 BR.

What's 42 BR?

The year you were frozen. Forty-two years “ Before Recovery.” I’'m afraid the old caendars have
changed.

What' s going to happen to me?

That’ sthe magic question. Once they ask you that, you know they’ re starting to look forward instead of
back. So you reassure them that their options are wide-open so long asthey don’t do anything crimina
or crazy. As soon asthey’re given aclean bill of health, they’ re free to go anywhere in the world they
want. Not much civilization beyond our fence, admittedly, but that’ swhat pioneers are for. Godspeed.
That said, here you give them the Invitation, encouraging them to stick around and help rebuild the
promise of the future.

ThisisYear One of the New World and you' re smack-dab in the center of it: New Cambridge, Victory
City. Here beats the heart of the Recovery, and it’ s beating strong. Y ou have a golden opportunity to live
inthe latest, greatest city on planet Earth. Be apart of it. Fitch in. Why struggle for food and shelter when
we have gourmet dining and luxury gpartments? All you haveto do is contribute. We have many jobs
available. We have farming, congtruction, renovation, acquisition, counseling and service positions, and if
you lack training, it will be provided free of charge. Y ou' ve lost family and friends—we have counsdors
here who can help you through your pain. Y ou' re not aone. We ve thawed out over athousand
people—you’ Il make friends here. Y ou can renew yourself.

And here you give them the Doctrine.Y ou pass on a philosophy, something solid for them to push
againg. Thisworldiscollective. Thisisit right now and we'redl in it together. Let’ sfind anew way of
living wherewe dl look out for one another. The futureisbig and bright and full of opportunity—Iet’'s
exploreit together.



That' swhat a Greeter does. It's an important job because you' re the first person they get to talk to, and
what you do setsthe tonefor the rest of their stay. I'd tried it for the first three weeks of the Recovery,
but didn’'t have the temperament for it. Just not my bag. The last straw came when after explaining the
Stuation to this one guy, he kept asking meif it wasajoke. Are you kidding me? Isthis a practical
joke? Ninetimes he asked me. | said yes. God, yes. | sat back and told him that he was dead, | wasthe
motherfucking devil, thiswas Hell, and welcometoiit.






