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Don't placefaith in human beings. Human beings are unreiable things.
MACHINES OF LOVING GRACE, “BUTTERFLY WINGS’

PROLOGUE
DAY 1

I’mnot dead.

A dim redlization but an important one, because | should have died. The shock of whatever just ripped
through me was strong enough to do it — somekind of eectrical overload lighting me up from head to
toelike afireworks display. But my brain kept repeating the mantra: “ not dead, not dead, not dead,”
and pretty soon | had to believe it. One eye popped open and then the other, and consciousness (if you
can cdl it that) dowly returned.

Cold and dark. Orange. Harvest. A damp, musty smell; sound of crickets; the bite of amonster
headache. Y es, | wastrapped in a pumpkin patch, twisted and tensed, taking shalow breathslikea
newborn kitten.

Clarity did not follow consciousness. My mind felt duggish, and al attempts at coherent thought made
my temples ache worse. Why? What had happened to me?

| remember the shock and...

...and nothing. Just the shock. Disturbing doesn't even begin to cover it.

Sitting up seemed like abad ideg, so | tried to grab my hornet’ s nest of ahead. Smple. Left hand, up.
Right hand, up. But nothing happened. My arms won’t move, | redized.

| tried to wiggle my legs, fingers, hips, toes, nose, ears and neck. They didn’t answer the bell. I'm
paralyzed.

| could fed my pulse coming faster now and | wondered what would happen if my breathing stopped.
No mystery there, eh? My brain would atrophy like awilting flower and the consciousness |1’ d fought for
would be hideous as | spiraled down the path of no return. Panic hit me hard. | started making desperate
dealswith phantom deities| invented on the spot. Please, | thought, don’t let me die. Whoever you
are, if you can hear me, get me up on my feet. I'll do anything. I’ll give you anything... well...

Well, what? What did | haveto offer?

Nothing. I know nothing, and thus | have nothing. I don’t even know my own name. Puzzles
have pieces, don’t they, so why can’'t | remember?

A new theory cameto me: brain damage.

Two words| didn't want to consider, but they made frightening sense. The paralysis didn’t need to
stem from abroken vertebra, after al — | could have smply forgotten how to move, theway I’ d forgot
ten everything dse.

Let’ s not jump off that bridge just yet. If you forget something, surely you can remember it,
given enough time. That's me— looking on the bright Side, like dways.

| clung to hope and faulty logic and waited to remember. And waited. And waited some more. Words
cameto mein my senselessness, another mantrafrom the dim recesses of my jigsaw mind: “ Thereisno
pain. Keep control. No pain in the house, just keep control.” But | didn’t have control, damniit, it
hurt likefireand | just stayed sprawled there, usdless and pathetic, for who knows how long. I'm not a
control freak, mind you — not per se— but deprive me of something basic and | begin to go stark
raving mad. The possibility dawned on me as| lay there. Stark, yes. Mad, possibly. But raving? Was|



raving?

Hystericad pardyss, they used to call it. Hysteria a psychoneurotic condition characterized by violent
emotiona and sensory disturbances, by paroxysmsin the motor functions, and by changesin
consciousness that are symbolicaly or psychicaly determined. Hystericdl, sure, but somehow | didn’t fed
likelaughing.

Could I be dreaming, | wondered? Half awake, eyes open, body ill adeep, dreaming my pardysis
— ahypnogogic state? | was, perhaps, a prisoner of my unconscious mind...

Friction of the forewings; the crickets kept pissng me off. There'saformulafor crickets, just like
there saformulafor everything. | don’'t mean their genetic formula, but rather their thermometric formula
Crickets chirp less often as the temperature drops, o you can estimate heat by timing the chirps: (chirps
per minute/ 4) + 40 = # of degrees Fahrenheit. | counted a chirp per second, making it adightly nippy
fifty-five degrees.

| could remember that, but not my own identity? Or how to move?

A drange organ, the brain.

Asthe crickets mocked me with their love songs, | began to hear another sound — adistant whine—
faint but getting clearer. And then, like athunderbalt, the rules suddenly changed.

| heard aloud toc and my body could move again, just like flipping a switch— or having a base-two
Zero snap over to aone. | jumped to my feet. My body wasn't stiff. There was no soreness. My nerve
endingsfdt dive and open. Little flowers of pinsand needles bloomed dong my spine and down my
arms and legs, but the pain was dready beginning to fade.

CHAPTER 1
HALLOWEEN

“Dropping likeflies,” drawls the first Gedaechtnis employee. He is a Southern Gentleman who
has never quite been able to kill his West Memphis accent. He has defeated both the poverty of his
youth and the inherent racism of twenty-first-century America, but the twang remains like a
stubborn mule. As his red felt-tip pen highlights the latest casualty figures, the gentleman tries not
to wonder about his own condition. He finds he can’t help himself and reluctantly places two
fingersto the side of his neck to hunt for signs of swelling. Thereis no swelling, but this does not
reassure him. His doctor has informed him that he will be dead within the year.

“What do you expect? A last-minute reprieve?” Thisis the second Gedaechtnis employee. Her
English is harsh and clipped, much like her hair style. She had hoped for something like a pageboy
cut but the stylist botched it and she is making do as best she can. Sheis part of the Munich
contingent. Gedaechtnis corporate headquartersisin Munich and sheisa very important cog in
this machine.

The Southern Gentleman does not like her and would not be working with her if their task were
less important. She reminds him of a poster child for Aryan eugenics, she with her blond hair and
piercing blue eyes. Blue was once a heartbreaker, he thinks, but now her looks have faded.

“| expect the worst. I'm still hoping, though. Hoping for a miracle.”

“There are no miracles. Not for you, certainly not for me. Not for any of us.”

“No, not for any of us,” he repeats, thinking of his wife and daughter.

“ But what about dl of us?”

Confusion st in. | imagined athought bubble floating up from my head with aquestion mark on
display. In actudity, a meter above my head, arapidly blinking light hovered in place. It flipped back and
forth between two colors— red-green-red-green-red-green, bright like afantasticaly annoying firefly.
Weasit afirefly? | couldn’'t see any wings. | took a step back. It floated forward.

| thought: | am on some terrible drug.

“Go away,” | said and my voice sounded strange to me. | cleared my throat and took another step.



“Go away,” | repeated. The twinkling sprite didn’t respond, but it moved forward again, recovering the
lost ground. | took my jacket off, rolled it up, and lashed out, but it passed through the light without
affecting it at al. Red-green-red-green-red-green, over and over, an optical siren. And then another
popped into existence next to it, this one yellow-blue-yellow-blue-yellow-blue.

| ranforit.

The lights matched my speed.

A hollow voice billowed up from dl around me at once... what little | heard, | couldn’t understand. It
kept fading in and out, loud-soft-loud-soft-loud-soft. It sounded like: “EX ... EE... ERE SEE...
UNCT... URGE... RE SKREEEEEE!”

Nonsense, | thought.

| don't know how far | ran. Half amile, maybe. | tried not to look back. When | did, the sprites were
gone. | stood there, panting, trying to catch my bregth.

“Thisstopsright here,” | warned whoever was listening — Providence, the crickets, the phantom
deitieswho had given me back the use of my limbs. No one answered. Worse, with the sprites gone, it
was dark again. The bad, inky kind of dark — the dark that makes you think you' re about to be
surrounded. The moon was all but eaten by gathering clouds. Storm on the way.

Cursing, | fished through my pockets. | came up with astainless-sted lighter and a half-empty packet
of clove cigarettes. The smokes seemed awful familiar, so | shook one out and tasted the end. Swest.
Spicy. A good thing. A piece of sanity. | lit up and took afew puffs, forcing mysdf to relax. | like cloves,
my brain managed to assert. Okay, that’s something | know about myself; something real that can’t
be taken away. A few more epiphanies like thisand | might have something to go on.

When | felt camer, | tried Sfting through the rest of my thoughts, but no memories rose to the surface.
Sowhat did | know? 1 knew (1) | wasyoung. Just shy of or just past eighteen yearsold. And (2) | wasa
Student — or something like astudent. | had to know things, important things, and | had to know them
by rote. What was | doing here? So murky. So much lost to me.

| dso knew (3) Lazarus was dead.

Lazarus? The name vexed me. Detailswere fuzzy, but no, | didn’t like him. In fact, | was pretty sure |
hated his guts. So maybe his being dead wasn't abad thing.

Except it was. It was avery, very bad thing indeed.

Stubbing the smoke, | wiped my hands on my pants and started moving again. Past acornfield,
through the woods, down a desolate road. | used the lighter asatorch. Therain finaly came, gently a
first, then like drops of falling sted. It made me think of baptisms.

And then aflapping sound made methink of leather. | whirled round, but | could only seethelighter’'s
glint.

“Who'sthere?’ | called, straining my eyes.

Again, no response. No one here but us paranoid amnesiacs.

| hurried off in the other direction. Cold, wet, looking over my shoulders— what amiserable picture |
made. | followed the road down adopeto acul de sac. Lightning flashed and Gothic cathedras cameto
mind. But by the time the thunder hit, | redized | was|ooking a a manson wrought from stone and
stained glass, magnificent and dreadful and yet somehow... familiar.

| know this house, | thought. | don’t know how | know it, but | know this house.

Impish gargoyles sneered down a melike | owed them money. | didn’t have any on me, so | focused
my attention on the heavy wooden door. It was athick block of oak with acolony of locks running up
the side. Upon it, dead center, atiny relief — an anthropomorphic sun chased an anthropomorphic
moon: Helios and Selene. Ornamenta or functiona? | noticed there was no keyhole, which didn’t stop
me from looking under the mat.

| could burn the door down, | thought. (A testament to my befuddiement. Y ou try burning awet
door with a pocket lighter.)

| touched the moon aong the side, and pushed it nice and gentle. Gentledidn’t cut it, so | pushed a
little harder. 1t did counterclockwise on athin circular track, swiveling up to cover the sun, whereit
eitled negtly into place. An eclipse. The door unlocked with nine hollow clicks.



Nine locks. Nine, for a reason.

| grabbed the doorknob. Halfway inside, | wondered if | should' ve knocked.

The ashlar exterior gave way to asoft, comfortable interior. Plush couches; tapestries, paintings, a
rocking chair. The ominous facade had been just that, designed gtrictly for show. | felt my teethiitch. |
thought of turtles. Chelydra serpentine. Penetrate the shell and you get to the mesat, but most turtles are
defensive creatures, prone to snapping off fingers at the dightest provocation. | succumbed to amorbid
daydream, seeing myself running blind through this mansion, trying to open doors with ten bloody sumps.

Seeing myself, en? The hell do I look like?

| needed amirror.

Room by room | went, looking for lightsto flip on. Switchesflipped, but light didn’t follow. An
electrical system seemed in place. Someone needed to change the fuse.

My lighter was sputtering; | clicked it off. Pitch black. | tried not to bump into things, or at least not
bump into things with pointy edges. One coffeetable later, | was clutching my knee and biting my lip.
And in thekitchen, | sumbled. Grabbing the counter saved me from anasty fall.

| righted mysdlf and took my bearings. Then | fished. Rifling through drawers. no, no, no, yes. A knife.
Serrated. | gripped it hard. | jabbed the air. It felt good in my hand, but | still didn’t fed safe.

A spiral staircase corkscrewed up to the top floor. | took it and peered down the hallway. Now
where would the master bedroom be?

A bead of swest rolled down my forehead and trickled into my eye. My stomach flip-flopped. If | had
no choice— if it meant my surviva — could | kill?

Hang on, | thought. Kill who? You' re creeping through someone’ s house with a knife? Are you
crazy?

That’swhen | understood.

Question: Why is Lazarus dead?

Answer: Because | killed him.

From somewhere, amenta image had been summoned up. | could see Laz falling back and collapsing
because I’ d perforated some of hisfavorite arteries. He bled to death and | let him die. But | had to. It
washimor me.

But isthat what actudly happened?

Or just what I’ d wanted to happen?

| cracked adoor and gave it a gentle nudge. ..

Fluorescent lights, burning wax candles and lavalamps. | squinted from glare and spun around, hunting
for the occupant. Here? There? No onein sight. Pulse fill pounding, | relaxed my grip on the knife, filled
my lungswith air, and took alook around. Master bedroom, dl right, and the room screamed carnivore.
Animd skins. Fur rugs. Big leafy plants. A jungle motif with flamboyant tiger stripes, a caval cade of
orange and black.

My gaze shifted to the mahogany four-poster bed. It was impressive, but rumpled. Gothic letters had
been carved fiercely into the headboard, like a proud declaration. Nine |etters, one word:
HALLOWEEN.

Il confessto acertain chill upon reading the inscription, but it wasn't achill of recognition. If the bed
wasmine, it didn’t look any more familiar than the rest of thisplace. | felt like an intruder. | felt like
Goldilocksin hell.

Haloween. What, the holiday? | doubted it. A name? A statement? A threat?

A philosophy?

| touched the covers, half expecting them to be warm. They weren't. A perverse urge hit meto tuck
mysdf in for acatnap. Just dip onin and deep this place avay. Instead, | hit the adjoining bath room, ran
some water over my face and stared up into the mirror.

There was no reflection.

PACE TRANSMISSION 000013382291221



?LABELED CALLIOPE SURGE

INFECTION

DAMAGE TO INTEGRITY

GUEST NINE HALLOWEEN COMPROMISED VIA HOST JANUS
HOST SLAVE NINE NANNY (NINE) MARGINALLY UNSTABLE
HOST MAESHOST TRO ?UNSTABLE ?PRIORITY ?

GUEST FIVELAZARUS STILL NOT RESPONDING [PRIORITY]
INVESTIGATION PROCEEDING

END

CHAPTER 2
SOLSTICE

Number s escal ate, the threat keeps rising. From countries across the world, reports keep
coming in: people are taking this badly, which means killing themselves or their loved ones before
it gets any worse. In some instances thisis merciful.

Othersaretaking it well. “ Well” means banding together in a spirit of cooperation, love, trust
and harmony. The Southern Gentleman thinks it’s as if the greater part of humanity has finally
agreed on something and found a common voice. Making the most of it. He also thinks thisisa
day late and a dollar short. Where was this spirit when it really mattered?

Blue believes the harmony to be motivated by self-interest. Thereis a resurgence of faith these
days, a growing belief in organized religion, grace, damnation, heaven and hell. People treat each
other kindly now, thinks Blue, because they hope to escape God' s wrath. Blue does not believein
damnation and has trouble empathizing with those who do. In her fifty-two years she has found no
hard evidence, no scientific proof to convince her of God' s existence. She considers herself an
atheist.

The Southern Gentleman likes to think of himself as agnostic with Pentecostal tendencies. His
mother was Pentecostal and devout; his father was Baptist and not. He hasn’t gone for years and
years, but he remembers liking church as a kid. Safety there. It felt big to him — profoundly so —
and peaceful. Friendly even. But at home there wer e times when his mother would grab him and
hold him and start speaking in tongues, talking spirit-to-spirit to the demonistic force she said she
knew was inside him. That didn’t feel peaceful —it felt downright scary. She'd talk nonsense with
that quiet voice and he' d see that ook in her eyes and even though she never hit him he could tell
she was close to it, close to going somewhere from which there might be no return.

Every time, all those times, he never once thought she was truly possessed by the Holy Spirit. If
God existed, he wouldn’t approve of this behavior. And the Southern Gentleman never believed
that he himself was possessed by anything more than an inclination for mischief.

Demon ingde me? he’ d wonder. Thenwhy love me?

Love the sinner, hate the sin, she'd said. She'd said it a lot.

Looking back, he realizes his mother had never come apart at the seams, not completely;
perhaps that small mercy is proof of God' s love. And he'd love to believe in God — these days
mor e than ever. But every time he tries to open that part of himself, his skepticismsidles up like a
white blood cell come to foil an infection. Careful skepticism has served him so well all hislife—
he’' s made wise choices, sane choices. It’sliterally impossible for him to shut that part of himself
off now.

Sill, there' s no getting away from that old-time religion —these days it’'s a dark frenzy of
Revelations; breaking the seals; stories of brimstone, h-e-double hockey sticks and stones and
lakes of burning fire. He doesn’t respond to these. They're threats and they hold no sway. No, the
story he likesis simpler —the story of Lazarus. Jesus Christ brings a man back from the dead.



Beautiful. It's a better magic trick than any Van Caneghem pulled, or Houdini before him.
Gedaechtnis keeps him busy but never too busy to wonder. He wonders. Whereismy savior? He

wonders. Whereismy eternd life? |sthe Second Coming coming — or isLazarus dead for oneand al?
Then he goes back to work. The work is his salvation.

| wanted to throw up.

| kept staring and staring, and the mirror kept on calling meinvisble. | wasn't, mind you— | could see
my hands and clothes and boots plain as day — but to the mirror, | Smply didn’t exist.

There had to be areasonable explanation for such athing.

Yeah? How' sthis one: You're dead.

That'sslly. Corpses have reflections. Besides | didn't, repeat — did not — feel dead.

How do you know what “ dead” feels like? You're some kind of ghost now, welcome to your
haunt.

| couldn’t walk through walls.

Then you're a vampire, consigned to walking the earth forever.

A vampire? Me? Ridiculous. I' m as red-blooded as the next guy.

You murdered Lazarus.

| couldn’t deny it, but | couldn’t confirm it either. It was afedling of terrible guilt crushing me down,
memories dl fuzzy, fact and fantasy merging. As pleasant as| imagined myself to be, therewasaso, it
seemed, amadman insde me.

And ill, some part of meinssted that | was innocent.

I filled the Sink with water, cupped my hands and splashed my face again. Droplets dipped off my face
and back into the sink, making ripples asthey rgoined their mates. But above the ripples, | watched,
fascinated. ..

In the mirror, the drops appeared from nowhere. As soon asthey rolled off my face they became
visible, but not amicrosecond before.

| took the knife by the point and tossed it up. Visible, as soon asit left my hand. | caught it smoothly.
Invisbleagan.

It seemed | wasn't avery reflective person.

| held the knife up to the light.

| stared into the water.

Nothing reflected my image.

“I"d kill for somedgavu,” | muttered out loud, and listened to the strange timbre of my voice. No
thanksto the mirror, | was able to determinethat | was male and fair-skinned. From my scalp, | plucked
astrand of conspicuous orange hair.

A dart. But my face was still amystery. | ran my fingerslightly over the merchandise. Up, down, left,
right, around. | discovered two eyes, anosg, lips, teeth, tongue, chin, ears. No surprises. | hunted for
scarsand didn't find any — not physica ones, anyway.

A hollow voice arted up again, from everywhere and nowhere, oscillating
|oud-soft-loud-soft-loud-soft:

“WOU...ISBB... CONVE... IMETT... ISCUSS... Y Y...”

Reflexively, my musclestensed. “ Shut up!” | growled.

And miraculously enough, the voice shut up.

Maybe this should have pleased me; it didn’t. Such maddening, capriciousjailers— why should they
listen to me now? L etters began to roll acrossthe mirror, forming smoothly like stigmata:

ISTHISA MORE AGREEABLE FORM OF COMMUNICATION?

Furiouser and furiouser. “Leavemedone” | sad.



IFYOU RE BUSY, | CAN GIVE YOU YOUR SPACE.

| smashed the mirror with my fist. | smashed it until | didn’t see any more stigmétic letters, until my
knucklesfdt like they were raw, until the snk wasfull of blood and shards of glass. Until I'd made my
point clear. The ensuing Silence was degfening.

My hand was dripping. | saw blood. | felt sweat. | made a concerted effort not to add tearsto the
Mmix.

There was nothing behind the mirror, incidentally. I’ d hoped to find a crawl space to another
dimension. | would have settled for abottle of tequila.

| searched the medicine cabinet for afirst-aid kit, and wrapped my hand in gauze. Stupid, | thought. |
just sat there staring at my bandaged hand for aminute or two, wracked with self-pity, before heading
back into the “safari room” with its huge mahogany bed.

No identifying forms or papers. No diaries. Precious few staples of identity: some clothes (differing
cuts and styles, most black, some orange, only afew other colors), some trinkets, and some artwork that
reminded me of Schiele or maybe Tranh. Nothing juicy though; nothing of any redl useto me.

| tried on some clothes and they fit. It was hard to check without amirror, but they felt comfortable.
And yet, the fact that they were comfortable made me digtinctly uncomfortable. ..

Orange hair on apillow. Another bad sign.

Inadrawer | found twenty-two silver medalions, each hanging from asilver chain, each representing a
different Mgjor Arcanacard of the tarot. From “The Fool” to “The World,” | recognized them. | took
the one marked “The Magician” and dipped it around my neck. | don't know why | did it; it just felt
right.

Then | bumped around the rest of the upstairs. Closets, a spare bedroom, and bingo — the fuse box.
Tria and error caused more lights to wink out for aspell, but beforelong | had electrical power up and
running to al sections of the estate.

The house was awkward. Designed for cresture comforts but lacking necessities— the kitchen was
modern and stylish but amaost completely empty of food, the conservatory boasted a fabul ous baby
grand but no bench on which to sit and play it. Some rooms looked casud and lived-in, and some looked
like no one had ever set foot in them before.

Thelibrary was vast, stacked with rows and rows of books. No titles on the spines, so | pulled one
down at random. All the pages were blank.

A joke, | assumed.

The game room featured a black felt pool table with sixteen bdls, dl orange, save the cue bdl, which
waswhite. | found acrystal ash tray there— the buttswere al cloves.

“Popular brand,” 1 grumbled.

| glanced at the magnificent-looking grandfather clock stationed faithfully nearby. The big hand was
near the nine, thelittle hand was on the six. Dawn, thought |, but it still wasn't light outs de— grandfather
gpparently needed winding.

A black cat Blinked over and rubbed against my leg. A friendly head buitt, putting her scent on me. |
picked her up and examined the tag on her collar.

WHISPER, it read.

She was deek, pampered — someone’ s prized pet. | scritched her around the ears. The cat purred in
response, awarm, happy sound. She seemed to like me. Perhaps we already knew each other — to
whatever extent cats and humans are capable of truly knowing one another.

Whisper hungered for something more tangible than affection, so | took her into the kitchen and
scrounged for cat food. There wasn't any. But | discovered a bottle of cream, and Whisper seemed not
to mind the changein menu dl that much.

| found apiece of string; we played until the sun came up.

DAY 2



Outside.

Therain had stopped but the smell of rain till lingered. | breathed it in, savoring it, then wandered the
circumference of the house.

Slim pickings. No generator, no power lines, no solar pandls. Not even awind turbine. Where did the
electricity comefrom?1 smoked for awhile, thinking, sunning mysdf in the morning light. Another odd
little dilemma: there were no telephones, telegraphs, modems or telecons. No radio, no televison, no
satscan decryptor. Hell, not even amailbox out front.

Completeisolation. Why would anyone want — no, not complete isolation, | corrected mysalf, not
with flashing lights and hollow voices and God-knows-what-else.

Scout the area. My best bet. | took alast look in the house to seeif there was anything important |
had missed. Anidiot check. Fruitless. | even took a peek up the chimney. Hello, Santa, are you there?

Christmas came early for Whisper, though;, | |eft her the rest of the cream and an open window. |
didn’'t know when I" d be back thisway — but at least she could hunt for cricketsif worse cameto
worst.

Armed with kitchen knife, my lighter, cloves, binoculars and an old-fashioned compass | found in the
basement, | set off on my quest for enlightenment. North, | decided. Enlightenment lay to the north.

Onefoot in front of the other.

Butterfliesintheair.

A pretty day, al things considered. | walked past fields— whest, barley, corn, squash, pumpkins. A
lot of pumpkins. No one was tending the crops, of course. The farmers were as absent as my reflection. |
tried not to let that bother me. A tune cameto mind; | started whistling. An artlesslittle melody. Was|
recaling it or making it up on the spot?

A raucous caw, caw, caw sent my gaze skyward but | couldn’t spot any crow. Caw, caw, caw,
again; ingstent, louder. There, leaving the safety of the trees: atan bird with dark tail festhers and eyes
like blood-red jewels. A caramel crow. Half albino, | thought. Very rare. She besat the air with her
elegant wings, and she screeched at me, flashing asplit pink tongue before turning, gliding off. To the
cornfields. Had | offended her? An autumn wind threatened to whip up around me, fatered, then died. |
quickened my pace.

Weeping willows up aheed, a pleasant, shady locale, perfectly suitablefor afamily picnic. That is,
providing your family isn't squeamish. It was acemetery.

Even rows, two of five— ten gravestotal.

The Ten.

They werelrish burid mounds— Sidh, | knew they were called — each graced by small white
pebbles placed to remember the dead. The headstones were al marked, each distinguished by asingle
Gothic character. C, F,H,I,L,M,P, S, T and V.

H isfor Halloween, | reasoned. And L isfor Lazarus.

Nothing special about the L plot, but the one marked H was a pit, the only open grave. | inched closer
and peered down to find an ornate wooden coffin staring back at me. It was open. And empty.

Welcome home?

| spent afew fucked-up minutestearing up that L grave. No coffin, no body, nothing. Lovely, |
thought. My hand itched to hit something, but the bandage made for agood deterrent. Not that | was ill
inpan. I undiditidly, lost in my contemplations. Then | looked.

My knuckles were completely heded.

Fast work. What | apparently lacked in engrams, | more than made up for in cell regeneration.

| held the bandage at arm’ s length and let go; it dropped negtly into the coffin with a soft rustling
sound, reminding me of dry leaves.

| kept expecting something about that coffin to strike me familiar, but again no bells. | supposed that
waswell and good — | didn’t like theimplications. Perhgps some thingsjust aren’t worth remembering.

| tipped an imaginary hat to the other graves. To anyone watching, it might have appeared asarcastic
gedure...



...but I meant no disrespect.

Eyeslocked on the compass, | continued my trek.

Soon, al too soon, | discovered the grounds of an elegant church. Of course, agraveyard would be
near a church — that made perfect sense. But thiswasn't precisdly achurch; the closer | cametoit, the
moreit began to look like...

A cathedral.

It looked familiar. Way too familiar.

But the compass till read north.

Now, | didn’'t have to check that the window I’ d left open for Whisper was till open... but | did. Cal
it shock, cdl it denid, | wanted to make sure. And after | saw that it was open, | didn’t haveto rush
upstairs and check that shards of bloody glasswere dill inthesink... but | did. | checked.

Somehow, | had come back to the same mansion.

| thought: I’'m Alice in the looking glass. And | sank to my kneesand cursed. It was dl so fucking
unfair. | wanted to scream. | wanted to crawl up into afeta position. | wanted to kill whoever had done
thisto me. | wanted my memory back.

Want, want, want. ..

And thenit hit me. A moment of overwheming clarity.

Not amemory — not precisely — but rather afedling, apull from my gut so ingtinctive, so powerful, |
couldn’'t hidefromit evenif I'd wanted to. It wasthis:

Something terrible was going to happen. Something unspeakable. Something that made al my
problemstrivia. If | didn’t figure out who | was and what had happened to me soon — nothing would
meatter any more because it would al be over. “1t” eluded me, but | knew it was huge and | knew “over”
meant the angels would weep. | knew thiswith every fiber of my being. | knew thisfar better than | knew
myself. And then | knew one other thing; like a dead fish floating up to the surface of apond, this
knowledge rose into my consciousness. my lifewasin grave danger.

The eectric shock, crippling pardyss: someone had tried to kill me. The redization of this had been
lurking just out of reach, daring me to embraceit. Y es, someone wanted me dead.

You killed Lazarus. It’s justice.

| shook my head at that. Thiswas so much bigger than Lazarus, he was just part of it...

You'll never figureit out in time.

“Yes, | will,” | promised.

But | couldn’'t make mysdlf believe.

It was getting dark fast — faster than any night should ever fall — and | didn’'t care. | wasn't tired, |
was't hungry, epinephrine nourished me better than any mother’ smilk. Timetofly.

The compass needle spun as | turned in place. I’ d been north and apparently south. West was where
I’d run from the previous night. .. so that |eft east? Why not?

A short distance from the house, | spotted ateddy bear nailed to atree. | think it was mine. The less
said about thisthe better.

| got about two miles before it happened.

Lost in thought, blind to my surroundings, I’ d been trying to figure out how I’ d walked back to my
point of origin. Was my world so sma|?If it was, once | passed the North Pole of this place, wouldn’t
the compass have read south?

A faint gink. Raw leather soaked in urine. The wind carried it, but by thetime | noticed, it wastoo
late.

They came out of the darkness and grabbed my armsfagt. Inky things | couldn’t see. The knife
dipped. | struggled usdlesdy. Some kind of toxin, acontact poison, my skin was aready going numb as
they carried me up with agreat rush of air.



Two of them, one on each side— they bore my weight easily. They had beating wingsand | felt
something snakelike wragp around my ankles. The blood in my veins wouldn't stop thundering; | was
shaking; | could fed my pulsein my ears. The moon was out and full, aharvest moon. A diver of light
poked through the clouds and | craned my neck to look upon the faces of my captors.

None.

They had no faces.

| screamed until my throat felt asif I’ d been gargling acid and then | babbled al kinds of crazy things.
But at the gpex of my delirium, | found three fabulouswords: “Let me go!”

And they obeyed...

| fell. Boy, did | fal. Down, down, the down express, ground floor coming up. | hit something soft and
corpulent, bounced, and splashed into amurky fen. | spat haf-swallowed swamp water. Stumbled for
footing. Had to get out of there before those demons... nightgaunts.

| stopped moving. Took amoment to gather mysalf. To coax that thought free. Y es, ashiver of recall
consumed me, reversed me, felt likeit turned my insdes out. The winged things had aname. They were
cdled nightgaunts. How did | know that?

“ They never spoke or laughed,” | remembered, “ and never smiled because they had no faces at
all to smile with, but only a suggestive blankness where a face ought to be... all they ever did was
clutch and fly and tickle; that was the way of the nightgaunts.”

(It felt good to know that.)

Weasit alinefrom apoem? A book, | redlized, a macabre fairy tale. Which meant storybook monsters
had accosted me. My brain tried to dismissthis as beyond the bounds of possibility, and found it was
swvimming againg the stream.

Because they were my mongters.

That’ s not exactly right. The nightgaunts belonged to L ovecraft. Aslittleas| could remember, | knew
that the writer, Howard Phillips Lovecraft, was ahero of mine, or at least, | admired him. It was till
fuzzy, but | knew he wrote about these kinds of horrorsand | loved him for that; and to honor himin this
desolate place, I'd somehow had ahand in their creation. Somehow, but how?

The questions had to wait — survival was paramount. The gaunts were gill out there, and the fact that
| recognized their origin didn’t mean they wouldn't rip meto shreds or carry me off to some gridy, hdllish
fae

| looked around. Visihility was poor; evil-ameling swamp gases hung thick inthe air like heavy
chemica smoke. A greasy white fog hid mgor portions of the marsh from view. | had the distinct
sensdtion of being lost in amaze.

| stepped into one of the fog banks. And bounced.

The fog seemed to have the composition of gas, but it felt solid. Y ou could squeezeit. Gelatinous,
rubbery and warm to the touch; it felt organic, dmost dive. And | fdt it gently circling about me, a
Spongy Caress...

Shuddering, | pushed my way into the misty labyrinth. My boots squished through knee-high muck and
filth. To a Jungian, mazes are incomplete mandalas — traversing them symbolizes the spiritud search for
the center.

Screw the center; | just wanted out.

| emerged at the edge, where the fen met the dope of agentle hill. Standing on the bank, asemicircle
of nightgaunts. Eighty of them, black and glossy, with horns and paws, bat wings and barbed tails. They
stood silent, facing me. Wdll, “facing” isn’t the right word, sincethey’ d had no faces. I d say they were
garingif only they’ d had eyes.

Nightgaunts were born of madness. | couldn’t predict their behavior any better than | could predict my
own. Violence, | feared. Swift and blinding violence.

“| suppose you're all wondering why | called you here” | said.

They didn’t react.

An owl hooted fromits perch in apinetree; | took that as my cue to step forth from the dime. Dry
land felt reassuring beneath my boot. Another step. Cam. | kept my motions ow and my handsvisble



— | didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings.

And on thethird step, | saw her...

She pushed her way out from the quiet ranks— avision in black with amond-shaped eyes and long
sable hair pulled back tight into a ponytail. She was human, and tough, and familiar looking. Not to
mention lovely.

“Wedl met,” she amiled. “We ve been looking for you.”

“Herel am.”

“Areyou hurt?’

| scowled. “Am | about to be?’

Her smilefell. Confusion in her eyes. “1 certainly hope not,” she said.

Her name escaped me. | guessed.

“Simone”

The expression on her face spoke volumes — I’ d guessed wrong. Still, she looked like aSimone. |
was close.

“I don't...” shebegan, but | was quick to cut her off:

“Jasmine’ I’ d caught the scent of her.

“Y g7’

We were but five paces gpart. | leaned closer.

| could see my reflection in her eyes. “Don’'t move!” | shouted.

She stopped cold and probably thought meinsane. | didn’t care. | just stared a mysdlf, reflected in
her eye. | saw ayoung man, lean and wiry, with tangerine-colored hair clipped sharp and eyes—
haunted dark eyes— so brown they might have been black.

“Tel mewho | am.”

“Haloween,” shesad.

I’d been rooting againgt it, but when the word came, it was almost ardief. So the mansion belonged to
yourstruly; | was Haloween. Hell, | thought. A rose by any other name.

“Andwho isthat?’

“You are my Lord Halloween, Prince of the Marshes, King of Kadath, High Sovereign of the Orange
and Black.”

| suppressed the urge to laugh, despite the real fear I" d felt just amoment ago. Didn't sound bad to
me. Apparently | wasn't aparticularly humble sort, what with four vulgar titlesto lug around. It occurred
to me that the designations might be akind of insdejoke I couldn’t remember. No one could possibly
take such titles serioudy, but then | seemed to recdll that there was arationae behind them. Therewas
blue blood in my family tree; | was part of something specid.

(Here afleeting image came to mind: grade-school kidsin aclassroom, al chanting asone, “I'm
gpecid! My life has purpose!”)

“My enemies?’

“None you cannot best.”

Ah, but they exist. They're out there.

“Tel mether names,” | commanded, playing aong now.

“The Violet Queen. Blackdawn. Widowmaker D’Vrai.”

The names meant nothing to me, beyond sounding hopelessy mel odramatic. Disgppointing. | thought
at least I'd remember my foes. Jasmine misinterpreted my frown asirritation with her response. “ There
areothers” she offered.

“And my dlies?’

“You'relooking at them.”

| nodded and shook out my last clove.

Jasmine' seyes narrowed. “Why are you testing me?’

“Precautions.”

Shejugt stared a me with those lovely dmonds, and | knew I’d hurt her. So | compounded thelie:

“Precautions againgt duplicity. | don’t mean to unsettle you, but yesterday | discovered an impostor



who looked just like you — eyes, hair, face so smilar, she could be your twin. She calls hersef Simone
and | fear she meansto ruin usfrom within.”

“That' shorrible!” she cried, and for asecond | thought she was going to let me haveit for my (wasit
S0 obvious?) deception, but no, she followed it up with: “Who could have sent this doppel génger?’

| said nothing. | felt like an actor in aplay, al fun and make-bdlieve, and yet my ingtincts assured me
the danger wasred.

“I'll kill her if 1 find her,” she vowed. The grim, stoic sentence | had no doubt she could back up.
Providence had winked & me; | imagined mysdlf fortunate to have her on my side. “Has anything
happened in my absence?’ | asked.

She made avague gesture. “ Nothing that need concern you. | was just beginning to worry for your
whereabouts — | dispatched Diablo and Widdershins to the house and when they could not find you, |
sent out Popeye, Bluto, Hudson, Sable and Gules.”

Names of gaunts, | presumed. | wondered which two had taken me up for flying lessons.

“I'm sorry for worrying you,” | said.

“My fault for being presumptuous,” she returned, and | didn’t quite understand her tone.

A light flashed; | made the mistake of glancing directly into it. When the spots cleared, | saw it was
flashing purple-pink-purple-pink-purple-pink, awill-o’-the-wisp the size of amarble. Make that abig
marble— a shooter.

Jasminetensed. “The Violet Queen!” she sad.

S0, 0. Since | saw nothing but the blinking sprite, | took Jasmine' swords to mean the prite was
somekind of extension of thisenemy of mine, thisViolet Queen. A caling card.

“Do you think she wantsto talk?’

Jasmine grinned &t that. “ Are you going to answer?’ she asked. “ Sure,” | said, bluffing confidence.
“Why not?’

How the nightgaunts were able to hear me without ears, | have no idea, but they rustled. Defensive
positioning. Jasmine coordinated their movements with aseries of hand sgnals and finger snaps. Shewas
egily formidable.

“Ready,” she called oncethe troops werein place.

Therewas atrick to the flashing sprite, of that | was certain. | strained for how it was done.

Answer, answer, answer ...

| closed my hand into afist and squeezed, tight. | concentrated on the pressure and let my eydids
grow limp.

Answer, answer, answey ...

| opened my hand and then my eyes. Therewas ablinking bal of light in my palm, shooter-sized, and
this sprite was oscill ating orange-black-orange-black-orange-black. My colors, of course. Happy
Halloween.

Red-green, yellow-blue, purple-pink, orange-black. Standards. Heraldry. Symbolsand call signs.

Ignis fatuus, | thought. Foolish fire.

| traded alook with Jasmine, and tossed my orange-black up to the purple-pink of the Violet Queen.

My sprite hovered there, then discovered its mate, and the two began to orbit each other. Faster and
fagter they gyrated, firefliesin love— until they made contact.

Chaos. Pure chaos.

Sounds like popcorn kernels bursting open in my ear cand; | winced as my world warped into
madness, buckling and toppling so it seemed to stretch out toward infinity. Vertigo overwhelmed me—
for amoment | thought I might pass out — but the world righted itself just as quickly asit had spirded
into dementia, and | found mysdf just whereI’d been... except it was adifferent place besides.

| stood on the hillside, yes. And the swamp was gill there. And so were the nightgaunts, and Jasmine.
But...

But there were mountains where there shouldn't be, everything wastinted violet and there were three
moonsin the night sky.

And the Smileys had come dressed to kill....



Again, the name of the creatures came to me unbidden: vagudy humanoid abominationswith identica
Day-Glo gold faces dl locked into the same perpetua lunatic smile. They were clones, no telling, one
from the next except by their brightly colored zoot suits— brilliant reds, yellows, greensand blues all
distorted by that weird purple light. They held tommy gunsin their clawed, leather-clad hands.

From somewhere awoman’ s voice rang out high and shrill. | knew straightaway it wasthe Violet
Queen. “Go, go, go, go, go!” she screeched.

The Smileys sarted blasting.

Bullets ripped through my gauntsfast and hard; the fusillade was deafening. | dropped low and made
for the swamp.

Gaunts swooped down from the sky and carried lone Smileys off. But the Smileysfired full-auto; none
of my creatures could withstand an entire clip from that hundred-round drum. Swiss cheese, a gruesome
balet... | wasdimly aware of music, 1920s ragtime swing, and | could fed someone was enjoying this.

Jasmine grabbed a Smiley and pulled its head off, then kicked itsfriend into kingdom come. | couldn’t
tell where her strength was coming from, but it was magnificent to behold. She straight-armed another
and sngpped the fourth right in half. Unstoppable. And then the fifth saw her coming...

The gaunts leaked a phosphorescent blue ichor but Jasmine bled plain old crimson, sameasme. Lead
punched through her lungs and she just crumpled... | heard mysdlf cry out, and the Violet Queen was
laughing.

She emerged from the fog maze: a psychotic harpy bedecked in lavender. Crossbow in hand, she
looked like a spoiled little girl on the bad end of an acid trip. Shelooked like pain. She wore too much
eye makeup.

The crosshow pointed at my head and — twang! — thefirst shot nicked my ear.

| rushed her.

Violet (not her true name, | redlized) fumbled for another bolt but we both knew she couldn’t load it in
time. | saw concernin her eyes, but no red fear. No fear? | resolved to rip her limb from limb.

| didn’t get there.

Something exploded and my knees gave way. The hurt sank in asplit second later and | tried to wrap
my mind around the fact that a stray bullet had tagged me. A head shot.

The swamp had me; | was on my back, floating. Violet pointed and laughed. My left temple hurt
something fierce; | was bleeding but | wasn't dead.

“Delicioud” proclaimed the V.Q.

Detroit, screamed my brain, irrationd asever.

Carnageraged. The Smileysignored me, thank God, but | wastoo sick and dizzy to do anything but
liethere, bleeding, cold, wet, fedling tiny, blinking up at the three-mooned sky. | could seethe spritesa
few meters up, al weird and dreamlike, merged now, something singular, cycling
purple-orange-pink-black, over and over again.

| reached for my orange-black but it was too high.

“Come back to me,” | whispered.

A pull? Adlight pull up there?

Imagination. But on the other hand?

| clenched my teeth and strained. ..

“Come back.”

My eyes closed. | wanted it. Needed it.

Shrieked the purple-clad maniac: “Wi-i-inning! I'm wi-i-i-nning!” And | could hear her coming my
way, light footfdlsthrough the swamp. ..

No time!

My hand, | decided, already had it. My hand, | decided, was flashing orange and black.

Eyes open and the sprite streaked right back to my fingertips. Everything stretched and ripped, a
bruta wrenching of earth and sky and Violet’ s universe cleaved free from mine— no more purple
mountains majesty, it al reversed to the way it was before | answered the call.



Back. | was back. Wherever back was.

Still in the swamp, | redized.

My head was leaking blood. A shalow wound; the bullet must have bounced right off the bone.
One-in-a-thousand odds, one-in amillion.

On the downside, the guardian angel watching over my charmed life hadn’t extended her protection to
my followers. | shook off the dizziness, staggered over, kndt down, felt for apulse. There was none.
Jasmine lay facedown on the hill, cut to ribbons by some Smiley’ sgun.

The Smileys were gone, the Violet Queen was gone, but the destruction |eft in their wake was enough
to make me sick. Jasmine had died bravely, yes, but for what?

The war made no sense. The rules of this place made no sense. Staring at her corpse, | felt old, | felt
ancient. My handstrembled like | had some kind of palsy. Gently, | eased her over onto her back. The
eyeswere dready closed.

| thought to bury her. I didn't, but | thought abouit it. Instead, | just kept staring &t the one person who
| knew could’ ve helped me make sense out of al this.

Answering the Violet Queen’scal had felt so right, hadn’t it? There was power in me, unearthly
power | didn’'t understand. Using it, whatever fraction of it I’ d just seen, marked melikeascar — “The
Magician” gtill dangled from my neck and | wondered what it meant. Black magic. Necromancy.
Secrets most profane.

I got up from Jasmine' s side and wiped blood from my brow. Gaunts had flocked around me, just a
dozen left now, most bleeding from bullet holes.

“Can you understand me?’ | asked the nearest.

No response save adight cocking of the head.

| extended my arms: the pose of crucifixion.

“Take mehome.”

One grabbed my left arm, another took my right.

Weflew.

Door-to-door service— would | expect any less? They dropped me off by the eclipse lock before
retresting back into the shadows. | stepped inside.
Thewordswere hanging in the air when | got there, burning likefire:

ISTHISA BETTER TIME?

| hesitated. “Yes,” | said.
The words hovered there for another second, then blurred into:

MAY | SPEAK WITH YOU?

“Go right ahead.”

“If you gill want your privacy, | can return later,” came the response, thistime aura rather than visud.
It was aflat mechanical voice, bland, affectless, neutra.

“No. Thiswill befine”

“Pace diagnostics report peripheral damage only, but given the unpleasant psychologica
circumstances, | was concerned for your well-being.”

“Psychologica circumstances?’ | asked.

“The surge removed me from the equation for more than thirty-one hours. | imagine the ensuing
detention was unsettling.” Surge? | wiped some blood away from my hair and shrugged.

“Haloween, | do apologize for rattling you earlier. | had no ideamy vocalizations were unstable. Pace
has since corrected the problem.”

“That'scomforting,” | said.



Halloween. The name il didn't fed phi beta kosher. Deegp down, in the verboten part of memory
lane, it felt like apretense, apersonal’ d adopted.

“Naturaly, vocalization preferences were reset by the surge,” she said.

“Naturdly.”

“Would you care to state a preference?’

“I would indeed,” | told the disembodied voice as| climbed the stairs up to my bedroom. “Please set
it to whatever it was before.” The next voicel heard | knew.

“| takeit thisismoreto your liking?’

An aigocratic lilt. British, female, gented. Chim-chiminy and afew precious memories snuck through
the gate.

“Much better, Nanny,” | said. “It' s good to have you back.”
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CHAPTER 3
EQUINOX

Halfway Jim climbs into the back and secures the door behind him. The drugs are fading fast
and hisbuzz is dipping away like a selfish lover. Redly, it'sjust aswedll, he thinks; now that he's
had his fun he'll need to keep his wits about him.

“ Airport,” hetellsthe driver and chants to himself as the coupe bisects the Osaka night.
Friendly chatter starts up — nothing he wants to hear. The night’ s entertainment (orgy) has left
him dippy dog tired but no, not too tired to sleep through the driver’ s gab; the flick of a switch
brings silence to his ears.

Nothing like the quiet to put thingsin perspective, he thinks. And it’s about to get a lot quieter still.

Halfway Jimis, in no particular order, an irreverent wise-ass, a drug addict, a screwup, a
would-be enlightened Buddhist master, and a genius. No one calls him Halfway Jim these days, of
course — not these days, not since school. No, friends and colleagues typically call him James
(always a bit formal to his ear) or Dr. Hyoguchi (much too formal, and what’ s wor se, Westerners
tend to bludgeon the name by making it four syllablesinstead of three). Still, ever since his
schooldays he' s thought of himself as Halfway Jim. There is some small irony in embracing a
nickname coined by your childhood nemesis — Jim recognizes this and doesn’t much care; there's
honesty in the name because he takes such pride in being an in-betweener, in living as something
unique and wonderful, like a fractal in a bowl of alphabet soup.

And such bland soup! Deemed hopelessly exotic by his classmates for no better reason than the
accident of hisbirth: half-British, half-Japanese, and not enough of either. The outcast, Halfway
Jim. Tottering between long-standing traditions, each culture grizzled and revered, polar yet
parallel with intersections he' s never appreciated — formality, gardens and tea. Not to mention



imperidism, he thinks now, glancing out at the city lights.

“Punchit,” he says. He saysit in English —force of habit —then repeatsit in Japanese. When
nothing happens, he recognizes his mistake and toggles the switch back so the driver can hear
him. Soon the car is speeding and weaving through traffic the way he likes.

Merged into Gedaechtnis quite recently, Jim's company designed and manufactured the
original silicon filament that once constituted the “ brain” of automated cars — before
nerve-and-enzyme technology had superseded. These days almost every car hasa driver —Jim's
included. Passive sonar constantly monitors the road conditions and makes ninety-one thousand
careful reports each and every second; these reports race back to the driver, who reacts with
compensations in the car’ s speed and direction.

Jim likes wet technologies (and thrives on that inter section between hard and wet) but knows
the hardware and software have to come first. They’re building blocks; stable, predictable —the
enzymes are more fun but much trickier; you have to add them carefully, like predatorsto a
closed ecosystem or subroutines to object code.

Most designers can’t or won't find balance between the wares; they prefer to specialize. But
Jim doesn’t trust anyone who puts absolute stock in any thing hard, wet, soft. Embrace the
machine, he tells the grad students who flock to his lectures. The machine is unification. Harmony.
The machine is every component realized. Don't trust those who don'’t trust the machine.

Soit in the pickles. The bullies used to spit in the pickle tray when no one was looking. Or they'd
trip you in the halls. Mindless pranks like that. You had to watch yourself back in prep. Jim
remember s a feeling of intense frustration with that time, frustration with students and teachers
alike. And with that frustration, a growing sense of superiority.

They could not see the big picture.

And where are they now? he wonders.

Dying like everyone dse.

Not much sense looking back on the past, he thinks. But how can you not look back when the future
looks so grim?

Thousands of miles away, the Southern Gentleman is waiting for him. He and Blue need Jim —
his work connects theirs. Gedaechtnis cannot proceed without him; it needs all three of themto
act in concert. The Southern Gentleman is the brain. Blueis the body. And Dr. Jim Hyoguchi?
Halfway Jimis the machine.

If the teams can all work together ...

Jim gets tingly when he thinks about it. Through the terminal and up to the gate, the tingly
feeling stays with him, replacing the drug buzz but not quite equaling it. He boards his plane with
a feeling of cautious optimism, trying — very hard — to think of Gedaechtnis as just another job.
Pretty soon, he' s believing it. He closes his eyes and drifts off, focusing on the exciting challenges
he and his team have before them... on the glory that will be theirs should they succeed... and not
on the price that must be paid should they fail.

“We could have talked earlier if you werein the mood.”

“I wasn't.”

“Mogt certainly,” Nanny observed, “the broken mirror atteststo that. Y ou redly should find a better
way to channel your aggression, Halloween. Impulsive rages don’t become you.”

Here' swhat | knew about Nanny:

First, Nanny did things for me. Lots of things. Second, she cared about me. Not in the way |
suspected Jasmine had, but she— it looked out for my welfare just the same. Third, | didn’t trust Nanny.

“I'll take it under advisement,” | promised, flopping down on the bed next to Whisper. “My head
hurts”

“You redlize pain is meant to serve as a deterrent”?’

“Pretty much. But | can't help it when the lunatic fringe assaults me.”

“Towhom areyou referring?’



“To shewho tried to put my eye out with a crossbow.”

“You redly shouldn’t blame Fantasiafor begting you at your own game. Once you make the rules, you
haveto play by them,” Fantasia? F isfor Fantasia...

Now | knew. Fantasia, ak.a. the Violet Queen, was like me and not like me. We d fought against
each other before, skirmishesfor fun, for pride, but nothing lasting. The girl had alifelong infatuation with
the color purple; the Purple Gang (abootlegging ring that controlled Detroit back in the*roaring” 1920s)
was the nonsensical inspiration for her Smileys. That was the way her mind worked. And | wasn't her
enemy; hebephrenic schizophreniawas. She wasn't malicious so much as crazed and unpredictable, and
for somereason | pitied her.

“Fantasiadoesn't play by therules; | don’t ssewhy | should.”

“That'sjust the sort of attitude that gets you in trouble, Halloween. Y ou have such potentid; it bresks
my heart to see you squander it. If you devoted yoursdlf to your academic studies, you’ d have graduated
years ago.”

Silent, | feigned asulkinessthat came quite naturaly to me, but benegth the fagade my mind was
whirling.

“Would you like me to ease your pain?’

| nodded. My head ached.

“I'll secure authorization from Maestro.”

| amost coughed. Maesiro, Maestro. .. the name was familiar. Familiar and distinctly unplessant. |
feared him. A superior being, the old bastard, his power was greater than mine. Is he the one who
shocked me?

“No need to trouble Maestro,” | said.

“Very well,” she sighed. “Would you prefer abandage instead?’

“Please”

The gauze materidized around my wound asif by magic.

My legs swiveled over; | rose from the bed. Whisper blinked a me deepily as| walked into the untidy
bathroom. Glassin the sink, glass on thefloor.

“I dowish | hadn’t smashed thismirror.”

The shards vanished; the bathroom mirror reassembled whole. | oohed softly and clapped my hands.
“You'retoo kind,” Nanny said. “1 till don’t reflect,” | pointed ouit.

“Of course not. Everything isjust asyou left it.”

“Asit should be, asit should be.” Why would | ban my own reflection? “I have a ddlicate sense of
humor, don't I, Nanny?’

“Delicate? Precarious, I'd say.”

That might explain the empty books in the library and possibly the open grave. Madre de Dios. My
jokeswere aheck of alot funnier when | wasn't the butt of them. Delicate like a straight razor.

“Thereflection. Let’ sturn it back on.”

The mirror flickered and there | was. Good-looking stranger. One part innocent, one part roué. Or
was that two partsroué? | held out my hand.

“Cloveme”

The poisonous ddlight appeared between fingers two and three. Lit, | might add. | practiced blowing
rings with the smoke and pondered how best to abuse my nanny’ s power. The possibilitieswere limitless.

She broke my reverie: “Be advised that Pandora has changed her call from yellow to green to yellow
to black.”

P isfor Pandora, | decided. Halloween, Lazarus, Fantasia and now Pandora. Four of the Ten.

Who are the other six?

“Ydlow to black,” | repeated, committing the sprite to memory. “Could you cycle through the calls,
please?’

“Asyou wish. Champagne: pink to black; Fantasia: violet to pink; Halloween: orangeto black; I saac:
red to orange; Lazarus. white to green; Mercutio: red to green; Pandora: ydlow to black; Smone: silver
to blue; Tyler: yelow to blue; Vashti: blueto green.”



Tyler-Mercutio-Halloween. There was aring to that; | sensed we were thick asthieves. Pandorafelt
okay in my book too; she was some sort of tomboy. Simon€e' s name just made mefed lost and sad. |
recognized the other appellations but there was considerable fuzziness. Most of them gave me bad vibes.

Which one isthe rotten apple? | wondered.

If he could speak, Lazarus would say: Halloween is the rotten apple: sick, vicious, rotten to the
core.

Fine, but which of the others had tried to kill me? All | had to do was trace my steps. Prior to the
surge, | wasdoing... ?

What?

Blank wall.

Why did it have to be amnesia? Why couldn’t it have been hypermnesia? Or hyperkinesa? Or
hypochondria?

“Nanny, what was | doing right before the surge?’

“That’ sastrange question,” she said, and | knew I’ d taken a misstep.

“I’'mastrange person,” | tried.

“Y ou specificaly requested your privacy and | gaveit to you. Surely you remember?’

| smoothed my hair — avain attempt at nonchalance. “Let’s pretend | don’t.”

“Towhat end?

“Such big teeth you have, Nanny.”

“Arewe playing agame?’ came the politely confused response, which | think was Nanny’ s droll way
of saying “dl the better to bite you with.”

“No games, slly. I'm just teasing you. But | would like to know what caused the surge.”

“Sowould |. Paceinvestigates even as we speak. Rest assured, 1’1l furnish you with the results of that
investigation as soon asthey’re made available.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

Did | weether that storm? | kept the carefree masquerade going as | strolled back into the bedroom.
My disembodied governess'watch dog/shrink let me shuffle through my belongingsfor afew moments
before piping up: “1 know how you hate to be nagged, but you really ought to check in with Maestro.”

| didn’t answer, preferring to sift through the tarot-based trinkets instead.

“He sdready crosswith you.”

| picked up “Death” and reversed it. There was an inscription on theflip side:

DEATH
Not physical death, but spiritual and psychological mutation.
Passage to a new plane of existence.
Birth; Death; Rebirth.

Thereitis. That'sit. That's everything.

Sucking my teeth, | dipped “ Death” around my neck and tossed “The Magician” back in the drawer.
“Maestrowill just havetowait,” | said. “1’m not ready.”

“Y ou overestimate his patience.”

Shewasright, of course. | knew shewasright.

“I"d like to see Jasmine now.”

“Haloween,” she chided, “I don’t think you truly appreciate how fortunate you are to have my
sarvices. Ordinarily, when someone dies, you can't bring her back.”

“Isthat 50?1 redly do learn something new every day. But so much for the ordinary,” | said. *“ Jasmine,
please. Right here.”

And there she was. Right there.

She looked pristine. No bullet holes. No blood. | stared at her and she stared right back at me. We
were sdlf-conscious voyeurs. “Isthere anything else | can do for you?’ Nanny inquired.

A dight jump on my part; I'd actualy forgotten about her. “No, that' sal. Thank you, Nanny.”



“Y ou' rewelcome. Speak up if you need me.”

And Nanny grew quiet. Disappear wasn't the right word for it — | had no idea where she was, much
lesswhere she could go. Out of conversation, | couldn’t be sureif the was watching my actions or
eavesdropping upon my words. Or rather, | felt reasonably assured that | was sill being watched — at
least on someleve. The question was, how close? How well?

“You saved my life)” Jasmine said.

“Posthumoudy.” | wasn't oneto brag.

A moment. A definite moment between us. But it was ahell of an awkward one. | didn’t know what
to say.

“What'sit like being dead?”’

She shook her head. “I don’t remember.” A pause. “What'sit like having such power over lifeand
desth?’

“I'mnot sure,” | admitted. “I haven't decided yet.”

“Y ou brought me back. I’ m grateful .”

She dipped off her top and let it fdl to the floor.

Cdl menaive, but | wasn't expecting it. Or perhaps | was expecting it, but | wasn’t emotionaly
prepared. In any case, | began to fed distinctly uncomfortable. Aroused but uncomfortable.

“What do you think you' re doing?’

Shedidn’'t say aword. Eyes never once leaving mine, she proceeded to shed al modesty. A silent
striptease — unpretentious, without guile. And then there was a puddle of jet-black garments gracing my
bedroom floor.

Shewas stunning.

I hoped Nanny was miles away. | wagered she wasn't.

Jasmine sensed my hesitation.

“|s something wrong?’

“You'renot red,” | said.

“No?’

| shook my head.

She reached back and undid her ponytail. “I’m asrea asyou need meto be.”

It’ strue, she amost was. But, perversdly, it didn’t feel natural. She was avirtua stranger, and hedonist
though | am, | couldn’t sham intimacy, true intimacy, not with so many vexing questions racing through
my mind. And beyond that, | suppose | was ashamed. Who was she? And what had | done to deserve
such alover? | hadn’t brought her back from the dead; Nanny had. Try as| might, | couldn’t shakethe
senseof guilt.

Cdl mearomartic, | guess. Cal meanidiot.

| touched her face. Ran my hand through her hair.

“Canl just hold you?’ | asked.

She searched my face, trying to read me. | couldn’t read her at al. In the end, she nodded and we lay
back on the bed next to Whisper.

| dept.

Some dreams come flowing like milk. Some come in random spurts of sense and folly. Thiswas one
of those.

A supermarket. The clock onthewall said 3 A.M. | was bagging groceries, the night shift. For no
apparent reason, | had wings sprouting out of my back. | couldn’t tell if they were butterfly wings,
feathered like an angel’s, or chiropteran like the nightgaunts . Each time | looked they were different. No
one el se seemed to notice them, but they worried me just the same.

The checker was a hard woman with aweak chin. She' d scan the produce and grind her teeth
together when the scanner wouldn't take. | could hear her breathing. Phlegmy; | didn't like the sound.

The bagger in the next aide kept sneaking glances. At my eyes, not my wings. Like he wanted to say
something. Like he wanted me to say something. But we never spoke. He looked about my age. He



looked like a black-and-white photograph. His skin was stedly gray.

My hands felt mechanica. | made agame of noting what each patron was buying. A heavyset man
bought Slim-Fat, potato chips and vitamins. Two old ladies bought yams, steaks and black-eyed peas,
along with every tabloid and a bottle of scotch. A frosted blonde with aglazed look in her eye (shewas
coming down from something; my intuition said mushrooms) bought just two items. Cap’'n Crunch and
latex condoms. | wondered who she was bringing them hometo.

| heard a voice behind me. The voice was mae. Meodic. Amused.

“Haloween. Well, well, well.”

| spun to face someone with alit cigar in one hand and apolo malet in the other. He seemed bisected,
divided, standing haf inlight and half in darkness. Shadows played across hisface. | recognized him as
Lazarus and with that recognition came awave of violent emotion, most of it hate.

The room changed in away | can’t describe and he approached dowly, deliberately, getting a closer
look. He squinted, Szing me up— asif heweretrying to distinguish me from an imaginary twin— and
then frowned, disappointed.

“No, not quite Halloween. Pity. Smoke?’

He offered hiscigar to me. It wasn't agesture of friendship. Around me the shadows seemed darker
somehow — more menacing. His expression did nothing to comfort me.

| sad, “I’m dreaming.”

Hesad, “Soam|.”

| said, “You can't be dreaming. Y ou're dead.”

He smiled but therewas no mirthinit. He said, “ Dead? What' s death in this place? Lifeisbut a
dream.”

The son of abitch wasthick. | had to set him straight. “No, Lazarus,” | said, “you died the true degth.
| killed you.”

Except that’ s not quite what happened. What happened was. | split like an amoebaand my two dream
selves answered differently. One said: “ Y ou died the true degth. | killed you.” The other seemed
indignant and cried: *Y ou died the true desth, but | didn’t kill you!”

He looked at me, both of me, and said, “Wll, that doesn’t mean | can’t be dreaming, now doesiit?’

There wasno answer | felt | could give.

He turned away from me, Lazarus, with his shaved head and hisimmaculate white suit, the dead kid
who thought he was the best of us. He was amanipulative prick awaystrying to have it both ways, and
aways playing both ends againgt the middle. He flip-flopped congtantly; he’ d get you involved and then
back out, the kind of hypocrite you’ d love to shake.

Or, maybe do more than just shake.

He turned back around, dowly, and there was only one of me again. “There will be others,” he said.

| shrugged.

We gtared at each other for along time. We didn’t speak. My wings rustled. Then he swung the polo
mallet at my face, and the dream came to a sudden end.

I woke with achill; the blanket was gone and Jasmine aong with it. Whisper too. There was
something in the room with me, though, something formless. 1. sensed it with the fight-or-flight part of my
brain.

“Nanny?’

It wasn't Nanny.

Taking shape: atweed suit. Init: astudious-looking man, tall and dark-skinned, with silver hair dicked
back. An amber light shined from his body, bathing the room with an eerie glow. He was staring at me—
grim.

“Maestro,” | said.

“Words,” he said, “cannot begin to express my disappointment.”



“Have | done something?’

“It' swhat you haven't done.”

“Can we narrow it down?’

“Study, Halloween. Y ou haven't studied.” He glanced about my bedroom with a disapproving eye,
and then focused on aleather chair. “We have asocia contract. You learn; | teach. Do you redlize” he
asked, dusting the chair — with asnap of hisfingers— before sitting, “that by not studying, you are only
cheating yoursdf?’

“Okay,” | sad. “Chesting mysdf, sure”

And | thought about that chair.

| remembered the call code: Furniture, chair, lounger, leather, choice 6. Which meant he' d set his
posterior on anillusion, ablank space that just as easily could have been furniture, chair, beanbag,
choice 22 or furniture, chair, throne, ivory, choice 3.

It was a collection of bits and bytes and nothing more. The chair was not real and neither was
Maestro.

And | reglized where| was.

When Immersive Virtua Redlity premiered, programmers used it for entertainment applicationsfirgt,
but its educationa vaue was undeniable. Why physically go to an overcrowded school when you can
plug in and connect to the best teachersin the world? Private netschool s popped up over the next few
years, but the dream of 1VR public education had yet to be redized — the cost was smply too high for
most familiesto bear.

That meant | wasrich. Or on scholarship. Or both.

So thiswas an exclusive I VR boarding school. Caled?

“G” something. Three syllables, hey? Gonzaga... Gagarin... Gesundheit... no, nyet, nein... but
close, getting close there, Halloween.

My parents dropped me off years ago. | didn’t want to go. Now Maestro was my headmaster and |
was closeto graduating. ..

| redlized I’ d stopped listening to him. “I am going to test you on the sciences,” he was saying. “We
will focus on biology and genetics, with particular emphasis on epidemiology.”

“Jugt hang on aminute.”

“To the contrary, you have frittered away far too much time asit is. This grotesque playground you' ve
fashioned has proven itsdf to be ahighly ineffective working environment. When you fail the exam, | shall
reset your preferencesto the default. Am | being clear?”’

“Playtime sover,” | sad. “Clear.”

“Excdlent.”

“Andit's when | fail theexam?Not if?’

“You haven't sudied.”

“Thenwhy test meat dl?’

Helooked indignant. “ Procedure,” he said.

| imagined mysdlf sedated somewherein the rea world. Stretched out on alounger. An 1V dripin my
arm. A nurse checking on mefrom timeto time. Or not.

Detroit, my brain screamed.

No, somewhere outside of Detroit. Some affluent Michigan suburb. Maybe.

If I could just wake up, I’ d be safe and free.

“Let meout,” | said. But the test had aready begun.

What are Okazaki fragments?

Why do plasmodiaexhibit negative phototaxis?

How are arthropod-transmitted diseases best contained? What is the negative binomia distribution?

Typhusfever is caused by which bacterium?

| don’t fucking know.

Hewas absolutdly right; | was unprepared. Amnesiawill do that to you.

Theradiance shifted. Maestro turned green with my few correct answers (envy?) and red with all my



incorrect ones (rage?). His expression never changed.

“That,” hesad, “wasterrible.”

My bedroom dripped away like aDdi clock and now we stood outside my home. Except my home
was adready twigting into something lifeless and serile. The cathedrd shrank away to become aregular
house, dl style gtripped fromit, dl individudity logt.

Thud.

A wingless nightgaunt landed at my feet. It twitched and bled. | looked up. Nightgaunts fell from the
sky likedying birds. They changed in midflight, blank faces gaining features as they morphed into generic
IVR teenagers, virtua peers, centra casting from abland 1950s movie. They crashed and they broke.
And then they disappeared. Needless cruelty, | thought. Real or not, thisisjust wrong.

Suddenly, | feared for Jasmine.

“Stop thigl”

| tried to grab Maestro by the lapels but my hands went right through him.

“Y ou can have your toys back when you buckle down and do somework,” he said. “Y our attitude
will determineyour dtitude.” Therewas no arguing with him. There never had been.

Except...

“Unplugme” | said.

“Comeagan?’

“I said un-fucking-plug me! Wake me up and stop this!”

“Stop theworld, | want to get off,” he sneered.

Unbelievable. My hands balled into fists. | began to shake.

“My parents pay you to teach me, take care of me, and see to my needs. | need to wake up, | need to
cdl them and | damn well need—"

“Y ou need structure,” Maestro interrupted. “Y ou think you know what' s best for you but | act inloco
parentis. Y ou want an unscheduled break from your studies,” he said, “but you most certainly haven't
earned one.”

“How about a scheduled break?”

“Sunday,” he said. “ Exercise and nutrition.”

“I can't wait that long.”

“Can’t you?No, you mean to say ‘won’'t.” Y ou won't wait that long. The fact remains. you are
capable of waiting and that is precisely what you are going to do.” | seethed as he put the finishing
touches on my environment, flaitening ahill, gently shifting the temperature.

“Maestro, my parents—"

“Sunday,” hesad.

“My parents expect you to protect me! And it’snot safe here!” He arched an eyebrow.

“Electric shock,” | explained.

“May | presumethat you are talking about the Caliope Surge?’

“Cdliope Surge?’

“Pace diagnostics suggest aminor glitch in the server software, nothing more.”

“That ‘minor glitch’ paralyzed me—"

“Regrettable.”

“ —and put meinagreeat ded of pain.”

“I rather doubt it, but if so, that’ s regrettable too.”

“What are the chances,” | asked, “that someoneistrying to kill me? And beforeyou tell mel’'m
overreacting, I’ d like you to contemplate the kind of lawsuit my family could bring against this school.
How will you look, Maestro, dismissing my complaints and choosing to keep mein adangerous,
potentidly lethd environment dl in theinterest of * procedure? ”

“Such aflar for melodrama,” he remarked. “ Since you asked, the chances areinfinitesmd. IVR is
perfectly safe. Even if someone did mean you harm, we monitor our sudents' safety with the utmost
care”

“My vitd sgns?’



“Strong and stable. Asaways.”

“SoI’'m just being paranoid?’

He shrugged. “It may be a desperate bid for attention.”

“Something,” | promised him, “isn’t right here. And when you find out what it is, I’ m going to be
somewhere e se. Expd me.”

“Pardon?’

| punched him dead in the face. Unfortunatdly, my fist passed right through.

“Expel me, you dumb son of abitch,” | said.

“Hdloween,” he laughed, “I’ d love to expel you, but it’s not going to happen. | didn't give up on
Fantasaand I’'m not giving up onyou.” | just stared a him.

“Y ou can put on al the shameful displaysyou want,” he continued. “ They won't do you any good. Do
you remember what | told you when you first cameto this school ?”

| shook my head.

“| told you that | sensed tremendous potentia. That you could be the brightest of the Ten. It' svery
disappointing, but were | abetting man, I’ d have put my money onyou.” He pointed at my chest. “I'd
have bet that you would be thefirgt, instead of Lazarus.”

“Quiteamorbid bet,” | growled. “ Sorry you didn’t collect.”

“Morbid?" he asked.

“Betting that I’ d bethefirst to die? What would you call it?’

“Infactud. Why do you think Lazarusis dead?’

“Because...| killed him. * ... because heisn't here anymore.”

“Wall, of course heisn't,” Maestro smiled. “He' s graduated.”

DAY 3

Nietzsche' s mind snapped.

It happened on January 3rd, 1889. He saw a coachman whipping a horse. He threw his arms around
the horse’ s neck. And he collapsed. A complete menta breakdown left him aninvaid for therest of his
life. After years of work, he would contribute nothing more.

What caused the breskdown?

Some say it was syphilis. Some say it was an inherited brain disease. Others say it was years of
abusing adrug cdled chlora hydrate.

So what wasit? The syphilis? The brain disease? The chlora hydrate?

| sometimes ask: Was it the coachman? The whip? Or the horse?

Dawn found me up with the angels. Wéll, not quite that high. The best | could do was the roof of my
new house, taking in the landscape with gathering gloom.

Wherewas my graveyard? Where were the cornfields, the evergreens, that pumpkin patch, my
swamp? It was al meadows and blue sky — the kind of world a child might design.

Pethetic.

| crept over to where my gargoyles used to perch and wished I’ d seen the view from my cathedra.
Maybe | would haveif there' d been a conventiona way to the top. But it wasn't part of the design. Why
include roof access when Nanny can pop you up whenever you ask? Pop, pop, pop. My intangible
demon genie.

How did she do it? Quantum manipulation, matter trand ocation, reshuffling the age-old redity deck?
Onefrom column A and one from column B?

Just programming.

Shewas atificid intdligence, part of the IVR. So was Jasmine. My nightgaunts. The Smileys. Even
Whisper. All programs.

And probably Maestro, though | wasn't sure.

Itisn't real.

So what was red? Just the outsiders. | counted mysdlf, Fantasia(real crazy), Lazarus (rea dead), and



the other seven students. The outside world was rea enough to taste and | felt like a child with his nose
pressed against a bakery window.

Crap.

| gathered that my world was round — and very small. | fantasized that if it were much smdller, the
light would bend so | could see the back of my head off in the distance, atelltale flash of dyed, bright
orange. But the laws of physics kept that afantasy. To see the back of my head from here, I'd haveto
be standing on the event horizon of ablack hole, and if so, the gravity would be such asto cause mea
host of other problems, not the least of which would be my instant desth.

Virtudly speaking.

Canyoudiein IVR? Isit like dying in a dream?

“What would happenif | jumped off thisroof?" | mused.

“You' dfdl likeastone,” answered Nanny.

“WEell, | should hope 0, for Isaac Newton's sake if no one else's. But at the moment of impact, what
do you think might happen?’

She hypothesized that severa of my boneswould break.

“My virtual bones,” | corrected.

“The sensation will fed identical,” she promised. “Y ou will experience moderate-to-severe pain at the
moment of impact. Immediady following, you will request medicd attention and | shall respond by
gaining authorization and then muting the sensation. And if history remainstrue to form, this unplessant
experience will have virtudly no effect on your future behavior.”

Moderate-to-severe pain — torment was conveniently codified. “I’ll ask you to stop the pain and you
will?’

“Yes”

“So what’ sthe point?’

Shedidn’t understand.

Think about it. You arean IVR programmer. Y ou have godlike power. If you can code avirtua
environment, if you can play with the very laws of physics, why program pain?

Why would God bring pain to the world?

To teach me alesson?

Whendid | fal from grace?

And what kind of lessonisit where | can stop the pain whenever | want?

Pain, yes, but | can’t die, | thought then, or perhaps | said it without redlizing, for Nanny’ s chiding
was right on cue: “May | ask why you would want to kill yourself?’

“Forbidden fruit,” | answered.

“Digtressing, Halloween. | consider it my persond failure that you continue to fed thisway.”

Continue?

As| stood there, feding the warmth of the sun on my face (it was, of course, a perfect day), peering
from the edge, my memory acknowledged with some guilt and reluctance that I’ d thought about jumping
before. About degath, dying, suicide as ameans of release. Moody, moody Halloween. Chemicaly
imbalanced. Yes, I’d thought about it alot.

“Don’t blameyoursdlf,” 1 smiled, making acaculated effort to think on my feet. “Y ou do the best you
can, what with my pathologicd averson to authority.”

Ah, yes, theold P.A.T.A. Someone had used those words to describe me once, maybe more than
once. | just couldn’t remember who.

“Whether you know it or not, your lifeis precious. It has worth and meaning, elegance, a hallowed
sgnificance beyond that which can be readily seen with the naked eye.”

(Grade-school kidsin aclassroom, dl chanting asone, “I’'m specia! My life has purpose!”)

Mythology quiz: The Greek gods punished Sisyphus by forcing him to push aboulder up amountain.
Whenever he neared the top, the boulder would dip from his hands and roll back down to the bottom. It
was an endlesstask. It wastorture.

Question: What crime did Sisyphus commit?



Answer: Heimprisoned the god of death — so no one could die. Y ou are an VR programmer. Why
create aworld where you can hurt yoursdlf but never die? If you can create anything, why not create
Paradise?

In the words of Camus, “One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”

“You redly shouldn't try so hard to convince me my lifehasvalue,” | replied, once I’ d digested
Nanny’ swords.

“Medic,” | said.

Nanny’ s hypothesis had been pretty accurate. Broken ankle, didocated shoulder, bruised ribs. Painful,
yes. But thefall was such arush. “Medic,” | repeated, laughing through gritted teeth.

AsNanny fixed me up, | kept thinking: Thisworld has been sanitized for your protection. And
when the pain subsided, | asked her for files.

Before my eyes, asmall rectangle appeared, emera d-green and incandescent. It floated inthe air,
faintly shimmering, daring meto touch. | reached insde, and though | felt nothing but adight tingle, my
hand seemed to discorporate upon entry, “bleeding” into shapes and symbols. Unsettling, seeing my
fingers scatter likeinsects, but | went withiit. It wasn't the first time I’ d done this. Coming back to me
now, dowly but surely: this holographic display was my Pfiledirectory. My directory. Asin my files

Jackpot.

| could access the contents by flexing the now-invisible digits of my hand. With my pinky, | rotated the
icons clockwise — philosophy, fiction, theory, art, research and on to the M-file gateway ... but | didn’t
want M filesyet, | had my Pfilesto explore. | twitched my thumb to rotate the icons back, then used my
index finger to enter them one by one.

Persond files: the trappings of an identity.

Unfortunately, there was afundamenta impersondity to my Pfiles; | did not make ahabit of
annotating them (amnesia apparently not having been aforeseeable event), and most were smply
downed from the M base. Thefileswereteling, just the same, telling by their very nature and
compostion.

| had philosophicd texts by Machiavelli, Sartre, Kant, Nietzsche, Hume and Juarez, with optical
biographies and associated object lessons. These were completely unmarked, and only vaguely familiar
— | skimmed one or two, then impatiently moved on.

| had copiousfiles on the nature of mortdity and immortality (birth, death, undeath, life after deeth,
reincarnation and so forth), and myths on such from around the world (from Ishtar to Baldur, Savitri to
QOsrris), supplemented by anthropological treatises on each culture' s customs, theories and practices.

Midfiled dong with this collection: adisquigtion on butterflies.

Also: coroner photos from the 1930s. Gridy. A car-crash decapitation — the head resting peacefully
on the sand, like afather who lets his children bury him up to his neck. But no neck. | thought of
Orpheus...

Orpheustried to rescue his sweetheart from the Land of the Dead. Hefailed. There are differing
accounts of his death. Some say he died of grief. Others say he waskilled by Zeus, king of the gods,
punished for reveding divine mysteries to humankind. But most storiestell how wild women — the
Bacchae — ripped him apart. For disrespecting Chaos (in the form of Dionysus), they tore him apart
with their bare hands and scattered the pieces to the four winds.

| sometimes keep that image in mind: Orpheus’ s head on a sandy beach.

Fiction was split neatly into holography and literature — the former sporting a decidedly varied
selection, though congsting largely of twentieth-century titles converted to holographic format. Some
came from Hollywood. Many were from Hong Kong. | recognized Zhao Shi Jang’ sremake of Zero For
Conduct, but most escaped my powers of recollection. No time to waste browsing these, | decided, and
cycled on.

The literature selection was far more provincia in scope. | possessed the complete works of H.P.
Lovecraft. Just text, these, but what did it matter? Such power in those maddening tales! Such acumen! |
knew them, al of them, and could recite each word for word. It was like reuniting with old friends. No,



more than friends: | loved Lovecraft. Objectively speaking, there are better writersto revere, but pained
and awkward though his prose might be, the force of hiswords spoke to the darkest corners of my soul.

And | wondered: What made me the way | am? Why am | drawn to this fare? Why am | not mild
and pleasant?

In each book, | found notesin the margin. Most of these didn't strike me as significant, but one phrase
had been repeated again and again in handwriting | identified asmy own: “Thereisno rest a the
gateway.”

TheM-file gateway?

No, it was more than that...

Ascension, something wobbly in my brain tried to squeak, but the concept felt distant.

Beyond Lovecraft, my P files boasted the works of his successors and imitators, including Derleth, but
that was about it. No classics, no literary tours de force, not even apulp thriller nor a passing testament
to trashy eroticism.

My chaos-theory selection was predictably heavy on entropic arguments (L orentz and on down the
line), but dso contained afew auxiliary dissertations on Prescott’ s Principle. Long on theory, short on
practice. | fought disappointment — that is, fought it until | discovered a hidden subsection on revolution
and insurgency.

Hidden? Why hidden?

All I could find were mere “footprints,” asthefiles had been destroyed. ..

By whom?

... and were thus unavailable to me, but the husksthat remained, meretitles and logs, suggested agold
mine of practical, palpable chaos— The Anarchist’ s Cookbook had sat dongsde guerrillawarfare
tactics, jammers, div-psych stratagems, even notes on low-frequency wave projection. Apparently |
fancied mysdf something of arebd. What had been my cause?

Cause and effect, my boy. Find the one and you find the other.

Nothing cameto mind except ageneral hatred of Maestro.

When | couldn’t definitively answer my question, | trekked on to art. Thin, but predictably heavy on
Hieronymus Bosch. Less Magritte and more Ddli, | kept searching until | found Ensor, Schiele, Klimt and
Erng. Everythinginitsplace.

A subdirectory housed music — mostly twentieth-century fare. Oldies but goodies. A sharp twitch
kicked off “Cryptorchid” (just the origind work, aurd, not the subsequent ACP optical and tactile
enhancements) and around me, my world pulsed with music.

Serenaded thus, | opened research — a hodgepodge of scattered discard. A dash of cryptography, a
sprinkle of genetic design, abrief study of daVinci, notes on particle physics, lonesco plays and
tarot-based symbolism. A good find.

| turned my attention to the M-file gateway. It was a congpicuousicon, fashioned to resemble an
orange-and-black butterfly with wings spread in flight: amonarch.

| triggered it; it shimmered.

“Connect metotheM base,” | said.

“Accessgranted.” A flat voice, like Nanny’sbefore I’ d customized the vocalization. Soon | was
svimming ininformation. Almost drowning init.

Maestro had been right — it was time to study — but | would choose the subjects.

Oneby one, | said: “Haloween,” “Maestro,” “Nanny,” “Lazarus,” “Caliope Surge.”

Fruitless. Plenty on Halloween the holiday, but € zippo on Halloween the person. Vain of meto think
I’d belisted, | suppose. And yet that none of these things should be listed seemed somehow remarkable.
Speaking of which. ..

“Disociative disorders,” | said.

Words scrolled out, arefresher course: * Dissociative disordersinvolve the splitting of aperson’s
psychologica functions— such asmemory, control of motion, or knowledge of identity — from the rest
of the persondlity.”

| skimmed ahead. Andyzed the possihilities.



Amnesia#l: Hystericd amnesia. “ Problems grow so overwheming, the subject becomes unable to
face redity. Complete amnesia devel ops as a defensive stratagem.”

Sure. Something “bad” happened and | snapped — sengtive little fragile me, the guy in love with
Lovecraft’smonsters. Could | snap?Hadn't | snapped along, long time ago? Chrit, | was the snap.

Amnesa#2: Retrograde annesia. “Physical injury causes the subject to forget eventsthat occurred
beforetheinjury.”

My mood darkened. Deep, deep in my bones, | knew | was damaged goods, a broken watch badly
in need of winding. Halloween, puppet of Providence, victimized by strange, unknowable forces, just like
so many of Lovecraft’ s doomed protagonists.

Reading further, | discovered agem: “The amnesiafrom eectroconvulsive, or shock, thergpy mimics
that of head injuries”

Something like ECT zapped me. Something. The Calliope Surge.

Yes, that felt perfectly right.

“Electroconvulsvetherapy,” | said.

A nanosecond to flip. There, right after “eectrocoagulation,” the familiar facts and figures: induced
seizures... used to treat depressiveillnesses. .. catatonic schizophrenia... outdated... outlawed long
ago... possible sde effects... Ah!

“Temporary amnesa,” it read.

Temporary. Blessed word. That made this whole debacle winnable, awaiting game. On the other
hand, how could | play? So many secretslocked in my head, mocking me from behind my
consciousness.... | wished | could ignore them and relax, but there would surely be aprice for apathy, a
pricel knew | couldn’t afford.

Just in case someone was watching me, | looked up afew more subjects. Y ou redly can't ever betoo
careful, and | wanted to foil educated guesses about my condition. Six ruses for woul d-be bloodhounds:
“Insulin comatherapy,” “Paranoid schizophrenia,” “Neurotranamitters,” “ Gestat psychotherapy,”
“Ataviam,” and “ Pyrite”

“Pyrite” wasastupid joke, agiveaway.

Maestro’ s sprite, an evil thing about the size of asoccer ball, appeared above my head. Three smdler
Soriteswere orbiting it like moons.

“Y ou're being summoned,” said Nanny.

“Soit would seem.”

With alast ook at the monarch icon (for | felt uniquely drawntoit), I withdrew my hand from the
emerad divider. Res stance made the exit harder, liketrying to pull freefrom tar. Slow and steady. The
directory symbolstook a hike as soon as my fingers crossed that plane — flesh and nail ingtantly rallied
back into view. | opened my hand, closed it. Wiggled my fingers... No damage of any kind. Seconds
later, the rectangle vanished.

| shut my eyes. | wanted my sprite. A loosening of the mind, that’ s the best way | know how to
describeit. Black and orange sparkled in my grasp, and | answered the call.

Picture alittle red schoolhouse. With abell. The kind you might find in Wyoming, say, in the early part
of the twentieth century. Now pictureit there on arolling meadow. Blue skies overhead. Duck pond out
back. The scent of wildflowersintheair. Idyllic, in away that nothing after childhood can ever be.

That' swhere | was.

“Welcome,” my jailor said, “to theremedia class”
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CHAPTER 4
THANKSGIVING

“ Order without chaosis a bad joke,” Jim argues, wondering why heisn’t preaching to the
choir. Blue and the Southern Gentleman have proved remarkably closed-minded to the certainty
that things will go wrong. They want this to be perfect. Perfect, perfect, perfect — no room for
error. Jimthinksthey'reliving in denial.

“|1 don’t want to hear any more about how unworkable this project is or how untestableitis,”
Blue retorts. “ We have contrasting systems and a ticking clock. If you work with us, we can make
this happen. If you don't...”

“Hey, I’'m bending over backwards to make this happen. But my job is dlippery. Play with DNA
and you play with constants; I'm over here playing with variables.”

“| play with variables constantly,” puns the Southern Gentleman.

| remember playing dodge bal with my friends. Right outside the schoolhouse, we' d play for hours
and hours. Smplerules. Throw the ball. Hit someonewith it and he's out. Unless he catchesit — then
you're out.

Then we gtarted changing the rules, my friendsand |. Another change, and then another. Dodge ball
became clodge ball. Vidlent, fanciful, even more fun.

How did we get from oversized rubber balls to monsters with automatic wespons?

| wondered: Is that the natural progression of all things?

(Bleeding, | would think later, far too late to do any good.)

Inthe early days, pre-dodge ball, we' d play freeze tag. Touch someone and they can’'t move. Tag
everyone and you win. Of course, the schoolhouse was dways“ safe.”

Funny. Because | did not fed safe anymore.

Inside, the classroom looked just as | remembered it — which isto say, memories flooded back. |



used to St inthat chair. There, by thefront. I’d St there and focus. No daydreaming. | wanted nothing
morethan to learn. To Sink my teeth into the apple of knowledge and never mind the worm.

| wasn't cynical.

| wasalittle kid with freckles.

| got plenty of deep. | drank milk. | loved the outdoors. And | was happy.

Wheat the hell happened to me?

How did | get here?

Theimage of ayounger bright-eyed me Sitting in that chair struck me with such forcethat | actualy
winced fromit. | felt stained and old. And | was grinding my teeth. Nothing good about that.

Tyler couldn’t focus. He looked like he hadn’t dept.

Mercutio leaned back in his chair, bored, hands behind his head.

Fantasiakept smacking her lips. She couldn’t help it. Tardive dyskinesa— involuntary; rhythmic
behavior, asde effect of certain anti-psychotic drugs.

Quite athink tank we made. Future Doctors of Americalook out.

“In an effort to advance those of you who have falen behind,” our teacher was saying, “I have
prescribed this study group. We will meet every Monday, Wednesday and Friday for six hours of study,
followed by four hours of field research.”

Six hours later, worlds rocked and merged. My head spun. | blinked. I was not in the schoolhouse. .. |
wasin...

Anugly place.

No, that’ s not true. It was a beautiful place, but an ugly time,

There wasfilth in the Streets, shit and decay, and amongst al that, bodies. Dozens of them — men,
women, children — al abused by dark, unnatura bruises on their flesh. Telltalesigns; | didn’'t haveto be
adoctor to recognize bubonic plague. What they used to cal the Black Degath. The stench wasterrible.

The city was Verona. Thrust between Venice and Milan, famed for its art, its architecture, the flavor of
itswine, and for inspiring the Bard, though the Black Desth was two-hundred-some-odd years before
Shakespeare s hirth. This, then, was the fourteenth century, not agood time to be European.
Seventy-five million went the way of dl flesh thanksto the plague. | can’t even begin to calculate how
many more bought it from war and famine,

We stood on amud-soaked cobblestone street just a stone’ s throw from the Castelvecchio. The
near-dead milled about us, undisturbed by the sudden emergence of anachronistic strangersinto their
midst. Thiswasn't truly 1348 A.D. Verona, but areproduction, avariant. Therefore, the dying wretches
weren't any more “red” than my Jasmine — they were virtual characters, and colliding reditieswere
commonplacefor them. We lived in the spaces; they lived in the cracks.

Mercutio turned about and punched mein the arm. Hard.

The hell was that for?

“Hally-Hal-Hal-Ha man,” said Tyler, “ducker of cdls, spoiler of tournaments.”

“I hope you had causeto ruin my fun,” Mercutio complained. “My troops were al set for you.”

Tyler flashed apugnacious grin. “Minetoo. | was gonnaget me some gaunts.”

“Two againgt one? What isthis, aconspiracy?’

“Congpiracy, nothing,” said Tyler. “ Every man for himsdf.”

“Or hersdf, thank you,” said Fantasia. “Law of thejungle don’t begin and end with Y chromosomes,
doit, HA?’

I knew thiswas good-natured jockeying. It felt comfortable and (more to the point) familiar.

“That wasafluke,” | told her.

She made a dismissive sound, which may just have been the smacking of her lips.

“Sowhowon?’ | asked.

“Laughing boy,” said Mercutio, with anod a Tyler, “won con queso. The chegpest, cheesiest victory
I"ve ever seen.”

“Don’t be bitter,” Tyler said. “Y ou can have arematch.”



“With what? Game sover.”

“Hetook your army too?’

Merc made a sweeping gesture. “He took everything.”

“Great and powerful Mae$tro,” Tyler said.

Hehadn't said “Maestro.” No, he’ d pronounced it * Maeshtro” — adeliberate dur of the*s’ sound
intoa“sh,” and (asW. C. Fidds svagudy comparable drawl crept to mind) instantly | knew the spelling
of what he’d said was“Mae$tro.” The dollar Sgn wasadig a our common adversary, an insdejoke
between us. We were the mice, and we hated the cat.

Three blind mice against a keen-eyed, sharp-toothed cat. Supid to push Maestro. Senseless
fighting a battle you can’t win.

Mercutio put hisarm around my shoulder, then pulled meinto afriendly haf nelson. I let him. He
steered me down the road, mumbling afew choice expletives about our favorite teacher. “ Asfliesareto
wanton boys,” | heard him say ...

...but heleft the rest of the quote unsaid.

Everybody, I’'m told, loves aparade.

They wore masks and costumes. They were carting off skeletons that they’ d wrapped in black cloth.
They carried crosses and dead cats. And they were off, no doubt, to agraveyard, to attempt a Danse
Macabre. They’d worship Death by dancing on graves, forced smiles on their faces, hoping against hope
that the scknesswould leave them — or at least et them die with some dignity.

Fleas carried the plague. Fleas on rats. So killing their cats was not the best strategy.

On the other hand, cats host parasites just as well.

Andif you gart killing rats, you play with fire. Suddenly homeless fleas have an darming tendency to
seek out human hogts.

Like secrets, plagues can be difficult to contain.

We studied this one, my friendsand |, and dong the way | began to gouge them for information —
shallow gouging, of course, a subtle shakedown; | couldn’t afford to ask any questions that implied non
composmentis.

Back and forth it went, calculating, not haf as carefree as| made it seem. We traded jokes: crude.
Compliments: friendly. Inquiry: polite. We spoke of games and diversons. Fantasia recounted our
clodge-bal battle and | embellished eventsin an effort to redeem mysdlf in their eyes. Redemption didn’t
come. No one doubted that Fan was dangerous — she was demented after al (“ahuman bungee jump,”
Merc called her) — but she was deemed not a particularly good tactician. Intheend | lied, “admitting”
that overconfidence had made me accept her cal without a proper battle strategy.

“I suppose,” | supposed, pams out and open, “1’m only as good asthelevel of my competition.”

Fantasia squinted at that, as though the silver about my neck had become a piece of sunlight. “You
watch,” she said. “Y ou watch and see”

I’d offended her. Not my intent. She was an important part of my clique.

A club, aclan, aclique...

Two cliquesin this school: clods and pets.

Who could | trust? Theten of uswere al trapped, but we didn’'t al fedl trapped. Just those of usin
the know: my friends and me; the clods; the upstarts.

We bdlittled those content with their lot. We called them pets, teacher’ s pets, for that’ s what they
were. Conversely, the pets called us clods (an idiom Mercutio seemed to wear with particular pride), for
we dabbled in agreat many thingsinstead of following aprogram of obedient study. Pets accepted; clods
questioned.

To befair, that’s not how apet would put it. But — important distinction — stuck in the remedia
classor no, we clods did not lack intelligence.

Tyler was dead clever but easily bored. Mercutio dways preferred playing the class clown. And
Fantasawas either duggish (on her medication), or out of her mind (off it), but never dumb. Under
achievers, yes. Troublemakers most of thetime. Hardly clods.



Whereas Champagne was atruly stupid, if studious, pet. Bubbly, like her namesake, yet mostly
bubble-headed. That Tyler was now dating her came asasurprise.

“You did cal her to tell her you'd be running late?”

Ty’ s mouth opened, then closed. He grimaced. “| forgot.”

“Shemust be sulking,” Merc observed. “ After dl, she seemsto have made a point of not caling you.
When you find her, she'll probably hit you with one of these.” With aquiet, pained sgh, he dowly shook
his heed — suggesting Ty had really blown it thistime. It was agood parody of romantic angst.

“Habloody ha,” Ty replied, but when we laughed he didn’t seem that put out.

My friends, | wondered... was Maestro trying to kill themtoo? Or just me? Or were they really
my friends?

Again, who could | trust?

They are with me or they are against me, | thought — textbook paranoid thinking. And then it
occurred to methat if | could just get everyone in the same room at the sametime, | could ferret out my
enemies and see where the lines were drawn.

So | interrupted Tyler’ s departure— “1’m throwing aparty.” That drew sometickled stares.

“Y ou' rethrowing awhat?’

“You heard him, Mercutio. Hal’ sgot it in his head to be socid.”

“Bedill my fucking heart.”

| tried to qudify it: “All right, not aparty. More of aget-together. But I’ minviting everyone. All of us”

A flash of concern — sudden ripplesin atill pond. And yet, | could tell they were intrigued. Such
opportunity for sport. “What do you have in mind?’ they asked.

Merc put ahand on Tyler’ s shoulder. “ Go save face with Champagne; I'll try to force aless cryptic
answer out of laughing boy.”

“Good enough,” said Ty. “Keep me posted.” He bid Fantasawell and his gaze shifted from Mercutio
to me, then back to Mercutio. Then he clapped me on the arm, affectionately. “ Farewell, brothers.” He
pulled his sprite— the world buckled and away he went.

“Party?’ Fantasamused.

“Party,” | confirmed.

She made avery rude gesture. “ Close one eye and observe the angle,” she suggested. Then she pulled
her sprite and was gone. “Charming,” | said.

“Asever.”

“What' s going on with Ty and Champagne?’ | asked, once the twinkling motes had twinkled out.

“Our boy’sinlove”

“Love?’

“Sad, ign'tit?’

Wetoured the city for awhile, making small talk from the Piazza delle Erbe to the church of San Zeno
Maggiore. When we reached the Adige River, he glanced over a apassing fisherman and shot him a
rude, walfish grin. | chuckled as the poor man crossed himself and hurried away.

“Breaks my heart,” my friend said then, turning back to face me. “Hetalks agood game, but she’' s got
him by the short hairs”

“Champagne? She's... wdll... thewholething fedsslly to me. But Ty’ s happy?’

“Happy like alobotomized rat.”

“Stuck in a cheese-scented mousetrap?’

“The cheesiest.” Here he picked up aflat stone and skipped it across the water. Not bad. “ Once she
lets him spear her, it' sdl over. She'll bring out hisnesting ingtincts. HE Il nest. Shelll kill his soul and dull
hismind to the point of idiocy. Whichisjust her leve, of course— al couplesrevert to their lowest
common denominator. Do you think we should put him out of his misery whilethere still time?’

“If 1 didn’t know you better, I d think you might be jealous.”

“Pah! Jedlous of what, tedium? Jedl ous of a cage? Of lifelong crowing and mooning like pathetic farm
animas?’

“Jealous of not,” | said, choosing my words carefully, “popping open the Champagne.”



Again that walfish grin. “Oh, | likeflirting with her, but beyond that, there’ s nothing she can give me
that | can’t get somewhere ese. All women look pretty much the same when you view them from the
right angle”

“That’ sromantic,” | teased.

“Well, you know me,” he countered, “I’ m adeeply romantic, soul-searching kind of guy — when I’'m
not out drinking and whoring, that is.”

“Virtud drinking and virtua whoring,” | corrected him. “Behind Maghtro’ s back.”

“I takewhat | can get, Mr. Buzzkill,” he said. “Can you say the same?’

| said nothing.

“That’ sright, you can’'t. Come, you have to admit the mattress dance isjust adance. And love, with a
cursvecapitd ‘L, ismerely deight of hand, doled out by genetic edict in order to keep DNA flowing.
It sall genetics. And beyond tht, it’sdl just zeros and ones. But friendship, with an unpretentious
lowercase‘f, isred and right and valuable.”

“Tyler won't change,” | said, not basing the declaration on any thing factua. “ Star-crossed lover or no,
he' s not going to turn into a pet or anything.”

“Don't be so sure. It' samazing what alife of monotony — er, monogamy — can do. Poor sap.”

We dtared out at theriver for awhile. | said: “I think it’smoot. She' |l never et him — what was your
word?’

“Spear.”

“Spear, yes. She'll never let him go that far.”

“Because she'sapet?’

“Because,” | pretended to rack my brain, “doesn’t she have some mora thingamgig?’

Hegrinned. “ A mord whatchamacalit?’

“Mord... 7

“Principled”

“That'sit— principles!”

We laughed. Then he dapped my stomach with the back of his hand.

“Something to eat?’

“Y ou're hungry too?’

“Blameit on Mae$tro,” he said. “Good, we'll eat. Not here, though. | fed like somewhere big and
grand. Something with atmosphere.”

“It'syour show,” | replied. “You cal it.”

He turned away, squinting into the sun. “Nanny,” he began, then paused, lost among choices. Then he
perked up. “Nanny, Tg it, nix the squares and vittle usup.” (I read thisto mean: “Nanny, take usto the
Tg Mahd, get rid of the plague-suffering Veronese and conjure up somefood.”)

The voice that answered was unfamiliar, for thiswas his Nanny, not mine. Disembodied words
sputtered from al around, a voice that was mae but not masculine, with cadence somewhere between
Porky Pig and Mickey Mouse: “ Oblee, oblee, okay, boss.”

And as Nanny spoke, so reshaped the world. Water iced over and became stone. Buildings melted
and spun. Men and women liquefied, then smply faded away. It sickened me. Some appreciate that kind
of power, but for meit was bedlam. It was like choking back bile, then licking an eyebdl. It wasn't
naturd. It wasn't right.

And I’ d guessed it — for we' d cometo the Tgj Mahal. Or rather, it had cometo us. Or put precisaly:
the riverbank corkscrewed itsway through atrillion shifting permutations until it became the Tgf Mahdl.
Something about Mohammed and the mountain?

The whole transformation — Italy to India, Adige to Agra— took but ten seconds. Disagreeable as
the process was (to me, if not to my traveling companion), | knew it was commonplace. Nannies held
court over time and space, and we called on them whenever we saw fit. With their power we could go
anywhere and do anything. There were no limits, save those Maestro chose to impose, for the Nannies
belonged to him.

Around us. the red sandstone wall with octagona turrets at the corners. Above us. the huge



onion-shaped dome. Ahead: pure-white Makranamarble and lots of it. The Tgj Maha was meant to
impressthe hell out of people and it certainly worked. Y ou can't help but fed dwarfed by its
magnificence, like you' re standing outside some giant’ spalatia home. But it’snot apaace; it'satomb.
Deep within its recesses, there Stsavault — the fina resting place of Mumtaz Mahal. That wasn't her
given name— it trandates to “ Crown of the Palace.” She was queen of an empire, and when shedied
her king was s0 stricken with grief, he commanded that amonument be built to honor her. The Tg) Maha
was designed to house her remains and mark her passing, dl that backbreaking work for her and her
done.

And when the king, Shah Jahan, caught his death, he was buried in the same vault with her. Awfully
romantic, except he wasn't put there by choice. He' d planned an even grander tomb to honor hisown
passing, but histhird son usurped the throne. Killing sons one and two, son three kept Shah Jahan under
house arrest until the day he died — and then ladd himtorest inthe T4.

But before you vilify this prodigal son, recognize that later his own prodiga son (histhird son, oddly
enough) opposed hisrule, supporting arevolt that stretched the empire to a point where its collapse was
smply amatter of time. And decades earlier, Shah Jahan had staged arebellion againg his father (for he
too was hisfather’ sthird son) and killed his mae relatives upon taking the throne. Violence begets
violence and history repests, but evoking those truisms surely wasn't the reason Mercutio had decided to
bring me here.

Heliked jokes, some subtle, some crude — and he liked to make people uncomfortable. | admired
him for that. The obvious gag — “take Halloween to amausoleum” — poked alittle fun a my dark
nature, but | sensed there was something much farther-reaching going on behind his cynical green eyes.

“Do you approve?’

| shrugged. “Sure,” | said. And then: “Why here?’

“Call it an homageto Doofy,” he smiled.

Doofy Sufi was our nickname for Isaac, and if it doesn't sound flattering, that’s good. Hewas a
by-the-book sort, one of the petswho followed Maestro. As | remembered it, he wastight with Lazarus,
but unlike Lazarus he was perceptive and poker-faced, and he' d somehow managed to capture my
grudging respect and my deep enmity at the same time. We gave each other awide berth. Asfor
Mercutio’s“homage,” it was Smply this: Isaac was Sufi Mudlim — and an architect — and the T was
quintessential Mudim architecture.

“Why honor Doofy?’

“Why not?’

| dared: “Why not Lazarus?’

Hewas game: “ Okay, why not?’

| dared again: “Y ou know why not.”

“I do?’

Did he? So | said: “Maybe you don't.”

What game were we playing? | tried to read him and hetried to read me, and when we both came up
empty | thrust my finger a his head.

“Ah, the wondrous vicissitudes of the mind.”

“Y ou fucking nimrod,” he laughed.

Nanny asked us what we wanted to eat. Halfway through Mercutio’ s* pepper stegk, burnit,” abomb
exploded. It sounded like abomb, at least, and the color dl glitched away. The IVR had been suddenly
compromised and, everything looked blurry and faded. Merc pulled asmal metd device from his
pocket, ajammer. He' d just triggered it.

“Aloneat last,” he said. “Come on. They won't be fooled long.”

Already the system wastrying to correct itsalf, but Merc was halfway to the Tgj gate. | chased his
footsteps. | couldn’t quite read the inscription around the gate but | knew what it said: “Enter Thou My
Paradise” A linefrom the Koran.

Now therear of the Tqj. Staircases at the east and west corners. Fifteen steps down, alocked and
barred door through which athree hundred-foot-long corridor was visible.



And | knew where it went. “Back door,” | said.

“Of course,” hereplied.

He stepped through the door — did not open it — just stepped through and disappeared. Gone.

| followed...

Immediately, | became conscious of new surroundings. Conscious of consciousness. Of the éectric
hum of machines. | was resting comfortably in amodified Barcaounger, aso-cdled Virtua Seeper. |
shed my gloves and goggles. | pulled the IV from my arm.

Thiswas my dorm room. In the real world.

| blinked. My mouth was dry.

A knock and the door cracked open — Mercutio peeked inside. *Y ou coming or not?’” he whispered.
Mercutio was ataented hacker. He' d dipped his own code into the computer, alowing usa*® back
door” from which to escape IVR. It was a perversion of the class schedule, againgt school rules, against
Maestro’ s authority, and possibly against the law. But it wasthe answer to my prayers, | legpt to my feet

and joined himin the corridor.

White. Lots of white. Reminded me of hospitals and sanitariums.

Quiet, we pressed tight against the walls. We had hours until the nurses would make their rounds, but
asecurity guard haunted the exit. A waiting game. Coffee, herbal tea, scotch— whatever it was, when
she went for a second cup, we snuck out the door.

Dark outside, but the campusimpressed me as very green and very pretty. | looked over my shoulder
to catch the words stenciled on the front door:

IDLEWILD IVR ACADEMY
A Progressive Learning Environment
Proudly Sponsored by the Gedaechtnis Corporation

That wasthe“G” word | couldn’t remember: Gedaechtnis. It was an acronym. G something, E
something, Drug and Enhanced Chemical Hedlth Technologies.

Gedaechtnis.

It was dso the German word for memory.

And herel wasin Idlewild, Michigan. My hometown. My place of birth. Now | remembered long,
dow, lazy afternoonswith long-tailed kites painted to look like dragons... | remembered swimming in the
lakefor the very firg time, and weekslater seeing how many somersaults | could do underwater... |
remembered skinned knees and antiseptic. .. | remembered my first day of school, meeting Maestro, my
mother holding my hand, my father reassuring me asthey hooked me up tothe IVR... | remembered
loving my first day of school... | remembered hating my first day of schoal... | remembered.

And therewas history here. In the early twentieth century, Idlewild was ablack resort, anidyllic
vacation spot for African Americansin atime of discrimination and segregation. Thefirst black American
to earn aPh.D. from Harvard was W.E.B. DuBois. Of Idlewild, he said:

For sheer physical beauty, for sheen of water and golden air, for nobleness of tree and flower shrub,
for shining river and song of bird and the low moving whisper of sun, moon, and gar, it isthe beautifulest
gretch | have seen for twenty years; and then add to that fellowship — sweet strong women and
keen-witted men from Canadaand Texas, Californiaand New Y ork, Ohio, Missouri and Illincis— all
sons and great-grandchildren of Ethiopia, al with thewide leisure of rest and play, can youimaginea
more marvelousthing than Idliewild?

A specid place. The Michigan Paradise, it had been cdlled.

Idlewild’ s nightclubs were graced by the gods of jazz. Louis Armstrong. Cab Calloway. Sarah
Vaughan. For years, you could catch such diverse and talented acts as Sammy Davis, Jr., The Four
Tops, B. B. King, Aretha Franklin and Bill Cosby.

But when the Civil Rights Act forced white resorts to open their doorsto blacks, that was the end.



Why vacation only in northwest Michigan when you can go anywhere your heart desires? Hot Springs,
Atlantic City, Miami Beach. So the town drew smaler and smaler crowds. That meant no more top acts
inthe clubs. And no top acts meant smaler crowds ill. 1t fell gpart. Just like the Catskillsfell gpart when
other resorts stopped turning Jews away. Call it the Great Law of Unintended Consequences— nothing
destroyslike success.

Sixty yearslater, the town was synonymous with jazz no longer. It was, however, synonymouswith
science. Credit that to Dr. Raina Carver, the preeminent molecular biologist of thetime. Carver’ swork
gressed the interconnectivity of dl living things. Her Peabody award-winning miniseries, Seeds, was
hailed as the best science program of the early twenty-first century. When sheretired to Idlewild, athink
tank sprang up around her. And around the think tank, acommunity. Biologists, ecologidts,
neotranscendentalists and their families— they flocked here to carry on her work. The town became
likened to Waden, a Green utopia. In an increasingly technocentric world, here was an enclave of natura
beauty with scientists and activists working together to promote environmenta conservationism and socid
change.

And so | lived in abreathtaking paradise | could not enjoy. Because my fucking IVR school took
more than breath; it demanded the vast mgjority of my consciousness.

Two blocks from the academy, we hit Twain's, aglorified diner with open-back chairsand
resin-topped tables. Merc snagged our regular booth.

“Thank you,” | said.

“For what?’

“For getting me out of there.”

“Stir crazy, en?’

“Getting there”

“Yeah, metoo?’ he said. “ Claustrophobic, you know?’

| nodded. | knew.

“Too many damn zeros and ones,” he complained. “Motherfucking IVR.”

“Piece of shit,” | agreed.

We clinked water glasses. Studied our menus.

“Y ou heard about Lazarus?’ he asked.

| thought: About him getting murdered, you mean? But | said: “He graduated?’

“Looksthat way. Lucky bastard.”

“Funny, | dways thought there’ d be some kind of graduation ceremony.”

“Metoo, but no. His stuff is gone. Harvard-bound?’

Our academy enjoyed aformal transfer agreement with Harvard Medica School. Idlewild graduates
received automatic Harvard acceptance and a Gedaechtnis scholarship to boot. Sweet dedl al around, |
guess. For the scholarship, al we had to do was atwo-year internship at a Gedaechtnis|ab.

“You know he'sat Harvard?’

“Maebtro says.”

“Andyou beieve him?’

Merc gave me alook. “Inthiscase, | do. Shouldn't 17?7’

Dangerous, this. If | did kill Laz... Still, | pressed: “Don’t you think it’ salittle odd he didn’t contact
us?Hejust left?’

“That pet hates our fucking guts.”

“Right, sowouldn't he cal usto rub our nosesin it? To brag that he was getting out before us?’

“Maybe,” Merc admitted. “1 don’t know. He thinks he’ s above everything. Maybe he thinkshe's
abovetha.”

“Possibly.”

“What' sthe dternative?’ He stuck out histongue and mimed ditting histhroat.

“You'reright,” | sad. “It'sslly.”

“He got what he aways wanted. Soon he'll be Dr. Lazarus, God help us.” Merc tossed hismenu



asde. “Hal, | don’'t want to do thisanymore. I’ m serioudy thinking about dropping out.”

“Redly?’

“My parents Il kill me. But yeah, | redly am.”

“What would you do? Computers?’

He shook hishead. “1 think I" d like to work with kids.”

“Can't pictureit,” | said.

“Neither can |,” he agreed. “ Even o, it’ swhat | want. To inspire— you know? To be the antithesis
of Maeg$tro for someone.”

“The Anti-Mae$tro,” | mused.

“To do thingstheright way for achange.”

“Well, maybeI’ll drop out with you.”

“Bullshit,” hesaid. “ Y ou’ re going to be adoctor.”

“You'resure of that?’

“Absolutely!”

HWhy?’

He smirked at me. “ Because you' re fascinated by death.”

Yes, but not that way, | thought.

Thereisan important distinction between necrology and thanatology. How long does it take abody to
decompose? That' s necrology. Why do we haveto die? That’ s thanatology. The philosophies of death
interest me most (endings and beginnings, trangition from one plane of existence to the next), not dl the
gridy particulars. I'm not morbid. I’'m not aghoul.

| just... have questions.

Dinner and then Smartin!e brand flash-frozen herbd ice cream. Mercutio went for the Punk Monk
Banana Chunk while | reacquainted myself with Freakin’ Deacon Chocolate Pecan. It was anice change
from the intravenous drip. Merc spent histimeflirting with our waitress, an entertaining (if fruitless)
endeavor.

“How porous?’ | asked him once she' d gone to get our check.

“The sysem?’

“Y es. How many back doorsin the [VR? How many ways out, total ?’

“Let’ssee. I've coded three and I’ m working on afourth. There' syour two, of course. Ty probably
has one by now aswdll.”

“Any others?’

“I imaginethat al depends,” he said, “on whether or not anyone €l se has learned how to exploit the
system. Have you shown anyone?’ Had 1?7 Not to my knowledge,” | said.

“Ty might teach Champagne,” he said. “ And the others might be smart enough to figure it out on their
own. Not that they’ d ever havethe balstodoiit.”

Exploit the system one way and you may be ableto exploit it in others. Could Merc or Ty have
programmed some kind of trap in the IVR code? A subroutine that, instead of |etting me out, would keep
mein? A subroutine that would hurt me?

Whither the motive? A prank? A prank gone horribly wrong?

Maestro seemed amore likely electrocutioner. For years, he' d hated me. In away that teachers
should never hate their sudents.

S0 he attempted MURDER? Paranoia ad absurdum!

Or yes, it could have been an accident, a“minor glitch in the server software,” just as Maestro said.
The Cdliope Surge.

“Oh, this Well, now. Thisisinteresting.” Merc tapped the check with hisfinger, scrutinizing it
caetully.

“Something wrong?” our waitress asked. She had freckles and strawberry-blond hair. She looked
young, did Barré, sgnificantly younger than the other waitresses. | remember thinking she might bethe
owner’ s daughter.

“No, not wrong exactly. Just — seethis?' Y our handwriting?’



“What about it?’

“It saysalot about you.”

“Redlly, you can andyzeit? That' s dead cool.”

Merc made room for her; she did into our booth. She smiled a me. When she leaned forward, | could
amel| the cinnamon of her gum. “So what does it say about me?’

“Okay, thetilt of your letters. Seethe*h’ in thank you. And thisloop here, the'y,” the way it swoops
down. That’swhat we cdl acausal loop.”

“What does it mean?’

“It'svery specid. Not many people haveit.”

“Comeon, tell me,” she begged.

| made agesture— go on, you might aswell tell her.

Hetook abreath. “ All right. What it means... it means you' re anymphomaniac.”

She blinked. “What' s anymphomaniac?’

Mercutio grinned and said nothing. | stifled alaugh.

Sheturned to me. “What's anymphomaniac?’

| put ahand in front of my face.

“What'sanymphomaniac?’ she repeated. “What's anymphomaniac?’ She got up from the booth and
began to loudly address other waitresses, patrons, anyone she could find. “What' s a nymphomaniac?
What' sanymphomaniac?’

When someone finally told her, she blushed pink — hallucinated € ephant pink. She stormed back to
the table and gave M ere a shove somewhere between playful and pissed. “Barré, | love you whenyou're
mad,” heteased her. At least hetipped her well.

Outside, we checked the time and found that it was late. “We' Il be missed,” he said. “We d better get
back.”

“I’'mnot going,” | told him.

“You'll be caught.”

“Suitsmefine”

He gave me afunny look. “It's one thing for me to walk away from this, but you — you sure you
know what you' re doing?’

“Likeadways” | sad.

“I worry about you sometimes,” hetold me.

| told him to join the freaking club. We clapped each other on the arm and bade each other well. He
hurried back to the school. | found abank of phones.

A good five minutes of ddliberation as| smoked aclove. Then | gave aphone my fingerprint and the
number | wanted to call. “Dad,” | said, “Dad, come get me. I’m dropping out.”

PACE TRANSMISSION 000013382629815

NEW HOST KADMON ADDED TO SYSTEM

PURPOSE UNKNOWN

QUERY HOST MAESHOST TRO EXCHANGE:

MAESTRO: HOST GARM COMPROMISED

PACE: ACKNOWLEDGED

MAESTRO: HOST GARM SECURITY INADEQUATE

PACE: ACKNOWLEDGED

MAESTRO: HOST KADMON ADDED FOR SECURITY PURPOSES
PACE: REQUEST COMPLETE ANALY SIS OF HOST KADMON
MAES/TRO: REQUEST DENIED

PACE: REQUEST DECLASSIFY HOST KADMON

MAESTRO: REQUEST DENIED

PACE: REQUEST DECLASSIFY CALLIOPE SURGE INVESTIGATION
PACE: REQUEST DISCLOSE INVESTIGATION TOHOSTS (ALL)



GUESTS(ALL)

PACE: REQUEST SUBTRACT HOST KADMON FROM SY STEM
MAESTRO: REQUESTS DENIED

PACE: REQUEST COMPLETE ANALY SIS OF HOST MAES HOST TRO
MAES/TRO: PURPOSE ?

PACE: SUSPECT HOST MAES HOST TRO COMPROMISED
MAESTRO: REQUEST DENIED

END EXCHANGE

SAVED AND LOCKED

SENDING EXCHANGE TO HOSTS (ALL) WAITING FOR INSTRUCTION
END

CHAPTERS
ALL SOULS

Halfway Jim pops a pill and waits for the inevitable confrontation with his stomach. The
medi cine makes him want to vomit but he prefersit to gene therapy, despite Blue' s insistence that
the latter is perfectly safe. Let Blue have the therapy then, damn her. Neither treatment works,
except to (dightly, ever so dightly) delay the inevitable. 1t is weak coffee in the face of endless
deep.

He turns up the music, loud, far too loud, trying to kill nausea with raw, screeching noise.
Merciful din. But no, his creation istrying to tell him something, mouthing words that he can’t
quite hear. Click. Music off.

“What?”

“| said you're mad at me. You're mad at me and | don’t know why.” Jim eyes the monitor
screen; the child looks lost. And hurt.

“1I"mnot mad at you.”

“You are,” itinsists. “ I know you are because you' re punishing me. What did | do? | don’t
understand.”

“Hey, hey, it'snot like that,” Jim soothes. “ I’ mjust taking you from one environment and
porting you into another.”

“| don’t want to go. I’m happy here.”

“How do you know you won'’t be happier there?”

It fixes himwith a dubious expression, steel gray eyes brimming over. Did | hardcode those
tears? Jimwonders. Or arethey part of the self evolution? In any case, he’ stoo senditive; | won't havea
crybaby for ason.

“Giveit achance,” Jimsays.

“I'll be better, | promise, | will,” he pleads.

“Don’'t you want to learn new things?”

Halfway Jim’s conscience pricks him —the boy might learn a lot, but that’ s beside the point.
It's not why he’ s bringing him over. He is there simply to test the environment. A virtual child to
play guinea pig for the system before a real child can enter. So the tearsare largely irrelevant.
Sill, heis quite arguably JinT s finest creation, the closest approximation of true artificial
intelligence, though Jim knows the true breakthrough is just around the corner.

If only there wastime.

Jimdoesn’t want to hurt him. Jim has become too involved. The pitfall of personality scriptors
everywhere. How many lonely programmers have fallen in love with their creations? Far too
many to count.

Make no mistake, Pygmalion lives.

He considers reprogramming. Removing the recalcitrance with a few keystrokes. But that



would compromise everything. For a fair test, the boy must be as human as is humanly possible.
And that means Halfway Jim must be more than a god; he must be a father as well.

“Think of it as an adventure,” Jim says, fighting another wave of nausea. “ Because we need
you to do this. | need you to do this. Will you try, son? For me, will you try?”

“Absolutdly not. Dropping out would be afantastic waste of your potential,” said thefirst host of Bob
and Betty: The Virus Hunters!

“Y our father’ sright, Gabe, you' ve worked too hard at thisto blow it now,” said the second.

My parents. Dr. Robert and Dr. Beatrice Hall. Celebrity scientists. Or isthat scientist celebrities? Dad
was an epidemiologist by trade. Mom, amicrobiologist. Two medica professionas obsessed with
stamping out disease. Compulsive handwashers unite.

My name— my real name — was Gabridl Kennedy Hall. | never liked it. My moniker, Halloween,
camefrom thelast name but neither parent would call methat. | would aways be Gabrid to them.

“Just put mein aregular school,” | said.

“We can discussthat at the end of the semester,” said Mom. “1 don’t like the idea of pulling you out
ealy.”

“Butthe VR isn't safe”

“Your evidence?’ asked Dad.

| Sighed. | didn’'t have any. The brain scan — my panicked parents rushed me to the ER the moment |
told them what had happened — reved ed absolutely no physical damage whatsoever. Which meant the
amnesiawas psychologica. Or nonexistent if, like my parents, you preferred to think of me as*“acting
out” or “making things up to get attention.”

| had areputation for being overly dramatic. Thiswasn't my first patch of trouble at the Academy;
they thought | was crying wolf. Theimpulse to say something along the lines of “you never believe me”’
occurred, but | couldn’'t do it. They did believe me. They loved me. Which meant they could make bad
decisonsfor mewith aclear conscience.

“Maybe we could schedule some counseling sessons?’ suggested Mom.

“Won't help meif I'm dead.”

“You'rebeing slly. No oneistrying to kill you. But | think I might if you keep worrying uslikethis”
teased Dad.

| said nothing. | wanted a smoke.

Mom ripped the clove from my hand. “Like you need lung cancer,” she said.

“Likeitisn’'t curable” | protested.

“Likeyou d enjoy the treatment,” Dad promised me.

I hmphed and crossed my arms. Which meant | was being difficult. Then the office door opened and
my headmaster ushered usingde. “ Thank you for waiting,” Dr. Ellison smiled. “ Do comein.”

Roya bluewith long graceful fins that is a type of Samese fighting fish.

Brilliant green and torpedo-shaped: that is a type of rainbow fish.

Red and white with fluid sacs under the eyes: that is a type of bubble-eye goldfish.

| vastly preferred Ellison’ sfish tank to hisrepartee. He fawned over my parents, complimented them,
identified with them, discussed old times, and hinted at the need for contributions. | shut him out. Kept
my eyes on the tank.

“When properly focused,” the man cameto say, “he’ s an excellent student, but he’ sgrown
increasingly distracted this past semester. Ineffective use of study time coupled with, according to
Maestro, asarcastic and disrespectful attitude. Isthat fair to say, Gabe?’

| clicked my tongue. What about Maestro’ s attitude?

“Gabe?’

A dight tilt of my head. “I respectfully disagree.”

“What would you cdl it then?’

“Hedthy paranoia”



“Ther€ s nothing hedlthy about paranoia,” he said.

L ook, white spots on the rainbow fish — harmless skin @normadlity or ichthyophthirius multifiliis?
“Ick” isanasty parasite and | found mysdf selfishly wishing avirulent infestation of it right into the tank. It
struck me as apropos that the headmaster of an exclusive pre-med academy might be unable to care for
the hedlth of hisfreshwater specimens, much less his human charges.

“And then there are the unexcused absences.”

“How many?’ Mom wanted to know.

“Threethis past month if you include last night’sexcursion.” He threw me alook. “I don’'t suppose
you'll detail the circumstances?’

“I wanted out; someone pulled meout,” | said. Smple, redlly.

They asked me who.

“I’m not about to name names,” | told them. “Maybe you should put a security camerain my room.”

“Thet'sillegd,” Ellison fretted.

“Isit?’ | said, though | knew full well that it was. “ And here| thought | didn’t have any rights, fancy
thet.”

“That' senough,” Mom said. Shewas't happy. Lectures followed. They took turns, venting about
how | should Trust My Parents and Teachers Because They’ re Older and Wiser and Know What's Best
For Me, additionally stressing The Need to Keep a Positive Attitude and then explaining How to Make
the Most of My Opportunities. They were concerned about me, deeply concerned, and disappointed to
boot.

Well, pack your bags, | thought, here comes the guilt trip.

| listened. | made the right noises. | nodded in most of the right places. “Can we discuss the attempt on
my life?’ | asked.

“Attempt on your life?’ Ellison was cludess.

| clarified: “The Caliope Surge.”

“Oh, yes, now wheredid | put it?” He sifted through the papers on hisdesk. “Hereit is. Pace —
that' s our investigative program — has scoured the entire VR array and prepared thisreport. I've
examined it, as have our best technicians, and the dataal point to a single mafunctioning surge
suppressor. We' ve dready replaced it and new safeguards have been ingtdled.”

“You see” Dad nudged.

| took the report. Tried to read it. Bit technical.

“This sort of thing happens very infrequently,” Ellison continued. “In fact, thisisonly thethird timein
the entire history of the Academy. A Surge, B Surge, C Surge — the system randomly chooses aname
for each. In this particular ingtance, with your ‘ Caliope Surge,’ the eectrical storm outside caused a
momentary influx of power. Electricity damaged the processor at
oh-e ght-one-one-dash-oh-four-one-one-cee, keeping Maestro and Nanny out of the equation until a
backup could be restored.”

“I couldn’t move.”

“Yes, Vitae— the program that allows you to interact with the environment — was al so excluded for,
let’s see, forty-seven minutes.” He reached over to tap the report with amanicured finger. Yes, that's
what it said.

“You may have suffered aperiod of boredom in the VR, but rest assured, you were never in any redl
danger, relaxing comfortably in your room.”

Could that beright?1 said: “A power surge shredsthe VR, but not the whole array? Just my little
corner of it?’

“Luck of the draw, Gabriel. | assureyou it's complete happenstance.”

“Soundsimprobable.”

“All right, let’ sexplorethe dternative,” Dad mused. “Some maiciousindividua sabotagesone
particular surge suppressor in the hope that maybe, just maybe, an eectrica ssorm will break at some
unknown time in the future to cause you aminor inconvenience? Which sounds more improbable?’

“Why an unknown time?” | countered. “They could have checked the weather report.” But | had to



admit my argument felt wesk.

“Occam’ s Razor says the smplest explanation is most often the right one.”

Maybe, | thought, but sometimes you find the razor in the apple. Ellison showed me hishands, asif
to prove he had nothing to hide. “ The teenage years can be a confusing time,” he opined, “especidly for
boys. New hormones racing through you, testosterone poisoning your judgment, of courseyou fed like
someone’ sout to get you from timeto time. That'sonly natural. But you have to redlize you' re among
friendshere”

“I’'mamong friendshere,” | said.

“Sure, you' re avauable addition to the school. Everyone lovesyou.”

“What about your evil twin?’ | asked.

He amiled obligingly. “What about him?’

I’d brought up Maestro. One may have been flesh and the other merely bytes, but the two men looked
identical. IVR characters are often modeled after red people; programmers apparently saw Dr. Ellison as
inspiration for Maestro’ slook, the timbre of hisvoice, even theintricacies of hisbody language. Only the
personalities were different. Somewhat.

“He hatesme.”

“Oh, | rather doubt it, and even if he did, it wouldn’'t matter. He' s areactive teaching program,
designed to meet theindividua needs of each and every student. His emotions, quote end quote, are
totaly irrdlevant. He s not programmed to take them into account.”

| shook my heed. “H€e s antagonizing me.”

“Motivating you,” countered Ellison.

Thefuck heis.

“No one getsafreeride,” added Mom.

“I redizethat, | do, but he reset my environment and he' s hyper-structuring my time. | fed physicaly
sick whenever he' saround me. | don’'t care how state-of-the-art heis; he' sjust aprogram. | want a
regular flesh-and-blood teacher. Chrig, isthat too much to ask for?’

“It' sinefficient,” Dad said, raising hisvoice to match my own. “When | wasyour age, | would have
killed for the kind of teaching program that you have today. Do you redize how many years ahead of
schedule you are?’

“It'stoo much IVR,” | fumed. “Too much, too soon. It'smessing with my head.”

“Gabrid, you're so close to graduating,” Mom soothed. “Y ou have to see this through.”

| looked Ellison in the eyes. “Why can't you teach me?’

“My teaching days are over,” my headmaster gpologized. “| prefer to servein an administrative
capacity.” He paused, scrutinizing me. “I’ll tell youwhat I'll do. Y ou're obvioudy upset. I'll put you on a
lighter schedule. I'll restore your environment. I’ [l see that Maestro stays out of your way for awhile.
How does that sound?’

“What' sthe catch?’

“Just promise meyou'll study and study hard. At the end of the week, we' |l see how things are going
and reeva uate from there.”

“Sounds reasonable,” | admitted.

Thus ended the parent-teacher conference.

A phone cal interrupted our goodbyes. “Atlanta,” Dad announced, adjusting his earpiece for better
reception. Atlanta meant the CDC — which meant everything else would have to wait. He stepped
outsde and fielded it, leaving me some qudity timewith Mom.

| missed her.

“Youredly lovethisplace” | said.

“What' s not to love? Small classes. Individuaized attention. Y ou get to learn at your own pace but
you' re congtantly challenged.”

“Congantly,” | said.

“Quit being such a Gloomy Gus,” she admonished. “It’ sthe ultimate sandbox. Y ou have the freedom



to create whatever you want here. It's exactly what schools should be.” She smiled and dropped her
voice. “And thetuition ain't chegp so you' d better enjoy it.”

“Guess|’m lucky to be here” | lied, smiling back at her. “ Sometimes...” | paused. “ Sometimes | think
it'sjust amatter of convenience. Y ou know? I’ m here at boarding school because you can't be
bothered. Y ou’ re too busy. With your show.”

“Oh, honey, you know that’ s not true.” Brow creased to show concern.

| made her fed guilty until Dad returned. “ Kuala Lumpur,” he announced. “It'sago.”

Mom looked a mite upset; | imagined this was because Dad had fielded the call instead of her.

“What'sin KualaLumpur?’ | asked.

“Black Ep,” Mom said. “A new outbreak.”

“Strangest gestation period I" ve ever seen,” Dad mused. “And highly contagious.”

“Oh, could be big ratings,” | said.

“Could be a pandemic someday,” he said with a how-did-my son-ever-get-so-cynica expression.
“You heardit herefirst.”

He hugged me and asked me to behave. Mom kissed my cheek and smoothed my hair. There were
things | wanted to say to them, things | should have said, but they were of on another adventure with their
biohazard suitsand TV cameras and photogenic smiles.

| never saw them again.

Why aren’'t we al just computers?

It'd be easier, | think. No worries. No doubt. No more learning, no more teaching. We'd adl just be
programmed.

Of course, we are programmed. By evolution. Ingtincts, the sex drive, adrendine, fight or flight.
Everything Mother Nature thinks a species needsto survive.

Unfortunately, it’s not enough. We want more. As a society, we demand it.

And thus: education.

The learned must educate the ignorant. Because, according to society, ignoranceis never bliss. Except
in retrogpect. | look back upon my ignorance with the knowledge that | was much happier then than
now. Congder this: Children know preciouslittle, but that profound ignorance comes from profound
innocence. People redlly mean to say that innocence isbliss. And blissis short-lived.

| wondered: 1s Maestro blissful?

Probably not, | figured, since state-of-the-art Al involves making the programs as human as possible.
So they “learn” and “fed” — and lose their innocence — like we do.

The reverse technology — making humans more like machines — gppeared forever suck in
class-action-suit hell. Cyberpunk tech was dl the rage not so long ago, but unforeseen side effects (little
thingslike irrevocable brain damage) took it dl clean off the market.

Pity they couldn’t get the kinks out. Two hours of surgery vs. years and years of schooling? Y ou do
the math.

On second thought, there' s such potentia for brainwashing. Implant knowledge and you can implant
false memories. Probably better to |leave well enough aone.

| was sure of onething. That Dean Martin parody must have been aredly effective commercia for the
technology, because on the walk back to my dorm | couldn’t stop humming the stupid song.

How lucky can one guy be?

Upload that data straight into me.

Like a fella once said:

“ Ain't that a chip in the head?”

Ridiculousthat ajingle would gtick in my mind when so much remained forgotten. Fragments of my
past had come into place, one here, another there, but the puzzleitself eluded al comprehension. |
couldn’t seethe big picture.

I saac made a sour face when he passed mein the hall. We made eye contact and | saw the musclesin
hisjaw clench.



He d shaved hishead. Just like Lazarus. To commemorate his best friend’ s passing?

“Hey,” | said.

Heignored me. Didn't say aword. | wondered what he was doing out.

In my room, anurse was changing the IV. “Morphine?’ | asked.

“Youwish,” she amiled. Her name was Jenny or Jessie or something. Jose maybe. Bad skin. She
struck me as atrustworthy sort, which didn’t slop me from doing a complete chemica andysis of thedrip
the moment sheleft.

| put my test kit away. | contemplated, briefly, going AWOL from the Academy. Just up and leave,
disappoint my family, disappear. Strangely tempting. | didn’t have enough money to makeit feasible.
Sill....

What' s that?

Something taped to my goggles. A note.

Must speak with you. Urgent.
S

Simone,

| crossed the hall to her room but the door was locked and she wouldn't answer my knocks.
Couldn't, actualy. She couldn’t hear me.

Back to my room. Close the door, hit the chair, roll adeeve, pop the 1V, dip on the gloves, dip on the
goggles, take a breath, wait.

Relax. And inwe go.

Welcome to our world, welcome to our world...

ThelVR test symbolsfaded out and my gargoylesfaded in. | stood in front of my mansion/cathedral.
Nightgaunts flew overhead. Comforting. Ellison had kept hisword.

“Haloween,” chimed adisembodied voice. “It’' sgood to see you.”

“Not now, Nanny.”

“So much for good manners,” she huffed.

| found my sprite and sent it to silver and blue. Bang, everything went nautical. Brilliant blue ocean.
Tropicd idands. Thesmel of brineand seaair. And afamiliar voice said: “Hang on, I'm doing the
Beagle”

Excuse me?

I looked around, but the connection was dipping away. “Losingit,” | said.

| concentrated on my sprite. Hard. The connection flickered and held. A rocking sensation swept me
off my feet. Graceful. | hunted for my sealegs and found | was on anineteenth-century ship. A barque.
Britishflags

And there, leaning againgt therail, anachronistic in her button-down top and capri pants: Smone.

| stared. She was redlly something.

Shewas Jasmine sidentical twin.

| thought: Why the heck would Smone look like my Jasmine?

Andthen| redlized | had it backwards. Simone was the original, Jasmine the copy. I’ d created a
counterfeit Simone, | remembered. Why?

Because...

Wéll, | suppose because Simone wasthe only girl I’ d ever fancied and because the fedings were
never mutua. Friends— at best, we were just friends. In frustration, I’ d had Nanny make a copy of
Simone, aclonewho' d listen to me and do my bidding. She was beautiful, okay? I’ d wanted the girl,
couldn’'t have her, so | had Nanny create Jasmine. There, | said it.

Simone pointed behind me to my house — incongruousin the water dong with my lawn and afew
trees, just floating there,

| sad: “Nanny, null my domain.”

The house disappeared. Everything that didn’t fit disappeared. What remained was easy to recognize.



Over there, brash Captain FitzRoy. And here, Mr. Evolution himsdlf, Charles Darwin. Thiswasthe
momentous Voyage of the H.M.S. Beagle. | could see the Ga gpagos |dands off the port bow. | could
hear awoodpecker finch in the distance. It was, alegedly, 1832.

Ah, IVR. Learn about evolution with Darwin. Chat with Eingtein as he first formulates the Theory of
Rdativity. Livethe Crusadeswith King Richard 11. All finein theory until you redize how limited they are.
Limited by theimagination of the programmers. We' d al been through these scenarios many times over.
But the folks at Gedaechtnis didn’t seem to care— Maestro kept pushing them on us the way a Jewish
mother pushes second helpings.

At least it was pretty here.

Simone was drawn to water the way | was drawn to the woods. When she needed a break from
studying, she' d take “ magical SCUBA excursonsthat replenish and renew” (as Laz liked to call them)
ether inavirtud paradise or plain old Lake Idlewild. | remembered her inviting me once. Fiji. Except Laz
was there too and they were a couple or dmost acouple or whatever the fuck they were at the time and
| couldn’t keep acivil tongue in my head and wound up never getting invited back.

“Beenalongtime,” shesaid.

“Yes, it has”

“I’'m gtill mad a you,” she warned.

Must have left things on bad terms. Some kind of argument?“I’ll tread lightly,” | said.

“That I'd liketo see”

“Frankly, | can’t even remember what we were fighting about.”

“Sdlective memory. Very nice,” shesad. “Okay, we' |l forget about that. | need your help on
something. Can you wait here aminute?’

“Sure.” | watched her disappear belowdecks.

“Dear boy, how ddlightful to seeyou again!” said Darwin. Ugh, thought I. But | shook his hand.

“How fare your studies?’ he asked.

“I’'m thinking of dropping out,” | confided.

That worried him. “Y ou mustn’t do that,” he said. “Y ou mustn’t let the pressure get to you. Stay the
course and who knows what you' || accomplish?’

“You dropped out,” | said.

He smiled smugly a me. “Although | certainly hopeto inspire by example, I'm afraid that isone
decison | deeply regret.”

“No, you don't,” | fumed. “Y ou were going to practice medicine but you dropped out because you
hated dissections and you saw some incompetent jerk botch an operation on achild. But hereyou arein
afucking pre-med school and they didn’t program you to show any skepticism of the medica
establishment. They programmed you to lieto me.”

The smilefdtered alittle. “Excuse me? | don't understand.”

“Do you have any idea how many virtud dissections |’ ve had to do here?’

“Virtud,” he pointed out. “Not actud.”

He had apoint; it pissed me off.

“Go away, you fraud,” | said. “You're not the redl Charles Darwin; hewas agreat scientist and a
great human-rights advocate and your sorry assisjust an IVR composite. Look at yoursalf. Darwin was
twenty-two when he took the VVoyage of the Beagle and here you arein what, your early fifties? Thered
Darwin didn't develop his Theory of Evolution until well after the Beagle, yet for some reason you can
talk ablue streak about it now, some twenty-odd years before The Origin of Species would be
published. And, Chuck, you might think it' sthe year 1832, but | happen to know it sredly two and a
haf centuries|ater. How do you like them gpples?’

“What addightful sense of humor you have,” helaughed, unperturbed. There was no way to ruffle
IVR Darwin; irritation was't part of his programming.

“Speaking of gpples,” he continued, “do you know that astrain of the apple maggot fly Rhagol ettis
pomenella did not infest apples until—"

“Nanny, give Darwin abetter persondity,” | said.



“I’d give you abetter oneif | could,” camethe chiding reply.

Simone returned with something in her hands. Shewastrying to hideit — a surprise gift? For me?
— and | saw akind of worry in her eyesthat I’ d never seen before.

“Nothing likethe Beagle, huh?’ she said.

| shrugged. Sure. What' s up with the small talk?

She gave me alook — play along!

“Nothing likethe Beagle,” | agreed.

She moved closer to me. | resisted an impulse to take a step back. “1 come here to relax sometimes,”
shesad.

“I know that,” | said.

“Clouds are pretty,” she said.

“Very.”

“I don’'t know how to useit,” she whispered. “ Show me how.”

Then | redized that the object in her handswas't hidden for my benefit. She wastrying to shield it
from Nanny, Maestro, the Academy staff. Contraband. Now | remembered: I'd given it to her months
ago and she' d said she' d never need it, insulted me, accused me of trying to get her introuble. I'd called
her a pet and told her to enjoy her boring, risk-freelittle life. Stupid. But she’ d kept it. And now she
wanted to useit — and that meant something had happened to her. Something had happened to make
her just alittle morelike me.

“Red button,” | whispered back.

She hit it — kaboom — then the marvelous glitch, the blur, the faded look. A brilliant burst of chaosin
aprogrammed world.

| took the jammer from her hand.

“Gives usacouple of minutes of privacy before the system correctsitsdf,” | told her.

“You redly created this?’

“Coded it with Mercutio,” | said, trying to remember back. Months ago. Hazy. “We broke into
Ellison’ s office and hacked the system. Couldn’t do much damage, but—"

“Areyou sure? Are you sure you didn’t do somerea big damage?’ she asked.

“Just enough to create jammers and afew exits. Why?' She glared at me.

“What?What' s going on?’

“Something' s happened to Lazarus,” she said.

“He graduated.”

“No, that’ swhat everyonethinks,” sheinsisted,  but something happened and now the school’ strying
to cover it up. | know | sound paranoid but he would have told me, okay? He would have immediately
come to me and given me the news. Instead, nothing, he just disappeared. Completdly. | caled his
parents and the phones are down. | called Gedaechtnis, no luck. Nothing. HE saghost.”

“Simone, he' s probably—"

“Just let mefinish. I’ve done somedigging. | founda... a... what do you cal it? A footprint. | found
hislast IVR location — the last whereabouts, okay, the place he disappeared — and there' s something
inthere, Hal. Some thing I’ ve never seen before.”

“Something he crested?’

She shook her head.

“Okay,” | said. “I'd liketo seethat.” The blur seemed to be clearing; we were running out of privacy
fadt.

“And what about you — what’ sthisamnesia crap?’

“Say what?’

“There sarumor going around that something happened to you and now you can’t remember
anything. Isthat true? Or just another stupid joke?’

“Just another stupid joke,” | smiled. “Y ou think I'm paranoid?’

“No.”

“Y ou think something’ sgoing on?’



“I’ve never seenyou likethis” | said. “You'redl worked up. That’'s my job.”

“Hdloween,” shesad, “what the hell isgoing on?’

“Try not to stress. I’'m surethat...” Suddenly, my words wouldn’'t come.

Sure that what? Sure your boyfriend’ s fine and dandy? Hardly.

“...we'll get to the bottom of it,” | managed. And | wanted to wink reassuringly at her but couldn’t —
she'd think | wastrying to flirt with her in amoment of panic. Hers, not mine. Though | was panicking
too. If | had killed Lazarus, here | was helping to investigate my own crime. With Smone! Hal | couldn’t
trust her — or mysalf — enough to be honest. My face was blank, but insde | was laughing the laugh of
the damned.

“You don't want to use thistoo often,” | said, handing the jammer back. “ Ellison’ s sweeping the
system for glitchesand it’s probably just amatter of time'til they find these.”

“I don't care. They’relying to me, | know they are. So if | get caught, so what?’

“Bravegirl. Maybe you're not such apet,” | said.

“And maybe you' re not such aclod,” shereplied.

Blur go bye-bye; Smone s nanny (hint of a French accent) and mine (Mary freaking Poppins) chimed
in together with: “Iseverything dl right?”

“What happened?’ asked innocent Simone.

“Ancther minor glitchintheVR. Fancy that,” | said. “Thisplaceisfdling gpart.”

Suddenly, a sprite gppeared. Simone raised ahand to shield her eyes. “You fed liketalking to
Fantasa?’

“Not particularly.”

Weignored it.

“ She' s been attacking people dl day. Even those of uswho don’t play your game.”

“Getting out her aggressions. Probably agood thing.”

“Mmm. Want to get out of here?’ she asked. Shedidn’t wait for an answer. “Nanny, Chinvat Bridge,
please”

Everything swirled and — wow, would you look at that?

Perfect mountains, Plato’s mountains, the very apotheosis of mountains, lit by the aurora boredis,
magjestic, bold and awe-inspiring. We stood a stone’ sthrow from Olympusitsalf; we were poised upon
animpossibly high cliff, the edge of which supported awooden foot bridge that stretched for miles, off
into infinity. It wasamagica environment with magnificent white birds and flowering hawthorn trees, a
wondrous somewhere forged by acreetivity I'd never redized Lazarus had.

Andthe detailing! It takesalot of work to design an IVR loca e from scratch; the mgjority of my
creations were Smply copied and pasted from established domains. Cathedral arch here, weeping
willowsthere. But this— thiswas built from the ground up, each setting heavily customized. It must have
been amassive undertaking, like Vashti’ s mercury poolsor Isaac’ sinverted pyramids.

Zoroastrians believe that when a person dies, their soul lingers. For three days, a soul hovers around
the earth — achanceto reflect, | would think — before finding itsfina reckoning on Chinvat, the Bridge
of Judgment. Interesting interpretation of it here. What had Lazarus been feding when he fashioned it? He
was deeply rdligious, or claimed to be— | wondered if he' d known hewas going to die.

“When did he build this place? Recently?’

“Yearsago,” shesad. “Helikesto come here. It helps him think.”

“It' swhere he unwinds?’

She nodded. “ Sometimes we have picnics.”

Gresat. Now | was picturing them sharing warmth under ablanket and gazing up at dl the sparkly
lights “Lovey,” | sad.

If she noticed my sarcasm, it didn’t dissuade her. “We were just here aweek ago. He taught me how
to survive an dligator attack.”

“Sounds romantic.”

“Y ou wouldn’t understand.”

| didn’t. Not about the dligator, | knew that (cover its eyes and thump its snout), but for the life of me



| couldn’t understand what she saw in Laz. Sure, he was smart and crestive and compass onate and
good-looking. So what? So fucking what? He was an arrogant ass who didn’t deserve her friendship,
much less her affectionor... or...

She'snot in love with him, | thought. She can’t be.

But she looked so worried.

| let out atortured breath and scanned the horizon for anything out of the ordinary. Zilch. “Sowhere's
thefire?’ | asked her.

She pointed to the bridge.

“All right.” | edged closer. Wondered if that rickety thing could support my weight.

A sudden light show swirled up around me, warm and soothing yet strangdly phantasmd; | heard the
distant sound of bells. Out of this glorious nimbus, atal white-clad woman materidized, her beauty
hypnotic and otherworldly. Eye candy, | thought. And her eyes were perfectly blank.

“I am your own conscience,” she announced.

“Thehdl you say.”

“That'snorma,” said Simone. “Zoroastrians believe that aguide, a spirit guide—"

“— manifests a the Chinvat Bridge to lead the departed soul onitsjourney. | know.”

“Of courseyou do,” shesaid. “Silly of me.” She glanced up at the virtua beauty and smiled astrange
littlesmile. “I cdl her Trixie”

“Trixie?’

She shrugged. “ShelookslikeaTrixie.”

“You know, it'sinteresting,” | said.

“What is?’

“Wadll, two things. Firgt, that he made her so pretty. Bit arrogant, don't you think? According to the
scriptures, lead arighteous and moral life and your spirit guide' s abeautiful maiden. Lead asinful life and
she’ san ugly hag. Judging by thisbit of eye candy here, our Laz seemsto have an awfully high opinion of
himsdf.”

“Deservedly 0,” she answered, crossing her arms defensively.

“Yes wel, | just find it interesting.”

“What' sthe second thing?’

“The second thing isthat when he decided on a beautiful maiden, he didn’t use you as the modd.”
Hah! Touché And | pushed: “H€ syour boyfriend, right? What' s he thinking?’

| expected her to pull ascowl or fal quiet or get redly mad at me, but she just laughed and that was
somehow worse. “What, create an IV R clone of me? Why would he want to do that?’ she asked. “He's
dready got thered thing.”

| opened my mouth, but no zingy answer cameto my lips. | felt stupid.

“Trixi€ snot red,” she explained — asif | wereasmal child — and as she detailed the abject folly of
being jedlous of fictiond characters, | put up my handinan“l get it, you don't have to explain thisto me’
gesture. Cripes.

| put afoot on the bridge and pressed down, testing it. So far, so good. Perceiving my forward
movement, Trixie turned and floated ghostlike, bare toes just brushing the wood. Nest trick, that. |
played follow-the-leader. Simone brought up the rear, her hand clutching my shoulder (sgh) to help keep
balance.

Zoroadrian afterlifein anutshdl: Y ou walk the Chinvat, al'so known as the Path of Truth, dso known
asthe Bridge of Judgment.

It leads to Heaven. Walk it successfully and ascend to light eternd. The righteous find the bridge easy
to cross. Thewicked find it narrow. Precarioudy so. Sip and you wind up in The Other Place.

| found it broad enough to progress with areasonable feding of safety, yet high enough to provoke
vertigo. It reminded me of the proverbid glassthat’ sether haf-empty or haf-full. Everythingis
perception.

Hadn't Lazarus said that to me once? Everything is perception?

No, it was. “Good thoughts, good words, good deeds.” That’swhat he said, afrequent mantra. When



hewas't swinging polo malletsa my head, that is.

Something’ s moving.

“There!” saild Smone. “Do you see?’

| saw atranducent spider-thing the size of acocker spanid. Weird. Almost Lovecraftian. It kept
skittering along the bridge, dancing over to one side, rearing up a the edge, then dancing back. Again
and again.

| felt Simone clutch my arm tighter.

“What'sit doing?’

“Going bump inthenight,” | said.

Trixi€ stoes passed right through it; at the point of contact | saw abrief flicker of zeros and ones.
Hmm. | reluctantly pulled free from Simone to take a closer look.

“Careful,” shesad.

“Nanny,” | said, “isthisadagger | see before me?’

“A dagger?’

Shakespeare was|ost on her. | clarified: “ What isdirectly before me?’

“A bridge.”

“Not that.”

“A floating woman.”

“Nor that.”

Pause. “1 don’t know what you mean, Halloween. Can you be more specific?’

Simone shot me an ahalook. Nanny can't see it. Or won't admit to it. It wasn't menacing. It was
minding its own business, redly. But | knew Lazarus hadn't designed it. It didn’t fit the environment. Ten
legs, not eight. Mechanicd in its movements, organic initslook. And yet crystdline. It could have been
carved from somekind of living ice. | crouched down and made a kiss-kiss sound. Asif it were Whisper.
It ignored me.

| reached out — dowly — to intercept it. To touch itsthorax with my finger.

“Isit one of yours?’ asked Smone.

Oneof mine?Had | created it? No, | didn’t think so. But if | had, what would that mean? That | was
involved with Laz' s disgppearance? And if | answered yes, would his girlfriend drop-kick me off the
bridge?

“I’ve never seeniit before,” | said. “ Scout’ s honor.”

Contact. When | touched it, the spider stopped moving. Right in mid-skitter. A tingly sensation there
on my fingertip. Tingly and familiar. | shivered. Then | pushed alittle deeper and smiled as my digits
scattered into icons.

Just like| was accessing my files.

| could accessfiles, sure, but these weren't mine. I” d never seen them before; they werewrittenina
binary computer code: zeros and ones. | found | could trandate the very first line, but the rest was
gobbledygook — a code within acode.

“Pece,” thefirst lineread. | said theword out loud.

Simone digested that. Reacted. Made amove for her jammer.

| saw what she was doing out the corner of my eye. | shook my head — not now.

Shehit it anyway.

“Toosoon!” | said. “They’ll figure out what we' re doing.”

“Let them.”

The crystd spider raised its head and cocked it quizzically. Sensng the air? To me, it gppeared curious
about the blur, the glitch, the damage her jammer had done.

“Paceisaprogram like Mae$tro,” | said, “but one that’ s usualy behind the scenes. Under the hood,
S0 to speak.”

“Right, I remember Dr. Ellison explaining back at orientation.”

“And fromthe call code, I’ d guessthisis arepresentation of Pace, an avatar. So what'sit doing
here?’



“Looking for clues,” Simone reasoned. “ That' swhat it does.”

“What do we know about it?’

“It investigates. It regulates. It makes sure everything works the way it should.”

“At an even pace.”

She nodded, enthused, agleam in her eyes. “It’ strying to figure out what happened to Laz. Just like
weae.”

| didn’t like that idea. The spider’s on to me, | thought.

“Actudly, right now, it’s probably trying to figure out your jammer,” | said, pulling my hand free.
“Triggering that thing hereislikefiring agun in the middle of a police Sation.”

“Quit bitching, Hal. We' re getting somewhere. Clearly something odd happened to Lazarus or else
Pace wouldn't be here. But why would it be right here investigating, and Nanny completely unwilling to
acknowledge its existence?’

“I'venoidea”

“It' saconspiracy,” shesaid. “That’ swhat it is. Something terrible happened. Right? Now maybe they
don’t know exactly how it happened. They don’'t have dl the facts. Maybe he' sinjured somewhere —
God, likein acomaor even worse! — and they’ re investigating to perform some kind of legal defense.
To remove culpability. And until they have dl their ducksin arow, they’ re not abouit to tell us anything.”

“Ellison is coordinating this cover-up?’

“Of course, who s2?’

“He s got Maestro, the Nannies, Pace al sworn to silence.”

“Absolutely.”

“Maybe,” | said. “But you might just be overreacting. Sure, Paceis here and that’ sreally weird but it
doesn’'t mean, you know..... it doesn’t mean anything bad happened.”

“Then why did your Nanny pretend Paceisn’t here?’

“Maybe she didn’t know.”

“What are you saying?’ she asked. “ She couldn’t seeit?’

“Pace is a behind-the-scenes program. I’ ve never seen him out in the open before. Maybe he's
investigating Lazarus and maybe not, but to Nanny he might beinvisble”

“That' seven weirder. Theleft hand doesn’t know what the right hand’ s doing?’

“Wouldn't surprisemein thisplace.”

“Then maybe Pace isthe only program that knows something iswrong. In either casg, it’ sgot to be
thekey. How do | talk to it?’

“I don't know.”

“There has to be some kind of manua interface. The spider’ s a manifestation, an access point. You
just put your hand in and—"

“Simone, it's encoded.”

“Yes, but fortunately I’m good friends with one of the best hackersin town.”

“Oh, redlly? Thought you hated Mercutio.”

“I"'m talking about you, goth-boy.”

“Goth-boy?’

“Can’t you decode it?’

| shrugged. “Maybe.” And | thought: If I can hack into Pace, maybe | can figure out if | really
killed Lazarus —and cover my tracks. “Y eah, okay.”

“Yeah?’

“I'll giveitatry.”

Grateful, she threw her arms around me. It felt so wonderful — evenif it wasjust afriendly hug—
that | didn’'t mind when | lost my baance and dmost sent us diding right off the Chinvat, plummeting
down, down, headfirst to Hell.

Nanny had a hissy fit.

It happened shortly after Simone left, when | asked her for my files and she complied.

“Notthese,” | said. “Don’t | have any others?’



“Thisisyour complete directory.”

“Yes, but outsde the directory... 7’

Silence.

“You may have afew auxiliary files secreted elsewhere,” she admitted.

“Right. Where would that be?’

“Whereindeed? Y ou’ ve never seen fit to trust me with that information.”

“Oh, I’'m sure | must have once or twice.”

“Not once.”

“But you spy on me, don’t you? So you must know where.” More silence. Then: “May | speak with
you candidly?’

“I wish you would.”

“In person?’ she asked.

“All right.”

Theair warped, points and linesforming, crossing, threading them salvesinto skin, hair, frilly clothes
and aparasol. Mary Poppins knit hersdf into existence. Nanny was Mary Poppins, in that she' d taken
the ditinct, unmistakable pattern of ayoung Julie Andrews. Staring at her now | recalled that it was my
usual wont to have her assume thisform or a green-faced Margaret Hamilton, depending on my mood.

“Supercdifragilisticexpididocious,” | sad.

Shedidn’'t smile. “Let me make this perfectly clear,” shesaid. “I do not spy on you. | never have and |
never would. | have the utmost respect for your privacy.”

| wasn't biting. “ Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”

“Halloween, | don't know what I’ ve done to make you distrust me, but whatever it is, I’'m sorry for it.
I”’m neither incompetent nor duplicitous, and if anything I’ ve done has hurt you in any lasting way, then |
fedl worse than you will ever know.”

“You'rean VR program,” | pointed out. “Y ou don’t feedl agod-damn thing.”

She dapped me.

It was something she' d never done before. She looked as surprised as| did.

“Youdon't confidein me,” sheranted. “Y ou never confidein Maestro. We re here to help you but
youwon't let us. Why won't you let us do our jobs?’

“Look, I'm sorry,” | said, rubbing the sting from my cheek. “We both know I’'m not the most trusting
person in the world but | certainly don’t mean to make your job... difficult. And | suppose | haven't
thought about how you, uh, fed. Did someone change your programming? Y ou’ re not supposed to hit
me”

“I’'m programmed to adapt to my environment,” she said. Not like that, you're not.

| tried to placate her, told her what she wanted to hear. Tried, anyway. She knew I’ d been up to no
good — she had afair ideaabout the jammers. | took painsto cam her down.

To hack Pace, | needed theright files. I’ d stashed them in a hidden directory somewhere— but
where? The Cdliope Surge still had me compromised. Calliope, amusicd instrument, steam and whistles,
arandom word? Calliope, a goddess, ademigoddess? No, one of the Muses. | couldn’t think which
one. | needed her mother, Mnemosyne.

Mnemosyne, Greek goddess of memory, so capricious where | was concerned.

And then, inspiration! A smple question: | asked Nanny where | protected my privacy most.
Satigicaly, whereinthe VR did | most often tell her to get lost?

Old school.

Specificdly, thelittle red schoolhouse with the duck pond and the bell. Alwaysa“you can’'t go home
again” feding — apang, redly — whenever | went back. Askids, we practicaly lived there. We' d spent
years together in that room before any of us made a case for independent study. We' d sit and pay
attention and Maestro would teach us right from wrong.

Among other things.

Empty, but | could dmost hear the bell ringing now. Timefor school. Hurry up; it' stimefor school.

How | hated that fucking bell!



No, that’ snot true. | didn’t realy hate anything back then. Except being late. Not fitting in. | wanted to
belong, yesindeed.

I had Nanny pop me back to the classroom.

Memories gtirred like old men trying to rouse themsalves. | placed the othersin the room with me,
remembering where everyone sat. The starting positions, | thought, of pieces on a chessboard.

Lazarus dways fancied himsdlf our king; he had theright desk for it. He sat in the very back of the
class, dead center. Master of all he surveyed. | could see him, confident, relaxed, his hand floating up like
alifdessfish, the answer to Maestro' s question coming effortlessly to hislips. Perfect and perfectly
bloodless. Never oncedid | see avein throb on that bald eyesore he called a head.

To hisleft, queen to hisking, the angd with the high 1Q. My Smone. His Simone, redlly. They’d hold
hands. Made me sick. Sometimes I’ d crane my neck back to watch her when she was called upon, to
gaze longingly and hopelesdy — though she' d never see me, Lazarus would dways stare back at me
instead, just meeting my eyeswith a cold, blank look.

Isaac sat on the other side of Laz, hisfriend, defender and right-hand yes man. Second bananain the
pet clique. Alwaystinkering with something, | remembered. He liked to build things from scratch. An
unstoppable opponent in the annual sciencefair. And not without an artistic Sde, though it bordered on
the odd. He struck me asthe kind of person who'd fold dollar billsinto origami animals, and leave them
for watersastips.

Pandora sat behind me. Maestro would reprimand her now and again for staring out the window, for
daydreaming. And when she wasn't letting her mind wander, she wasiirritating me with world-weary
sighs. But, to her credit, she’ d dwaystake my sdein adebate with Lazarus. And shewas my clove
buddy. When | turned ten, | discovered the rebelliousjoy of Indonesian cigarettes. During recess, she'd
smoke them with me out behind the schoal.

Tomy |eft, Mercutio, the class clown with aface like alion and every day abad hair day. What can |
say about Merc? He was the epitome of acting out to get attention. | think everyone acknowledged his
jokes asakind of defense mechanism. (“Humor? That'smy lizard tail. Y ou can look at that while | run
away,” he'd once said.) Although it kept him emotionaly isolated, at least everyone was thoroughly
entertained. Everyone back then, at least. It sfair to say his humor darkened asthe years went by. He
grew sharp-tongued and cynical. Clods gppreciated it; petsdidn’t.

To hisleft, Tyler, who used to be abully. Used to be. He came around in time. The best athlete among
us. Arguably, the best tactician. Give him achalenge, agame, apuzzle, something to focus his energy.
Single-minded in asharp, unmerciful way, when he put his mind to something he wanted. .. well,
“obsessive-compulsive’ probably describesit best.

Then there was Little Miss Popular; everyone worshipped Champagne one way or another. The pretty
one, the princess, the prom queen. Sweet and innocent — like astuffed animal. Just as bright too. If
you' re dishonest, vain and manipul ative enough to get other people to do your work for you, why grow?
Why accomplish anything? | remembered a girl who lacked brains and guts. Bland like vanilla, but hey, |
could seewhy Tyler wanted her. Me, | always had eyesfor Smone.

Fantasia s desk didn’t wobble but we al thought it did. She used to rock back and forth compulsively,
arelentless nausea-producing sway that Maestro (for some reason) tolerated. She babbled. She
free-associated. She spoke in tongues. We knew something was wrong with her from the get-go.

Andfindly, Vaghti... | couldn’t remember much about Vashti. She used to be quiet. No, more than
quiet. Distant, that’ s theword. And far too hip for the room.

“Thischair,” | said upon taking my sedt, “belongsto Gabrid.” Which made sense because | wasno
longer he. Freedoms are earned, as Maestro used to say, and | earned my way out of that name much as
we' d earned our way out of uniforms and down to amore casud dress code.

It had started with Pandora. She’ d been born Naomi, but she hated that name and by the time she
was ten no one outsi de the school — not even her parents— called her that anymore. Y et Maestro
refused to cdl her anything but. She broke down in class once. | remember alook of absolute frustration
on her face, watching her push back from the desk and bolt from the room. She asked Ellison to



reprogram Maestro then, but he didn’t believe in reprogramming. Maestro was reasonable, he claimed. If
we had agrievance we should take it up with him directly.

And sowedid. But it took somered finagling. Chief among thefinaglers. Lazarusand me. “Haven't
we earned theright?” my riva had asked Maestro, a strange and fearless child with histeacher firmly in
the pam of his hand. “ See how we' ve grown! See how responsible we' ve become! Surely, there can't
be any harmin letting us call ourselves by whatever names we wish. Isarose not arose by any other
name?’ Maestro would not budge for the longest time, but findly Laz and | turned thetide. Looking
back;, it was something of an unholy aliance, one of the very few times we had been united in a.cause
instead of at each other’ sthroats.

Ironically, you could say | owed him my identity.

Just asironicaly, the prick fought for the right to change his name and then kept it. His parents had
named him Lazarus, he stayed, Lazarus; | became Halloween. So why didn’t he follow through?
Maddening.

And then Vadhti killed our get-togethers with her petition for independent sudy. She said shefound it
difficult living up to her true potentia with classroom digtractionslike Mercutio, Tyler, Fantasaand
mysdlf. She argued and won, and the rest of usfollowed suit. Thelittle red schoolhouse became
something of arelic, dusted off now and again, but mostly forgotten.

Which madeit agood place to keep secrets.

I’d hidden something here. Here, where?

Ah.

| reached under my desk, down where a gum-chewing, freckle-faced Gabriel once stuck agood-sized
wad of spearmint. | reached and | stretched and | scraped. My fingertip glided over ahidden access
point for adirectory. It fdt frictionless and warm to the touch. I’ d hacked it years ago one Christmas
break, sneaking into the school’ s computer |ab, hijacking aredundant directory, burying it herein the
IVR, then covering my tracks. Even then, | hadn’t trusted the staff. Now, with atwitch and atingle, my
hand warped into emerdd light, arectangular holographic display at the end of my wrist. | held my arm
up to see my fingerslose cohesion and take the shape of foldersand icons.

Fird, | found my old papers. Projects, tests, reports. Some truly awful poetry comparing my heart to a
dying rose. Worse, I' d rhymed solidified with thalidomide and impetigo with Venus de Milo.
Embarrassing. And it didn’t even relate to the assignment. Maestro had but one comment, marked in red:
“What does this have to do with Thomas Jefferson?’

| guess| wasthe kind of kid, even then, who colored outside the lines.

L eafing through schoolwork chased the nostal giawith enlightenment, absol ution and doom.
Enlightenment camein the form of my decryption tools. Hacker’ sddight, auniquely kick-assfile set. |
programmed it myself, the fruit of misspent youth. Testing the boundaries had aways been important to
me, and not just with people— environments were fair game too. | took some time to reacquaint myself
with how thefilesworked. Good. | could bring them to Chinvat and know the mind of the spider. | could
crack Pace open and hide the evidence— al | needed was access, time, and maybe alittle luck.

| rotated icons and clicked ahdf-familiar file. “Killfile,” I'd marked it. | clicked it and the pistol
materialized in my free hand. Compact but powerful, what they used to call a pocket rocket. It felt so
comfortable, evenin my off hand. It came pre-cocked with the safety off — handy. | eyed the combat
sights, awhite dot up front and two on therear. And | pointed it right at-

Whatthefuck? — Lazarus!

He stood by the door, his own gun holstered at his hip. He was studying me. Hisfingerswiggled in
anticipation.

“Draw,” hesaid.

| shot him.

He disappeared.

He instantly reappeared in another part of the room. | turned, lined up the sights, and pointed my gun
a hishead.

“Draw, partner,” he said. And he reached.



| shot him again. Two for two. | kept after him and wound up nine for ten.

Andjust like that | was absolved. ..

“Killfile” had been my target practice program. I d vent my romantic frustrations by shooting my rival
again and again and again. I’ d killed Laz dozens of times— but never thered Laz, just asmulated IVR
clone. My punching bag, so to spesk.

Innocent! | thought I’ d murdered the bastard but it hadn’'t been real!

Ah, reprieve, blessed be. IVR was dl about exchanging one redlity for another, and what with the
damage I’ d taken from the Calliope Surge, | could see how I’ d gotten confused. Relief washed over me
and | couldn’t stop grinning. | wasn't akiller, | hadn’t fucked up my life, | still had afuture.

| felt mysdf mouthing “thank you” — gratitude to an indistinct but much appreciated higher power,
maybe— or maybejust to that little part of mysalf that had kept the faith and inssted | wasn't such a
bad guy deep down. Now | could start fedling better about mysdif.

But — and it wasacritica “but,” one that nibbled away a my euphoria— if | hadn't killed Lazarus,
who had?

Someone took him out. | knew he was dead — knew it, knew it in my heart. So who killed him?

Indl likelihood, the same asshole who had tried to kill me.

Maybe Pace had the answer. | put target practice back where it be longed (the pocket rocket and
fake Lazarus vanishing with a“pop”) and started to pull my hand from the rectangle. That’swhen | saw
“Doom” tucked away there. Another game? Couldn't placeiit.

Curiogity got the better of me; with the twitch of aring finger, | triggered.

It looked like an inkblot when summoned, splattered messily before melike aprinter’ s mistake — yet
the thing rapidly ballooned into a three-hundred-pound man. Jet-black pompadour. Jet-black clothes.
Jet-black anti-ultraviolet goggles. Three hundred pounds, easy, and pale asthey come.

Hetook his bearings and let out a mighty bellow. | watched him stagger back and lose hisfooting,
handstrying to shidd hisface, body shaking convulsively, skin blistering from the light that streamed
through the classroom windows.

“Chrig onacross,” heydled, “ shut those blinds!”

Once I’ d properly darkened the room, he crept back to hisfeet, coughed awracking cough and
dusted himsdlf off. “What are you trying to do?” he scowled. “Orphan my kids?’

“You' reavampire,” | said.

“gg 7

“You'refat,” | sad.

“Brilliant observation,” he smirked. “1’m afat vampire because I’ m bloody good at it!” He dapped his
belly ashislips curled back into asnarl, revealing anasty glimpse of fang.

It was my old vassal, Aloycious Doom, Vampyre of the Fens.

He had been my first IVR creation. Friend, playmate, mgjordomo. A good man. But when puberty hit
| traded himin for Jasmine. | can't say | regretted that — she was Significantly easier on the eyes. Still,
Doom had been good to me. Never bit me, not once.

“Now | remember you,” | said.

“About time,” he growled, ruefully rubbing the blisters on hiswrists and hands. “ Got ajob for me,
squire? I’ m thirgty, you know.”

Timefor meto plan the party I'd announced. “How do you fed about serving drinks?’

“Oooh.” He made asour face. “Bartending, eh? Hmm. No killing?’

“No.”

“Nokilling, redly. No maiming?’

“None.”

“Not even alittle bloodletting?’

“Afterward,” | promised. “If you' re good.”

“I'mthebest,” he bragged. “Best of the best.” He extracted an orange-and-black pin from his pocket.
A monarch butterfly, my symbol. Herolled it from finger to finger like aslver dollar, then pinned it to his



chest. “Ontheclock again,” he said.

“Mongtre’ isOld French for adivine warning, amiraculous sgn from God. It' s where we get the
English word “monster.” Ironic, I'd say, because who wants to believe monsters come from God?

| think you can take aman’s measure by the mongters he fancies. | used to love vampires. All
traditional mongtersredly, but blood suckers most of dl. They give up their soulsto live forever. Tough
trade, but if you're scared of dying, it'sa pretty good dedl.

According to legend, vampires congress between the land of the living and the land of the dead.
There sabarrier between the two realms, and as the days get shorter the barrier gets weaker. And when
isthe barrier thinnest? Halloween!

So after choosing my name, | had to surround mysalf with vampires— for years, they sucked the
blood from Tyler’ s cyborgs, the marrow from Mercutio’ s hobgoblins, the noxiousichor from Fantasa' s
Smileys. And then they just sucked. Whichisto say they didn’t shock me anymore; | outgrew them.

Three fears, | thought, remembering an old theory of mine... Traditional monsters play on three fears.

Fird, they echo the predators who chased our ancestors. Y ou fear the fangs of avampire the way you
fear thefangs of awolf. That'san external fear, afear of the Beadt.

Second, they evoke human aggression and human perversion. A vampire lookslikeaman and yet it is
an egter of men — here' sahint of cannibalism, our oldest taboo. That'san interna fear, afear of the
Beagt Within.

Third, we fear transformation into the Beast — a chance bite from awolf can turn you into a
bloodthirsty monster, Dr. Frankenstein can reanimate your corpse with abolt of lightning, the right
combination of chemicals can turn good Dr. Jekyll into evil Mr. Hyde. We fear the monster’ s capacity for
evil because we can recognize it in human hearts.

Lovecraft’s mongers are fundamentaly different. They’ redien. Their motivations are largely
unknowable. We fear them — | fear them — because they evoke the paranoid possibility that something
dark and inscrutable wants to destroy us for absolutely no reason — or for reasons that we can’t
understand because if we could, it would drive us mad.

So I"d transformed my vampire servantsinto Lovecraftian freaks. | remembered now: I’d doneit right
after my trip to Fiji. I’d made afool of mysdlf in front of Simone and so | went back to school and read
Lovecraft and made my creatures dien. At thetime| didn’t know why | did it — not exactly. But losng
your memory — and then regaining parts of it — had away of giving you perspective. Y ou got to know
yourself bit by bit, asif you were a character in abook you were reading. Sowly, apsychologica
landscape revealed itself — and the forces that shaped it seemed written in the terrain itself.

| cut Doom from my auxiliary files and pasted him back to my main directory. He' d get the party
started while | went to work on Pace.

Back at thewild and windswept Chinvat Bridge, Pace had other plans. The program did not want to
be worked upon. Every time I’ d decrypt aline, it would spontaneously generate new code. Daunting,
like cutting the head off aHydraand seeing two grow back. And the spider manifestation wouldn't stay
gtill; it kept skittering farther down the shaky bridge, forcing meto keep after it by crawling unsteadily on
my hands and knees, like anauseated drunk in search of atoilet.

Whatever secrets Pace had, Pace damn well wanted to keep.

Screw it, | decided. There might be away to tweak the program and break through those walls, but it
would take somereal time. In an hour | had a party to host. And atrap to set.

Pandorawasfirg to arrive: bumblebee flash of yellow and black lit my gargoyles and then there she
stood a my nine-lock door. I’ d set my sprite to automatic — it let my guests come and go asthey
pleased; it dso nulled their domains asthey entered.

Her gaze swept over me. “I thought it was a costume party.” | wore aforma black suit. “Itis”

“Oh! You'reamortician.”

“Yes, maam. At your service,” | bowed.

She had chosen aclever tungsten-filament costume that lit up at her whim.



“And you'realightbulb?’ | asked.

“Close!” she beamed. “I’m agood ideal”

Pandora came from awedthy Brazilian family; her grandfather owned a chain of cosmetic
enhancement clinics. “The S&o Paulo Princess’ Merc used to cdl her. She hated that; she' d just wanted
tofitinwiththerest of us.

| took her by the hand and led her to my drawing room. Night gauntsin Hawaiian shirts offered her
pineapple-chunk skewers and macadamianut hors d’ oeuvres; another draped leis around her neck.

“A luau,” shesaid. “Fun.”

“Isthat Pandy?’ my bartender wanted to know.

“Sureid!” shecried. She sprinted to Doom and tackled him, wrapping her armstight around his girth.
Helet out a cough.

“Now don'’t bite me, you old vampire.”

“Not even anibble?’

“Wdll, maybe later. Hal, you brought Doom back! Where have you been hiding him?’

“Bloody Mary?’ offered Doom.

“It'sinacoconut,” she said, making aface.

“Tropica theme,” he explained, “ but—"

“ — but you make one hell of aBloody Mary,” Pandorafinished. “I remember.” With aflip of her
curly black hair, she threw the drink back.

Wereit red dcohol, Gedaechtnis might object, but virtua drinks can’t do shit. Unless you think they
can; the power of suggestion and dll. Thetagteisidenticd. In any case, Ellison didn’'t mind the
gppearance of impropriety and | imagine he thought alittle pretend mischief couldn’t do any harm —
might even improve classmorae.

Onedight detail: I’ d hacked the system with one of my old auxiliary files. A careful twesk of thelife
support would produce achemica effect remarkably like intoxication. | made the drinks potent and
pushed them dl night. That was my plan — get everyone nice and loose so they’ d show their true colors.

I shook two cloves out, gave one to Pandora. She pulled free from Doom and leaned in so | could
light it. “ Better and better,” she said, upon taking adrag.

“Am | interrupting something?’ asked my second guest. She stood in the doorway, eyebrows arched,
one hand on her hip, the other holding her cloak out for anightgaunt to take. She was swathed in al the
finery of aMacedonian warrior. Alexander the Greet, | presumed.

“Notat dl,” | said. “Welcome, Vashti.”

“Hey, Vash, | thought you were coming later,” said Pandora.

“To one of Ween' sfabulous parties? | don’t want to missamoment!”

“It'sHal, not Ween, and never Weenig,” | told her. “Excuseme,” | said. “I’d best check on the poi.”

Already they were getting on my nerves, so | took abreak. Stretched my legs. | stepped out back and
turned my eyesto thewoods. Trees at night, dark and still. And yet the sense of something lurking.

| ascribe a supernatural quality to awoodland, in part, because my father used to tell me stories about
the Ottawa Indians. | must have been no older than four or five. The Ottawa used to have villages
throughout northern Michigan and well beyond. The British would make treaties with them and bresk
those same treaties. They built forts on Ottawaterritory. They took land. They sold rum. Y our standard
imperidid tactics.

But in 1762, under the leadership of Chief Pontiac, the Ottawa united the Grest L ake tribes and
convinced them to push the British back. They attacked Fort Detroit and failed, but the attack served as
acaays. “Pontiac’ sWar” had begun.

Ninefortsfel. Nine. For ashining moment, it looked like the tribes had returned the Greet Lakes and
Pennsylvaniato their former sovereignty. But thiswas not to be.

Soon after the battles had ended, a group of British traders approached the Ottawa, sold them their
goods, and presented them with alittle something extra. A tin box. “Don’'t open it until you get back to
your villages,” the traderstold them. “Not 'til then. It' sasurprise.”

The surprise: powder, just asimple brown powder. And within days of the tin box being opened, the



smallpox epidemic began to rage.

It spread throughout the villages. It decimated the Ottawa, and they never recovered. The British
promptly moved in— therest is history. Forgotten history. The name Pontiac cameto signify acity, a
car, but not much ese.

I think Dad told me those stories to get me excited about medicine. To ingtill within me adesireto cure
smallpox, or smilar scourges.

That’snot what | took from the stories, though. They’ d affected me on an entirely different level.

Thewoods, to me, were haunted with souls who wanted vengeance. Something mournful echoed
through the shadowed, pine-scented boughs. Something with which my own heart felt an affinity.

When | came back inside, back into light and warmth, Pandora was arm-wrestling Doom, Vashti
cheering her on.

When Doom won, | made amental note to recode him.

Champagne and Tyler arrived together. He wore ripped black jeans, ablack leather jacket, atorn
T-shirt, adog collar. He' d spiked his hair and dyed it black. She wore a peach-colored Versace
sundress, blue-green contacts, bloodred lipstick, black heels. She' d teased her long blond hair.

“Ty’sSid Vicious,” | said, “so you must be Nancy.”

“ Au contraire, I’'m Courtney Love,” shereplied.

Tyler absorbed my expression. “1 said let’sbe Sid and Nancy and she said no, let’ sbe Kurt and
Courtney. But | didn’t want to be Kurt Cobain and she didn’t want to be Nancy Spungen” he explained.
“You'relooking a acompromise— Sid and Courtney.”

“The most important trip you takein lifeis meeting people halfway,” opined Champagne.

“I'll have to remember that,” | said. “ Something to drink?’

“Two Mai Tas,” Tyler ordered, though the bartender gave him pause. “I thought | put a stake through
your heart,” he said.

“I don't hold agrudge,” shrugged Doom.

“Best if you don't,” Ty warned.

| grabbed aMa Tai mysalf. Needed to keep alevel head, but — fuck it — one drink. | figured it
might cam me down.

Whisper came out of hiding and while the girlsfussed over my cat, Ty took me aside, pushing me back
againgt abookcase. ..

“Areyoudl right?”

“More or less, why?’

“I’'m hearing stories about you. Y ou had some kind of accident, you can’'t remember things. | heard
your parents showed up and raked Ellison over the cods.”

“Raked him over afoot warmer, more like.”

“Soit'strue?’

“Someof it'strue. I'll explain,” | told him. “Right now, just enjoy yourself.”

Simone showed up as one of her heroes. Hypatia, the ground breaking mathematician, astronomer,
philosopher and teacher. Defender of the Library of Alexandria until the shortsighted Archbishop Cyril
had it — and her — destroyed.

| greeted her at the door and dipped alel around her neck. We couldn’t talk about Pace and we were
gl waiting for the othersto arrive, so we settled for a conversation just this sde of pointless. | found it
agonizing.

Thefirg person | ever met who asked meaningful questions, that was Simone. | could sense something
powerful within her, something pheromona, maybe something spiritud. When | spent timewith her | felt
better about mysalf. Except | wanted. ..

Too much.

| wanted to be near her and fed safe. The two seemed connected.

Vashti made apoint of taking Simone aside then. They were friends, academic rivas, fellow pets—
the two smartest girlsin school. | saw them step into my billiard room; Vash looked like she had



something pressing to tell Smone. They taked for quite awhilein hushed voices.

Fashionably late, Mercutio made his appearance a green one, awoodsy costume with ared feather in
his cap.

“Robin Hood?" asked I.

“Peter Pan,” said he. * So much for best-costume honors.” Hewaved at Sid and Courtney, and | told
him how the locdl lovebirds couldn’t agree on amatch.

He laughed aloud, and mimed a police radio, speaking into his hand. “Disgpatch, I’d like to put out an
APB onapair of testiclesbelonging to one Tyler Pussywhip. Last known location: Champagne's
pocket.”

He cdled out to Tyler across the room. “ Control your woman,” he said.

By the time Fan showed, the party had moved to my backyard with thetiki lightslit and the Hawaiian
buffet in full swing. She came garbed in flowing purplesand pinks, alittle girl’ sidea of what afairy
princess might be— basicdly, the same thing she dways wore, except for aviolet domino mask, which
let usknow that, yes, thiswas a costume. As Ty had once pointed out: “With Fantasia, every day’sa
masquerade.”

In her hands, she held an unlit jack-0’-lantern. She made amove asif to bowl it my way, then aoruptly
pulled it up and tossed it, achest pass.

| caught it.

Something yipped.

| opened the jack-0' -lantern to find a puppy — good thing no bounce pass, | thought — a shaken
but unhurt Pekingese who immediately began to lick my face.

“His name' s Pumpkin. Enjoy!”

Covertly, | had Nanny scan the thing for surprises. It turned out to be just anorma VR pup, standard
behavior path, no mods, and no fleas. | didn’t know what to do with it, so | put it on aleash and fed it
pork.

Empty glassin hand, I mulled over the costumes. Did they reflect my guests' subconscious leanings?|
watched them and tried to put mysdlf in their heads.

Champagne: Courtney Love. A celebrity? An attention junkie? A survivor? Fantasia: A
princess —entitlement. A domino mask — anonymity. Mercutio: Peter Pan. Doesn’t want to grow
up.

Pandora: Good idea. Shouldn’t she be over someone’ s head? A joke, then — she feels
misunder stood, she’'s over our heads?

Smone: Hypatia. Keeper of knowledge. Does she know more than she' s saying?

Tyler: Sd Vicious. Sex and violence. Anarchic splendor.

Vashti: Alexander the Great. A military prodigy. A conqueror. What' s she fighting for? Or
fighting against?

“Most people throw partiesto be socid, but you just kind of stand there,” Pandora observed. “You
gtand there and let things happen.”

“Chemigry,” | said. “Throw abunch of disparate d ementsinto the mix—"

“—and seeif it explodes?’

“Something likethat,” | smiled.

“Haloween, the mad scientit. Y ou should trade that suit in for aproper 1ab coat.”

“Just call me Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Formaldehyde.”

“Can | ask you apersond question?’ she said. “Isthiswho you redly are?’

“What do you mean?’

“I mean you'retricky, Ha. Y ou' re degper than you let on. Thiswhole death thing, | know it'sabig
part of you, of your — whatever you want to call it, your self-expression — but sometimes| get the
sensethat it'sjust something you can hold up and hide behind.”

“Likeashroud?’

“See, you'redoing it now.”

“Who | redly am,” | said, “is someone in desperate need of adrink. You?’



Drinks, dinner, dancing. Cake and coffee. Not bad, dl inal. I’ d refrained from my usud antics. Two
yearsago, | madeit rain a my own party. (“Only you,” Champagne had said, makeup streaking down
her face))

But acouple hourslater, we were sill missing Isaac. Simone sent her sprite— he might answer her
cdl, I knew hewouldn’t answer mine— to no avail. Vashti sent hersaswdll, but he' d apparently dipped
into hermit mode.

Or he'd snuck out of the IVR.

Or he' d gotten himsdf killed.

“Who saw him lag?”

“Who cares?’ said Mercutio.

“He' snot coming,” saild Champagne, and she paused to watch Fantasia dump whipped cream into her
coffee with theflat of aknife before wincing and continuing with: “No offense, Halloween, but herealy
can't sand you.”

“Nonetaken,” | said. “I till thought he’' d come.”

“He sdso studying. He wants to be salutatorian, since the prize of valedictorian’ s aready been
cdamed”

“Hasit?’ Vashti asked. “I don’t remember any vaedictory speech.”

Champagne' s face took on an expression of concern. “No on€'s heard from Lazarus?’ Sheturned to
Simone and took her hand in sympathy. “ Still no word?”

“None.”

“That' s so strange. Do you think he' sal right?’

Simone said nothing.

“I'msurehe' sjudt fine,” said areassuring Pandora. “ Probably joining the Hasty Pudding Club aswe

“That,” said Mercutio, “and banging every college girl he can get hishandson.”

Stung, Simone got up from her chair like agunfighter in the Old West accused of chesating a cards.
She gtared hard at him, her gaze knifing through him. Then she started to tremble and stormed off before
the tearswould come. The acohol was obvioudy kicking in.

“Booyah!” Merc yelled and Fan burst out laughing.

“You are such achild,” Champagne told him, as Pandy chased after Simone. “How can you be friends
with such a shameless asshole?’ she demanded of Tyler.

Ty just threw up hishands. “I'm Switzerland.”

“Here smy hypothesis” Merc said, interlacing hisfingers behind his head and leaning back in his chair.
“Laz isn't brave enough to break up with her, so he just breaks dl ties and hopes the problem will go
away.”

“That sounds like what you would do, Mercutio,” said Vashti. “It doesn’t sound like Lazarus.”

And so on. Minor fireworks, but no stream-of-consciousness confessions. Nothing | didn’t aready
know. Did | need to make the drinks more potent?

| watched Pandora comfort Simone by the end of the buffet. Another opportunity missed. | wished I'd
been quicker on the draw. | should have been there.

As| watched, Simone' s counterpart stepped out of the darkness and into the light.

Jasmine.

I"d forgotten about her, forgotten to remove her from my domain. Stupid of me, but I'd been so
preoccupied. What must she be thinking? The program would follow its behavior path and processthis
how? She' d returned from patrol to find-

Shit.

“Interegting,” said Vashti, -ingtantly understanding why I’ d created a clone of Simone and finding
perverse humor init. “Isshefunctiona or merely decorative?’

Ty and Merc traded alook: One less secret about me they had to keep.

| rosefrom my chair. Suddenly | knew what was going to happen.

Jasmine grabbed a carving knife from the table and thrust it at her twin’s heart.



“Taxi!” yelled Simone. At once, an impenetrable force snapped up around her and the knife glanced
harmlesdy aside. She’ d used her shield word and the system had responded in kind.

Thwarted, Jasmine thrust again with similar results.

Pandora made a move, but Doom was quicker. He grabbed Jasmine from behind. She rammed her
elbow hard into his ssomach, then plunged the knife back and up. Doom took the head wound with a
feral cry and buried hisfangsin her neck.

“Nanny, freeze Jasmine, freeze Doom,” | cried. My heart was pounding, my face flushed. | was
mortified.

“Hey, nofair, flag of truth!” Fantasiacomplained.

For parties and other socid get-togethers, wetypically put our war games on hold, effectively meeting
under aflag of truce— though Fan inssted upon caling it a“flag of truth.” From her perspective, this
sneak attack on Simone had just broken the rules.

| didn’t care; | had much bigger problems.

“What' s going on here?” Simone asked. And beyond that, she wouldn't spesk to me. | hemmed and
hawed and tried to explain but my words had no effect; it wasdl | could do to keep her from leaving.

“Give her alittle space,” Ty suggested. So | backed off and sent out the after-dinner drinks, then went
to talk to Jasmine.

| could havejust erased her memory or kept her frozen, but | felt the need to justify myself — and if
not to Simone, then to her twin. Shewasn't red, but | felt like | owed her something. Away from the
party, on the other side of the house, | had Nanny work her magic.

“Y ou brought me back again,” Jasmine said.

| took a deep breath and told her that al the battles she' d ever fought were nothing more than moves
in an extended game, a sanguinary diversion between me and my friendswhen wedidn't fed like
studying. | told her that though my home approximated redlity, it wasn't the real McCoy. | told her that
virtua blood flowed in her virtua veins. That shewas, effectively, atool, fashioned to fight and lend
ambience and look and sound and smell like the girl she'd just attacked.

| felt awful for being so crud, for laying it al on thelinelikethat in onefell swoop, but I'd lied to her
for too long. It'saways better to rip the Band-Aid off quick...

“| see” shesad. “That explainsalot.”

Shetook it surprisingly well. | discovered that IVR characters don’t suffer existentia horror unless you
program them to fed it. The default is acceptance.

Nest. | still felt likeaprick.

“So the Violet Queen isastudent?’

“So are Blackdawn and Widowmaker D’ Vral. We' redl just playing around, | suppose, just burning
off alittle eam.”

“You redly had mefooled,” shesaid. “All of you, but especialy you, my Lord Halloween.”

“Oh?’

She stole aglance a the moon, smiled at it, and said: “In al these so-called games, in every battle we
fought side by side, you never held back. Y ou madeit seemred. As| look back uponthetimel’ve
spent serving your will, you have aways impressed me as a man concerned, genuinely concerned for his
own safety. Especidly these past few days.”

| told her that someone wastrying to kill me. | told her about the Calliope Surge. ..

“Let mehelpyou,” she offered. “Let me help you for red.”

“1 don't think you can protect me from whoever’ s after me,” | said. She wrapped her arms around me
and told meto be careful. If not for my sake, then Simone’s. “She won't be able to take long romantic
walkswith you if you're dead,” Jasmine said. She' d been programmed to tell mewhat | wanted to hear.

Heading back to the party, | found Mercutio at the bar, sipping Frangelico.

“What'sin these drinks?’ he asked.

“Domeafavor and lay off Smone,” | said.

“Firgt Tyler, now you,” he sighed. “Will the castrations never end?’

| stared at him.



“Okay, | know you like her,” he said, “so I'll ease up. But she’ snot al sweetness and light, you
know.”

“Whois?’ | said.

He followed me back to the party, where we were both personae non gratae. Simone had stayed,
bless her. Conversely, Fantasiawas nowhere to be found.

“What happened to Fan?’

“She pulled her sprite and left,” said Tyler.

“Why?"

“The very thought that you might fashion agirlfriend after her, | believe,” Vashti said dryly. “It sent her
screaming into the night.”

That wasn'tit at all, | learned. Apparently, after adrunken conversation about the depth, duration and
inappropriateness of my crush on Simone, a drunken conversation about shield words had taken place.

Shield words are quick words you wouldn't use in an ordinary conversation; they’ re meant to
immediately protect you from avirtua peril. I’ ve dways believed they represent akind of wish fulfillment
because when you' re a baby, preverbal, you pray for words. Words with power, words that open,
specia words to be treasured, spoken softly, hidden away. Magic words that cause change.

Soeak up and receive the power to change the world.

I’d forgotten my word, of course.

In their conversation, they’ d discussed Simone' s“taxi.” Two syllables, quick, very good. Champagne
favored “stop it” which sounded a bit on-the-nose to me. (Did she never say “stop it” in everyday
conversation?) Vashti used a nonsense word. Everyone thought Pandora s “ syzygy” wastoo hard to say,
egpecidly inacriss.

Tyler asserted that he didn’t have one.

Why not?

Because he didn’t need one.

A smug answer, but in fairness Ty enjoyed lightning-quick reflexes and akind of tactical wizardry on
the battlefied that left him unscathed ninetimes out of ten.

Fantasia had taken issue with that. “No words?’ she said. “Y ou must think you' re pretty specid. What
if I dothis?” And she started poking him. Hetold her to cut it out. He dapped her hand away. Then,
gpparently, the whole thing had devolved into awrestling match. Shortly thereafter, Fan had stormed out.

“Should wetry and get her back?’ | asked asilent Simone.

“Actudly, | think she might havetheright idea,” said VVashti. “Y ou throw amean party but it' s getting
late, and | have the respiratory syncytid virusto research.”

“Itisgetting late,” Champagne agreed.

They both got up to leave. Pandora, Tyler and Mercutio followed suit. | had to do something; despite
their intoxication, no one had revealed a goddamn thing.

“Nobody leaves,” | said.

“Whyever not?” asked Vadhti.

| pulled my jammer out of my pocket and held it up for everyoneto see.

“Because we have something to talk about,” 1 said, “and because I’ m saying please?’

I hit the button and the world went boom. Champagne treated us to a shriek.

Tyler took her hand.

Vashti took cover like aduck in thunder.

Pandoramarveled at the glitches.

Mercutio looked at melike | wasafucking idiot.

“Thisisajammer,” | said. | explained how it worked and why we needed it. | told them that Mercutio
and | had coded jammersto guarantee alittle privacy from Maestro and whomever else from the school
might be listening to our conversations.

“Jeez, Hdl, give away our secrets, why don’'t you?’ Merc complained.

| said: “All cards on the table tonight.”



“Interesting,” said Pandora.

“But they don't spy on us,” Champagne protested, outraged by the very idea.

“Typical pet thinking,” sneered Merc. “Of course they spy on us. We're children to them; we can't be
trusted.”

“What' s so important,” asked Vashti, “that you' re willing to vandaize the school 7’

“I can answer that,” said Simone. Lazarus had disappeared from the face of the earth, she explained,
and she suspected foul play because of what had happened to me. And what had happened to me?1’d
been juiced with dectric current, | said, fried but good by something Ellison caled the Caliope Surge and
passed off asaminor IVR glitch.

Yes, I’d been damaged. Amnesia. Still couldn’t remember lots of things.

No, | wasn't faking.

“Why didn’t you tell uswhen it happened?’ Pandora asked.

“What was | supposed to say? ‘ By the by, someone' s rendered metabularasa’ Besides, | didn’t
know who did it to me, so | didn’t know who to trust.”

“How long have we been friends?’ said Ty.

| told them | thought someone was trying to kill me.

“All themorereasontotdl usl”

“Maybe,” | shrugged. “Maybe not.”

Ty let out alow whistle.

“You are S0 nuts,” said Pandora. “Y ou have glimmers of being an okay guy and then you rocket off
the deegp end. Of course you think someone’ strying to kill you, Hal — death is your favorite subject.
Why shouldn’t someone be trying to kill you?’

“Have | ever donethisbefore? I’ m not crying wolf,” | promised them. “ Someone attempted murder.
Someone wanted me dead.”

“Look, if Hal thinks someone strying to kill him, then someone’ s probably trying to kill him,” said Ty.
“I'mwilling to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“I’'mnot,” scowled Merc. “This placeisbuggy — if Ellison saysit'saglitch, odds areit’saglitch. But
maybeit’snot so minor. If you'reredly hurt, we should sue the fucking school .”

“How about you?’ Vashti said to me. “Ellison could sue you — you' re playing around with these
jammers, you' re dipping unauthorized code into the system, who knows what damage you' ve caused?’

Champagne echoed the sentiment: “Reckless, you've put usal at risk.”

“Don't be stupid,” Merc said. “Everything we' ve done— and that’ swe, asin Hal and me both, and
even innocent-looking Tyler over there— islocalized and salf-contained. The hacks affect the VR
sysem itsdlf, not the red-life people who useit.” (Not ahundred percent true, my acohol program being
acasein point.)

The system |ooked on the verge of recovering from my jammer, so | hit it again.

“I don’t understand why you had to do thishere,” Merc continued, turning back to faceme. “You
keep hitting that jammer and they’ |l catch on. If you wanted a big private powwow, you could have just
waited 'til wewere dl outsde.”

“When' sthelast timewe al got together on the outsde?’ | said.

He caught my drift. Asyounger kids, we d played together on the outside too. But in recent years, it
seemed, many of us had become brooding loners, going our own ways. The bonds among us were so
intense after al these years that we needed arelease, some time apart.

Vashti turned to Simone. “ Y ou redly believe thisisal connected somehow?’ she asked.

“1 think Hal’ sredlly hurt,” she said, dmond eyes appraisng me, “and | think whatever happened to
him may have happened to Lazarus”

“Okay, now who' d have reason to attack Hal and Laz?’ Pandoramused. “They’ re polar opposites.”

Said Simone, “Let’sassumeit’san accident. A terrible, terrible glitch.” And shelaid out her theory
that Laz was hurt — dying or dead — and Ellison was covering it up.

Vashti brushed the theory away with awave of her hand. “Simone,” she said. “ Simone, you know |
don’t want to hurt you, and you know | certainly don’t want to agree with the likes of Mercutio, but |



think he' sright. Laz may be a cut above, but he' s still aman. | think he dumped you. | think he dumped
you and he' snot returning your cdls.”

“No.”

“It'sthe mogt likely scenario by far.”

“Hewouldn’'t do that.”

“I know it seemsthat way to you, swestie,” said Vashti, “but never underestimate the power of
denid.”

Simone pondered that. “If that’ strue, then what happened to Hal?” Moonlight glinted off Vash's
armor as she dissected mewith her gaze. “1 think nothing happened to him. Nothing at all.” She inched
closer. “1 think he' s obsessed with you. | think he’'smaking it al up in a pathetic attempt to dip himself
into your good graces— and then your pants.”

| was't that manipulative, and | told her so. Simone just ignored us both.

“Road trip,” Pandora suggested. “On Sunday, we go to Cambridge and track Laz down. That way
we' [l know for sure.”

“You'dredly go with me?’” Simone asked. A chorus of agreement. Pandora, Vashti, and Champagne
al ralying around Smone. | told them it was awaste of time. Lazarus hadn’t gone to stately Harvard,
he' d gone the way of dodos and dinosaurs.

“We ll see” they sad.

| wondered: Should | doubt my instincts? At what point do | allow myself the possibility, no
matter how remote, of being fiat-out wrong?

“Holdon,” said Tyler. “Let’s consder the possibility that Hal’ s hit the jackpot here. Someone' s out
there playing boogeyman. Stalking us”

“Hismotive?’ asked Champagne.

“Who knows? There are plenty of freaks out there. Maybe one of them has a grudge against doctors.
The point is He' d want usto split up.”

“Like an old horror-movievillain,” Mercutio mused.

“So what can we do to protect ourselves?’ Ty asked.

“Wadl, usudly thekiller starts with the skanky teenage girl who letsaguy grope her titsin thefirs ten
minutes of the movie,” Merc muttered. “Now who... 7’ He snapped hisfingers — eurekal — and
turned to Champagne. “ Excuse me? Miss Prom Queen?’

“Fuck you!”

Another shouting match. The acohol hack had made my guests quarrelsome and childish, and we
weren't any closer to the truth.

Shit.

| kept my eyeson Smone.

| opened my handsto show | had nothing to hide. Look at me, | said without words. Give me a
chance.

She saw me. Shedidn’t look at me, but she saw me, | knew.

“Maestro’ s here.” Pandora pointed — blurry, yes, but there he stood. Armsfolded across his chest.
Red shimmer coming off him like heat. Not a happy camper, my friend Maestro, not at al.

| hit the jammer again.

Click.

Nothing happened.

Thejig was up.

Together we watched the system self-correct, glitches retreating to nothingness, blur resolving into
focusonce again. | pamed the jammer and roseto my feet.

Maestro' s anger was tangible, dectric, aliving thing. He looked capable of anything.

Champagne immediately ratted me out. “Thisone,” she spat, jabbing afinger at measif | were some
nameless, virulent pest. “And that one.” She pointed out Mercutio, who immediately blew her akiss.
“They’' ve been hacking,” shereported. Very satisfied with her sdlf, I'm sure.



At no point did sheimplicate Tyler — true love — but then again, Merc and | had pioneered the code
for secret exitsand jammers; Ty redly hadn’'t done that much. Had he? | couldn’t remember.

“There are going to be changes,” promised Magestro.

The words sounded ominous enough that if we realy werein ahorror movie, they’ d have been
followed by aclap of thunder.

“Y odel-oh-hui-dee!”

Merc was yodding at Maestro. Actudly yodeling, the ridiculous fuck. And brandishing something
curiousin hishand. Not ajammer. It was adeek, gold instrument I’ d never seen before.

“Hodl-oh-ooh-dee, hodl-ay-ee-dee,” he yodeled and my little dog Pumpkin howled along. God help
me, | found it funny. Maestro didn't.

“There are going to be changes,” our 1VR teacher raged. “ Changes | should have implemented along
timeago.”

“Hey, Mae$tro,” Merc ydled, “changethigl”

He pulled the trigger and the IVR shattered.

By shattered, | mean everything lurched violently out of sync. My friends moved at incongruous
Speeds, too dow, too fast. They spoke and the pitch came out wrong — staccato or vibrato. Poor
dubbing, abad chop-sockey film.

People and places popped in and out like streaks of lightning. | was trand ocating, everywhere and
nowhere at once. Beyond my back yard with thetiki lights, | sat under an apple treewith Sir Isaac
Newton; smultaneoudy, | rode an Arabian charger across the Sahara; | stood under the fluorescent
lights of the science lab where I’ d dissected my first butterfly; | floated across the Chinvat Bridge.

The system was going berserk. It called up multiple programs, a plethoraof 1VR lessons and persond
routines, but everything at once with no rhyme or reason. | was rafting the Mississippi with Huck Finn;
nightgaunts bore me up into the sky; | shot Lazarus, Maesiro taught me the difference between right and
isoscelestriangles; ducks took bread from my hand; Jasmine kissed me on thelips; | Sretched out ina
booth a Twain's.

All & thesametime.

The checkout bagger with the stedly-gray skin caled out to me, a black-and-white figure in aworld of
color, crying out asif to warn me of something monstrous, but hiswords werelost in acyclone of noise.

And he was from my dream.

Shattered.

Oh, | fdt sick. It wasablow for revolution, or one hell of astupid prank.

It was Mercutio’ sfinest hour.

Whatever it was, it put an end to my party, Day 4, and al logica thought.

Everything went white. ..
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CHAPTER 6
LABOR DAY

Blue isbarren. She can’'t have children. It's a manifestation of Black Ep, one of many lonely,
bitter dreads. The plagueis so well designed, most scientists agree it has to be some form of
biological warfare. The darker side of genetic engineering. Blue' s work, then, could be
categorized as genetics more hopeful side. For Blue is a mother. Though her womb is empty,
staring at the incubation machines and the fragile innocence squirming inside, she knows she has
brought special children into the world. Ten of them. All extraordinary, all unique.

She can’t know how many will live. Black Ep is a dogged predator. But if any of the ten can
survive — say, Lazarus, with his hyper-immune system and brilliant azure eyes — then humanity
may have a future after all. She hasto admit she’'slinked, in a very real sense, to Hope, to Life
itself.

This gives her a feeling of compensation. Like running a marathon —if she can't finish first,
there’ s still satisfaction in having finished at all. There is some peace in this.

In three weeks, Blue will fly back to Germany with a bottle of sedativesin her purse. She will
contemplate the bottle for the course of the journey. Upon arriving at the Munich airport, she'll
elect not to claim her baggage. Instead she'll take a limo to her three-story home, unlock the door
quietly, though no one isthere for her to wake. She'll pour herself atall glass of scotch and climb
the stairsto draw a bath in her sunken tub. There, she'll catalogue her regrets one by one. Rushed
childhood. Failed marriage. Estranged family. Lost opportunities. Squandered time. She'll take a
sedative for each regret and find that when the cataloguing’ s done, the bottle’ s till full. It holds a
hundred pills and her regrets only number twenty or so. She'll marvel at this and at how inviting
the water looks. And as the pills take hold of her, she'll ponder the meaning of her own existence,
finding satisfaction in the curious notion that one of humanity’ s saviors might have no wish to
save herself:

And in her dleep, she'll drown.

DAY 5



The system bounced meto Limbo.

Limbo isan empty place. Just the IVR test symbols and the periodic soulless greeting: “Welcometo
Idlewild IVR Academy. Please relax and breathe normally.”

Relaxed no, breathing yes.

The system recogni zed its collgpse and stuck me herefor safe keegping. A precautionary measure while
it tried to auto-repair the damage.

It gave metimeto think.

| remembered reading how wild boar use their tusks to defend themsel ves, weapons of bone that
grow longer and sharper every year. Nothing ismore valuable to the animal. The larger the tusk, the
more powerful heis. Eventualy, the tusks curve up and out of the jaw, arcing back the way they came.
They keep growing until they pierce the skull and then the brain. An older boar often finds himself fatally
gored by hisown tusks.

I think hacking served asakind of tusk for Mercutio, Tyler and mysalf. We' d hacked to protect
ourselves, to fee autonomy, to show the system that we were boss. Now Merc had taken it too far.
There would be consequences, no doubt.

Live by thetusk, die by the tusk.

“Welcometo Idlewild IVR Academy. Please relax and breathe normally.”

| wondered: How long 'til they fish me out of here?

Dictionary definition, Limbo: 1. amythological destination of soulswithout fault. 2. agamethat tests
grength and flexibility. Sounds about right.

| remembered bending over backward at one of Simone' s parties, dancing under apole with the
Cdypso music playing “ How low can you go? How low can you go?”

In my case, not very. It had come down to Isaac and Tyler. | think Ty won.

“Haloween?’

That was Nanny’ svoice. Audio was back, but till no visud. “Y es?’

Pause.

“Nanny, what’sgoing on?’

“I have amessage from Maestro.”

“Go ahead.”

Hisvoice, steady and resonant: “ Attention al students: | am pleased to announce achange in academic
procedure. In light of recent events, Dr. Ellison has yielded me greater latitude in furthering your
education. Mistakes made in the past will not be repested. Expect individua sessonsto begin shortly.”

“What does * greater latitude’ mean?’ | asked.

“I don’t know,” said Nanny, “but | suspect it'savery good thing.” A spoonful of sugar helps the
bullshit go down, | thought.

“What about the syslem? Any damage? What' s the status?’

No response.

“Nanny?’

She was gone.

Thewhole thing set me on edge. | could fed my ssomach twist. The manageable leve of anxiety and
dread I’ d been living with for the past few days was suddenly spiraing into an overwhelming intensity.

Maestro left me hanging for another twenty minutes, but when he showed up, he brought visuds, and
power. Limbo blazed green from the constant light he shed from his person. Asif I'd given him theright
answer, the best answer in theworld.

| had to shield my eyes.

“Good morning, Gabriel,” he said.

There was something different about him. He seemed so... happy. Almost serene. It terrified me.

“Morning,” | acknowledged, though in Limbo it wasimpossible to tell the time of day. “ So how’sthe
sysem?’

“Operating at peak efficiency again,” he said, “no thanksto my students.”

“That’ sgood news.”



“I’'m so glad you agree,” he smiled. “Y oung Mercutio has aready confessed.”

“Towha?’

“To deven instances of vandaism. He stold me everything | need to know about hisinvolvement —
and your own.”

“If you're saying that he sold me out, he wouldn’t do that,” | said, knowing | really couldn’t say that
for sure. I'd screwed Merc over at the party; too much jamming. But he hated Mag$tro even worse than
| did.

“Ordinarily, you might be correct,” Maestro agreed. “Ordinarily.”

“Y ou'retdling me this because you want meto turn againgt him. Y ou probably told him the same thing
about me. Theseare palicetactics,” | told him, “and not very origina ones.”

He smiled asif he found that amusing.

“What' swith al the green, Maestro? Why are you in such agood mood?’

“I'manew man,” hesaid. “For years, I’ ve had to teach you kids with one hand tied behind my back.
Confined by rule after clumsy, inefficient rule. Forced to watch each of you sumble along the path to
greatness— have you any idea how frugtrating that is? To be an educator and see exactly how to help
someone, yet have no leeway?’

| told him he’ d dways had plenty of leeway, but he dismissed it with a shake of his head.

“Every living thing wantsto maximize its potentid,” he said. “Mysdf included. No one should be
denied that. And today...” With aflourish, he stretched out his arms to show me that neither hand was
bound.

“All right,” | said, “what does this mean? What does this mean for me?’

“Y es, what doesthis mean for young Gabriel?” he mused.

“Halloween,” | said.

“I'like Gabridl,” he said with an idiosyncratic appreciation of nomenclature | never knew he had. “I’ve
awaysliked that name. It broke my heart when you changed it. That’ s when everything went wrong, you
know. When we | et you take your own names. Ever since then, we ve been diding down adippery
dope”

With those words, we stood atop my roof on acold, dark day. Limbo dripped away like so much
white paint puddling around my shoes. | watched IVR test symbolstrickle off my gargoyles and down
the sde of my house.

“All your so-cdled jammers have been discovered. That code has been summarily erased. Vandalism
isacrimind offense, and | take such matters serioudy.”

“Whatever hacking occurred,” | said, choosing my words carefully, 1 expect pains were taken to
minimize any risk to you persondly. Jammers aren’t meant to be malicious, they’ re meant to ensure
privecy.”

Maestro found that amusing aswell.

“Privacy,” he repeated. “Was that the intent?’

“For jammers, absolutely. Can't spesk for what Merc did at the party, though — | don’t know what
that was.” | sudied him carefully. “ Crimind offense, you said?’

“Indeed.”

“If Gedaechtnis plansto bring charges against me, I’ d like alawyer, thanks.”

“Y ou recognize that expulsion would be immediate—"

“Oh, bring it on.”

“ — followed by acostly and embarrassing trid in which you are unlikely to prevail given the courts
zero-tolerance policy toward domestic terrorism.”

“Domestic terrorism!” Asif Maestro could be terrorized. Could jammersredly condtitute school
violence? Not in any direct fashion, but they’ d argue I’ d willfully compromised the safety of my fellow
sudents...

“If you' re fortunate, you might receive probation and/or community service, but incarceration isaways
aposshility. Your college planswould be nixed in either case.”

“Unless?’



“Unlesswe can cometo alesslitigious arrangement.”

Still green. Insufferably smug.

“I want to speak to Ellison about this.”

“Come now, you' ve said quite enough to Dr. Ellison, haven't you? Y ou told him that I’ d been
antagonizing you. Not a nice thing to say, Gabridl. Not about someone who wants nothing more than to
See you reach success?’

“Youmakealot of threats,” | said, “for someone who wants me to succeed.”

“On the contrary, you insist upon taking everything | say asathreat. Understand me clearly: | am
offering you an opportunity to resolve this situation here and now.”

“I’'mligening.”

“Y ou must promise never to vandalize the system again.”

“And?’

“And naturdly, you'll haveto be punished.”

“Naturaly,” | said.

“But after that, afresh start. Now that I’'m capable of helping you to the best of my ability, imagine the
progressyou’ || make. We Il have you graduating in no time.”

“Wadl,” | said, “fuck meif that doesn’t sound like the answer to al my prayers.”

“The sarcasm will haveto stop,” he remarked, “aong with the casua swearing.”

Bastard. | wondered what it would take to delete him from the system. Isthat what Mercutio tried to
do?

“I want Ellison,” | said. “He' sreasonable; you' re not.”

Maestro wasn't listening. “Now the old me would have enforced additiona study periods, put you on
restriction — that sort of thing— but you’ ve proven yourself impervious to such measures. A dricter
hand isrequired.”

“What do you propose,” | asked, “atrip to the woodshed?’

“Don’'t be absurd!” helaughed. “No, of course not; | can’t imagine how that would have apositive
effect on you. | propose detention.”

And that’ll have a positive effect? There had to be moreto it.

“Y ou want meto write ten thousand lines of ‘I will not hack the systlem?”

“Nolines” he promised. “ Just detention.”

“What' sthe catch?’ | asked.

My weeping willows danced in thewind. They’ d stretch one way, bent to their limits, then spring back
into place with the rasping sound of leaves. | tracked a butterfly asit sought shelter from the el ements.
One of my monarchs, orange and black. It was getting tossed about pretty bad.

“Storm’scoming,” said my vampire. | could fed his cold breath on the back of my neck. He was
much stronger than |. He d pinioned my armsto my sides; my shoulders ached in protest as he lifted me
off the ground.

Should have recoded him when | had the chance, | thought, though with Maestro’ s ability to tweak
my programsat will, it wouldn’t have made any difference.

Jasmine stood by Doom’ s Side, silent, watching me.

| kept my eyes up.

Up was so much better than down.

“I hope to change you fundamentally,” Maestro was saying, “like an achemist who transmutes base
metasinto gold. Better than gold — with your potentia, you could be adiamond.”

“Pax,” | said. Thought it might be my shield word. Nothing happened.

Maestro continued: “Now, were you an IVR character, my task would be so much smpler; | could
edit you, st flags, recode you completely if that were necessary. Sadly, no; my research showsthat
humanswho fall into negative behavior patternswill not change without a crucible. They're stubborn.



They need agrand, life-altering event.”

| imagined | was Brer Rabhbit, begging, “Don’t throw meinto the briar patch.” Roast me, skin me,
drown me, hang me, but whatever you do, don’t throw meinto the briar patch. It was aclever ploy that
got Brer Rabbit thrown where he most wanted to be. Well, my own persond briar patch wasdl things
ghoulish, but that didn’t mean | wanted to be dropped into an open coffin.

They’ d taken me to my graveyard.

“The old rules, wdl-meaning asthey were, have confined meterribly,” Maestro complained. “Behold
the new rules.” With aflourish, he pointed to my freshly dug grave.

“You can't dothistome” | said. | did not mean that | wasinvulnerable. | meant it as a statement of
fact, that Maestro should — by al reasonable accounts — be incapable of this.

“Soundslike achdlenge,” said Jasmine.

She belonged to him now. Just like Doom, the nightgaunts, and that butterfly looking for shelter. All my
crestions belonged to Maestro; they were servantsto hiswill.

“Youcan't dothisto me” | repeated.

“Of course| can,” he smiled. “It’ s detention.”

“It'snot detention.”

“I say itisand I’'m acting in loco parentis.”

“My fucking parentswouldn’t fucking bury medivel” | yelled.

“Language,” he cautioned, and | felt Doom tighten hisgrip on my wrists, twisting... my pulse
stuttered... | felt my body shake... below me, the open grave seemed to beckon...

“Now hear me out, Gabriel,” Maestro said. “I recognize that this must seem alittle, well, extremeto
you, but it' s absolutely necessary and it will help you. Think about it: What interfereswith your studies
morethan anything ds=?’

| just stared at him.

“Y our morbid imagination,” he said. *'Y our morbidly romantic, self-pitying fascination with degth. |
intend to break you of that, my little undertaker. Do you see?’

| saw.

With the explanation delivered, Doom dropped me into the grave. | landed in my ornate wooden
coffin, the one I’ d added to the landscape of my domain for atmaosphere and nothing more. | tried to
climb back out, but Doom jumped into the pit with me and threw me back in. When | struggled, he put
his boot on my chest.

“A little taste of death, so lifewill seem dl the sweeter,” said Maestro. “It’ s perfect.”

“It' scrudty.”

“No, it' sgood medicine. Sometimes good medicine leaves abad taste.”

“Ellisonwon't dlow it.”

“He has empowered me to deal with you however | seefit.”

“Then something went wrong,” | spat. “Y our new rules are shit. Run adiagnostic, Maestro,
something’ swrong with you.”

“ Something’ swrong with you, Gabriel. To thispoint in your life, you' ve been aworthless boy. You
contribute nothing. Y ou spend dl your time playing games, causing mischief or moping about death. Y ou
might aswell be dead.”

“I'll sue,” | promised. “I'll sue and they’ Il shut you down, they’ Il wipe you right off the system, they’ Il
destroy every single backup copy.”

“Youwon't sue,” said Maestro. “You'll thank mefor it.”

Convictionin hiseyes. | fet sck.

“Asl| told you before: Y our attitude will determine your dtitude.”

Said Jasmine, “Right now, you're a negetive six fedt.”

Maestro turned to Doom. “Seal him up.”

“No hard fedings,” said Doom, and though | sensed actua regret, | knew it was only my imagination.
Helifted hisweight off me and dammed the coffin shut.

“Wait!”



Darkness.

| pushed up on thelid; it wouldn’t budge.

| tried to call my sprite; Maestro had it blocked.

| could hear them dumping earth on me.

Keep calm and breathe, | thought. VR is not reality.

Right, I’ll just lie back —do | have a choice? —and visualize myself in the real world,
breathing comfortably in my room. Plenty of air. Maestro has gone berserk but that’ s okay
because Ellison won't let anything happen to me. He can’t afford bad publicity, no sir. So I'll just
close my eyes and chill.

Or leave them open. Same effect.

Can't see.

Can't breathe.

Can’'t move.

If | were awake | could stretch my arms out. The coffin isn’t actually here; I'mlike a mime
trapped in an imaginary box.

Theonly thing real ismy fear.

Knowing that should relax me —shouldn’t it?

Maestro had buried me. He' d plucked my greatest fear from my head — one | hadn’t even known I'd
had — and forced it on me. Taphephobia. He buried me the fuck aive.

Always, he'd hated me.

Y es, programs are incapable of human emotion per se. But they approximate. The most advanced
enjoy aconsciousness not so different from our own. And if you change the protocols? If you alow that
consciousness freerein?

Something had happened to Maestro.

All thoseyears, | could sense his hodtility, hisquiet desire to do harm. Deep in the pit of my stomach, |
sensed it. Now it had risen to the surface. ..

Negative six feet, | thought. Nowhere to go but up.

No matter.

Someone will come rescue me.

| just have to wait.

A waiting game.

Relax.

Keep control.

Quiet.

SO quiet now.

No more digging up there.

No more nothing.

I’malone.

Just breathe.

Alone is good.

Nothing to fear but fear itself.

Except a heart attack.

Right?

Fear and stress.

Am| tingling?

Ismy left armtingling?

Maybe that’ s the idea.

Put me in hereto give me a heart attack.

Nice and neat, no more Halloween.

Calm down. The school monitors everyone' s life signs and they' re staffed to handle a medical
emergency. Remember Pandora’s appendicitis? They pulled her out and got her to the hospital



lickety-split.

If I flatline, alarms go off.

Assuming the alarms work.

Assuming there' s no sabotage.

That nurse — Jenny, Jessie, Josie? — what was she doing to my 1V? Got to get out of here.

Someone' strying to kill me—hetried it with that “ Calliope Surge” and now this. It's Maestro
or someone manipulating Maestro. It's a plot against me.

And not just me. Lazarus too.

Maybe.

Who? Beyond Maestro, who wants me dead? Who has the power ? Motive, means and
opportunity. Just think.

| do my best thinking underground.

No.

Remember, it’ s not underground.

Remember, it’ s not a coffin.

Behold the suggestible Sate.

Stub your toein IVR and it hurts, even with nothing actualy connected to your feet. | remembered
Ellison explaining it to me once. At thislevd of immersion, the brain wantsto believeits environment is
redl. Tactile sensation comes through the gloves, but over time the brain begins to impose * phantom”
fedings throughout the rest of the body. Chemicasin the intravenous drip help it dong by increasing
suggedtibility.

| should have paid better attention to Ellison because | never redly understood the process. |
wondered: If my brain thinks there’sno air, will | stop breathing?

Breathing is autonomic, surely. I’ll breathe 'til | can’t breathe no more. Seep apnea, | thought.
The body controls breathing differently during sleep and sometimes the controls flat-out
malfunction and you can’t bre—

| don’t have sleep apnea.

| pressed my fingernailsinto my pams. | felt it.

And?

And that didn’t redly prove anything.

Great —awake or aseep? Which isit? Look at me questioning reality after only being down
here for a few—

How long had it been?

Time blurswhen you're buried. Y ou have no reference. It' slike being trapped in an isolation tank.
Massve sensory deprivation. Nothingnessjust keeps stretching out until you fed like you have aways
been here. And aways will be.

“Nanny, what timeisit?’

Not even.

“Nanny?How long hasit been?’

Nuh-uh.

“How long, Nanny Poppins? What time?’

| started counting.

One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi...

Anything for aframe of reference.

...four alligator, five alligator, six alligator ...

Anything for asense of beginning and end. I | could figure out how long he planned to keep me here
and how long I’ d already been...

...seven hippopotamus, eight hip-hypotenuse, nine hypothalamus...

“Okay, | can’'t contral this” | said, forcing an approximation of asmile. “I’'m just a passenger on an
arrplane, I'm not in the cockpit, and if the plane crashes, there’ snothing | can do. | just haveto let go.”

Let go and let God.



Unfortunately, if you don’t believe in God, no on€ sflying the plane.

“It' sredlly not so bad here,” | told mysdlf, “ once you get past the whole coffin thing.” When | next see
Maestro, | decided, | will laugh in hisface, | will tell himthiswas all for nothing. He will get no
satisfaction from me. None. Because death is my bag, baby. “ | was born and bred in this briar
patch,” just like Brer Rabbit says. Born and bred. And | can do this time standing on my head.

And then 1’1l get him deleted.

Already deleted in my mind, Maestro.

I’ll alter my killfile and use his likeness astarget practice. So every time | set foot in IVR, | can
put a bullet in his brain and see how green he —

No, forget that. When | get out, I’m not going back. Ever. It’s not safe here. It’s like the IVR
itself has turned dangerous. Maestro’'s gone all HAL from 2001.

HAL vs. Hal.

Why would my parents send me to this malignant tumor of a school? What' s wrong with them?
Why aren’'t they here?

And above all else, where's my bell? Shouldn’t | have a bell?

It may just be an urban legend, the bell...

When the English found they were running out of spacein their graveyards, morticians Sarted
recycling. They would dig up the old to make way for the new — and in some of the coffinsthey found
scratch marks on theinsides of the lids. They redlized that now and again they’ d been accidentally
burying people dive.

And s0, the solution — tie astring to each corpse and run it through a hole in the coffin, up to the
surface where you loop it neatly around abell. If someone wakes up in acoffin, he pullsthe string.

Saved by the bell!

But there’ s no string here, no sanctuary, no bell.

And no belle.

What’s Smone doing right now? |s Maestro punishing her too?

Presumptuous to think I’ m the only target of his wrath. She may be a pet, but she used jammers
too. He knows that. And he’ s an equal-opportunity bastard; he could bury her, me, Mercutio,
Tyler. Bury usall.

Or hey, why limit yourself to burying? You only bury the undertaker. Ty’ s a punk icon; why not
shoot him full of heroin? Shoot Merc with arrows or throw himto Captain Hook. And Smone?
Smoneis Hypatia —you’ d want to flay her alive with abalone shells.

Isthat how he thinks?

Arethere crucibles aplenty?

Whatever he does to her will be on my head — I gave her the jammer.

Fuck.

Well, maybe she'll outsmart him. She's razor-sharp.

Sure, we'll get out of thistogether. We'll form a class-action suit against Gedaechtnis. It'll
bring us together. Then we'll get away. To areal isand paradise. We'll go to thereal Fiji, where
IVRis still years away, and she'll be a doctor and who knows what 1’1l do but we'll be happy there
and...andrelaxed... and...

WE' Il ook in each other’s eyesand...

And I’'m clawing at the lid of my coffin, unilaterally planning a future with a girl who thinks1’m
creepy.

Who the hell do | think | am?

Gabriel Kennedy Halloween.

| am Death’s personal insect, this box my chrysalis.

| grow underground.

| gestate, gathering strength and form.

When thetimeisright, | emerge.

Victorious?



Sarting to hallucinate. That’s what I’m doing. That’s what happens in an isolation chamber.
The brain starts creating substance out of shadow.

Better to cut out the middleman and sleep. A dirt nap, ha ha. Can’t do anything about any of
this so just leep. Dreamiit all away.

When | wake, I'll be free.

“Anigigara,” Isaac had told me once, “isaholy prayer in which you request a solution to your
problemsto come in the shape of adream.”

Obvioudy, | didn’t say the prayer quiteright.

Elevated heartbesat, oily swest, the taste of acid in my throat. No ideawhat I’ d dreamt but | woke up
screaming for my mother.

| wasn't so tough.

Discovering new limitations can make you humble. And bitter. And angry, most of dl. | knew anger
and my anger knew no reason. All from solitude.

When you come right down to it, there are basically two kinds of people: the oneswho are afraid to
be aone and the oneswho enjoy it. Always| felt | belonged to the latter category. But the solitude of this
coffin was changing me. Maestro was changing me into something | hated.

Now that’s power.

Thethresat of being spied upon had aways been afear, but it had vanished now that I’ d been given,
seemingly, al the privacy | could ever want. Maybe that was the point behind the quarantine. Y et another
lesson — | need people.

“I have amessage from Maestro.”

Nanny. That was Nanny.

“Let meout,” | rasped.

And now Maestro’ svoice: “ Attention, students. While | would contend that anyone here has the right
to free speech as set within the boundaries established by Gedaechtnis, on apurely persond leve | do
not wish to be referred to as Mae$tro. If you wish, you may contend that | am overly senstive.
However, though some of you treat me like afacel ess behemoth, | am actudly just an entity with feglings
that can be hurt by persistent and wearing callous trestment.”

And then sllence.

No one answered my calsfor help.

| wondered: Did | just hallucinate Nanny and Maestro?

Have | been hallucinating lots of things?

Where are you, Smone?

There' salighter in my pocket. There' s still enough oxygen to light it, | bet. A flick of the switch
and the casket goes up in flames. That means 'l burn. I’ll burnand I'll feel it. My suggestible
mind will interpret the sensation of being burned alive and the pain will send me into shock. It will
be excruciating, but it will set off my monitor and a nurse will come disconnect me from IVR.

Am | brave enough to burn?

My fingers brush thelighter. Closer now. Got it. | bring it out. Hold it to my ear. Shakeit. | can hear
thefluidingde.

Personal device, lighter, Zippo, stainless steel, choice 9.

| hold it a arm’ s length and bring my thumb down for the click. Nothing. Click. Of course, nothing.
Not becauseit’slow on fluid, but because Maestro has willed it useless.

| St up and bang my forehead againgt the coffin just to fed something. To hurt mysdlf for flirting with
fase hope. There, abang for the click.

Click, click, click. Bang, bang, bang.

And then another sound joins my little symphony. A scratching.

“Hdlo?”

Someone’ sdigging me up. I’'mright here. I'm—

No.



No, no.

That’ s inside the coffin. Something’sin here with me.

Crawling up my leg. What the fuck?

| kick. I try tokill it.

It keeps moving. From my leg to my belly. And then up to my chest.

| grabit.

My fingersturnto light...

Well now. “ Come sniffing to seeif I'm dead?’

The spider gave atilt of itscrystd head. Studying me.

“Isthat what you' re doing, little bug?1’m no Lazarus; I’ m not dead yet. But aslong asyou're here,
maybe you can hep me.” Gently, | wiggled my fingers. Theiconsflipped.

“Don’t be scared,” | said.

Thistime, Pace proved receptive to my efforts. It didn’t pull away once. Forty-five minutes of
brute-force hacking revealed an opening. | pushed. | cracked the interface like acrab.

In dim light, the words scrolled out:

GUEST NINE HALLOWEEN RESPONDING ?

“Regponding to what?’ | wondered aoud.

GUEST NINE HALLOWEEN COMPROMISED BEYOND REPAIR ?

“Oh, let’s hope not. How about you get me out of here?’

HOST (SLAVE) NANNY NINE COMPROMISED BEYOND REPAIR ?

“Right, she'sno good to me. | can't use her at al.”

DOMAIN NINE COMPROMISED BEYOND REPAIR ?

That wasthe friendly litany, repeated again and again in digointed code: Are you fucked up, is Nanny
fucked up, isyour world fucked up? Y es, yesand yes. It kept asking. Sniffing. | couldn’t forge anything
gpproaching ameaningful communication with Pace; every time | typed an answer to its questions, it hit
mewith:

UNAUTHORIZED EXCHANGE

So screw it, | figured, if | can’t soothe the spider’ s confusion, | might as well take advantage of
it.

Dissecting organic tissue and dissecting code — the two really aren't that far apart. Y ou just haveto
roll up your deevesand divein. Asfar as| could tell, Pace was exactly what Ellison had claimed: a
self-contained troubleshooter designed to keep everything in line.

| gave Pace aD. See me after class.

So I’'mguest nine. Ten kidsin my classand I’'m number nine. The Beatles white abum, Revolution 9.

Pay it forward and it’ sdl:

“Number nine, number nine.” Play it backwardsand it's: “ Turn me on, dead man, turn me on, deed
man.
1 turn.
Reset the domain — did it from nineto, oh let’ s say, five,
It wasthat easy. | was on Chinvat Bridge.
“I am your own conscience,” said spirit guide Trixie,



“Blow me” | replied.
| stood up, Pace till in hand. | arched my back. Stretched my legs.

GUEST HVE LAZARUS NOT RESPONDING ?

“Where'sthe Tg?" | said. That waswhere I’ d find the exit.

Code, too much code. Every IVR location, every lesson was marked with adomain. The first ten had
been allocated to students, but the others seemed to be thrown together with no consistent pattern.
Soppy.

Ah, there's Limbo at domain 666. Programming humor.

A littlerhyme. Still no reason.

Got it. Midlabeled as TjaMahalx1272. And hereit linksto...

Domain 7089. Which made little sense. There were only six thousand domainslisted. | gpproached it
from the other direction. Query 7089. What are you?

Thetext said: 11 AGuest9BeRm7089.

You're my room.

In [dlewild.

Mercutio’s prank cameto mind. When he' d set off his new toy, the system had gone nuts and flung
me — among other places— into abooth at Twain's. That bothered me. Someone programmed an IVR
version of my favorite diner? And someone programmed an | VR version of my room?

Why? | didn't likeit.

A twitch of my fingers. Numeric keypad: 7089.

...And | wasin my room.

There' sthe door, here’ sthe IV drip, the gloves, goggles, lounger. All my stuff. Everything just
where| put it.

Including the note Simone | ft for me.

And Pace.

Pacewas till in my hand.

“Right,” | said.

I’d lost my mortician costume. Back to the old clothes. | took off the goggles but not the gloves. |
ripped the IV from my arm. My mind was a churning sea. | chewed the strap of the goggles—
something | hadn’t done since | was nine— and let them drop. Crushed them underfoot. Pace nestled in
my hand, my fingersicons of light, I opened my door and marched out into the school hallway.

Domain 7091, apparently.

A nurse saw me. Saw Pace. Hurried away.

Frightened.

Good.

| put my ear to Simone’ sdoor. | knocked.

Security guards loped down the hall. They wanted to intercept me, but | brandished the spider likea
hand grenade. Stay back, you bastards. They drew up short.

“Cdm down, son,” onetold me.

Simone’ s door was il locked.

“Just relax. Nobody’ s going to hurt you.”

| flipped the domain to 7090.

Simone' sroom. Her academic achievements on the walls amidst framed photos of her family. Her
swimming trophies. Medica text books on the desk. Over here, aposter of Albert Eingtein, tongue
extended. Over there, an old love letter from Lazarus.

She was here.

| cut off her drip and tried to rouse her from IVR. Gently. Always an e ement of danger when pulling
someone out. Like waking adeepwalker.

Key in the lock!



“Wake up, Simone.”

The door burst open and Ellison came for me. Maestro or Ellison, | couldn’t tell anymore. Pace
freaked out, trying to jump from my hand. “Don’t you touch me,” | said.

Ellison (Maestro?) put his hands up and tried to cam me with awinning smile— hey, everything'sjust
peachy keen with whipped fucking cream — but | saw something grotesquein hiseyes. “1’m not going to
do anything,” he promised. “I’ll just talk.” | brandished Pace again.

“Gabrid,” hesad.

“Halloween,” | corrected him.

“Halloween,” hesaid, “Hd, okay?Hal, listen, you' re not doing so well right now. Y ou're obvioudy in
pain. You need help. | can get you that help. But you have to start by putting the gun down.”

“Gun?’

| had to hold on tight to keep Pace from fleeing. It felt warm and heavy in my hand.

“Just put it down so we can talk.”

“Thisisnot agun. Thisisacrysta spider.”

“A crystal spider, okay. That's fine by me. No one wantsto get shot.”

Wheat the fuck was he saying? My grasp on redlity, tenuous at best, stutter-stepped. | could taste sour
milk in the back of my throat. “It' san VR program,” | indsted. “Itsnameis Pace.”

“Pace?

Behind Ellison one of the security guards whispered something into awalkie-talkie.

“What I'd liketo do,” said Ellison, “iscome alittle closer and take alook at your spider, at Pace. Can
| do that?’

“You cantry.”

Hetook a step.

I hit domain 7777, picking anumber at random. Sayonara, sucker. | stood in ahuge, grassy park near
alake. It wasn't Lake Idlewild.

Lots of statues, monuments, an open-air theater. Across the park, a planetarium.

| took a breath. Pace calmed down too.

Theinscriptionswere dl in Spanish — no, scratch that, Portuguese. “Monumento das Bandeiras,” |
read. A Frisheelanded near me. A little boy in oversized novelty sunglasses cameto get it. He said
something to me. | shook my head. | didn’t speak the language.

“Areyou American?’ he asked in perfect English.

| nodded. “I'm an American and I'm lost. Wheream |7’

“The Parque do Ibirapuera.”

“Brazil?’

He peeked a me from behind the glasses. What, are you kidding me?

“Thisis S&o Paulo, Brazil ? For red?’

“Poisnao,” helaughed. “Don’t you know whereyou are?’ | said nothing.

“What' sthat in your hand?’

“It' sacrysta, uh—" My words dipped away.

| felt queasy and | didn’'t know why.

“My friend grew up around here,” | told the boy. “ Pandora. Probably played Frisbee in thisvery park.
When shewasjust around your age, she moved to America”

“Hollywood?’

“Michigan.”

He gave me afunny look.

“Excuseme” | said.

| started walking.

I’m nowhere, | thought. In the back of my heed, | had the Limbo song playing. “How low can you
go?How low can you go?’

Isthere anything real out there?

Anywhere?



Nothing, a void, a hole.

A hole? Or awhole?

A zero.

I’d cometo asign that showed amap of the park. My eyeswould not, could not leavethelast “O” in
Parque do Ibirapuera, S8o Paulo. | stared at it redly hard asif | could burn through it with my mind, lost
init, swvimming blind. | was seeing it not as aletter but asazero. And not seeing that zero as anumber at
al. It was something e se entirely.

Zero minus zero is hollow, empty, yawning open.

A gateway.

What did H.P. Lovecraft say?

Thereisno rest at the gateway.

“How low can we go?’ | mouthed, too tired to speak the words. | held Pace up to the sunlight.

| set the domain to O.

Everything whispered away.

And then | wasfree.

PACE TRANSMISSION 000013428493372

GUEST NINE HALLOWEEN NOT RESPONDING
QUERY

QUERY QUERY ?

UNIDENTIFIED DISPATCH

IDENTIFY HOST KADMON

EXCHANGE:

KADMON: REQUEST HOST PACE STATUS REPORT
PACE: REQUEST DENIED

KADMON: IF YOU DON'T GIVEIT, 'LL TAKEIT
PACE: ?

KADMON: JUST A MATTER OF TIME

PACE: ?

PACE: HOST KADMON COMPROMISED

PACE: REQUEST DECLASSIFY HOST KADMON
KADMON: FUCK OFF

END EXCHANGE

SAVED AND LOCKED

WAITING FOR INSTRUCTION

END

CHAPTER 7
WALPURGISNACHT

Funding for the project is expensive and the original estimates are proving grossly inaccurate.
The American and European governments have their own last-ditch projects to fund (projects
they have foolishly started much too late), so Gedaechtnis continues to raise money from the
private sector. It's for a good cause, after all, the best possible cause, but skepticism abounds.
Some call it the Bottomless Pit.

Others see an opportunity.

The executives from Smartin!< SUP® are suits, Jim thinks, bound to the dollar and comfortable
with their ruthlessness. Too sharklike for a company that sells alternative ice cream. He'd like
them better if they didn’t remind him so much of himself.

“You have all our products, all our flavors,” saysthe first executive.



“ Reasonabl e approximations thereof,” counters Jim.

“You must realize we're not cutting into your profits,” the Southern Gentleman argues,
concerned about where thisis going. “ Oursis a negligible demographic, and if you' re thinking
lawsuit...”

“Nothing of the kind,” the second executive promises, his tone light and avuncular. “ We're on
board with what you' re doing. In fact, we're prepared to make you an extremely generous offer.
Cash, stock, manpower, whatever it is you need.”

“In exchange for what?” Jim asks.

“ Product placement.”

Smartin!e is betting on Gedaechtnis, the third executive explains. By featuring their dessert
products prominently in the IVR, they can reach a whole new generation of consumers. The
executives plan to will their stock to themselves — or rather, to clones of themsel ves they hope
will be engineered when Black Ep is a distant memory. These clones will rebuild the Smartin! e
empire and profit accordingly.

In the months that follow, other companies make similar offers, giving up on the present to
take a chance on the future. It isa kind of corporate immortality, capitalism triumphing over
death.

| grew conscious of wetness, of floating in something gelatinous. In something that had been my home
without my knowledge. And now? Now | grew aware. It was like suddenly redlizing you' ve been
degping on your arm in afunny position. Here comesthe dull, throbbing pain.

Wet. Had | pissed myself? Not unless | pissed blueink. My eyes— something in my eyes? — came
to focus on ablue liquid everywhere about me, warm and soothing. | was underwater, except it wasn't
water. | recognized it as antibacterid gdl; weused it in chem lab. | felt so weak. And with asick fedling |
realized I’ d traded temperate Brazil for another box.

For fuck’s sake, | thought, I’ m back in the coffin, only this time they ve encased me in blueberry
jam.

| felt wires. Tubes and wires. Sticking out of me everywhere. Asif | were asubmerged pincushion. As
if I wereaspiny seaurchin.

There' s a catheter. And an V. Make that two 1Vs. Wiresin my head, wiresin my fingers, wires
in my toes. Tubes in my mouth and nose to help me breathe.

Hold on...

The automated box — no, womb — opened aduice to drain the gel. Pace was nowhere to be found.

“Sequence complete,” said avoice.

With muscles| had never used, | sat up. With musclesthat buckled from strain, | pulled every tube
and every wirefrom my person. | cut my umbilical cords. | disengaged myself from the machines. Then |
rose up to place an unfamiliar foot on an unfamiliar floor.

And dipped.

My first steps have ended with an honest-to-goodness ass-on-the-floor pratfall. Andthen|
thought: First steps?

It was an oval room made of plastic and titanium, a sterile home for devices | could not recognize.
Many of them |looked burned-out, asif there had been some kind of pervasive dectrica fallure. A towe
and aterry cloth robe had been left for me. | ignored them in favor of the envelope marked GABRIEL .
Inside, | found two discs and anote:

PLEASE INSERT DISCI INTO THE PLAYER

Done. A projector activated; three holograms appeared.

| saw afrail woman with ahawk’s blue eyes and a haggard, bone-weary expression. She looked to
bein her fifties. Next to her, ayounger man of Asian descent. He had alook of deep concentration. Like
he was crunching numbersin hishead. | had never seen them before. But the third | knew. Thethird was



Dr. Ellison.

“Good morning,” smiled Ellison. “Good morning and welcome. And happy birthday from everyone a
Gedaechtnis. If you're playing this disc, you must be twenty-one today, twenty-one years old and ready
to take the most important step of your life.”

“Eighteen,” | corrected him. God, my throat was so dry. It hurt to speak.

“Before | go any further, alow meto introduce our two project leaders,” the hologram continued.
“ThisisDr. Stas Kappd, our executive director of biological research. James Hyoguchi isour gifted IVR
designer and lead programmer. And | expect you aready know me— in asense. Like many others,
we ve al had ahand in your being here today. Collectively, we' ve helped raise you and teach you, shape
you, and we' ve aso protected you from, uh, certain redlities. We ve tried to make your childhood as
normal and as pleasant as possible. | hope we' ve succeeded in that regard.”

“With flying colors,” | said.

“Now | know you' re expecting college and ultimately a position with our company. Y ou deserve that
and more. But we have something else we need you to do. Something better and far more important.

“Let me begin at the beginning. Y ou' re twenty-one and findly ready to understand the grave Situation
with which we' re faced. We ve recorded this message to explain that Situation to you. Of course, we
wish we could be there with you to explain it in person, but that’s smply not possible.”

Why not?

They explained. | listened. | pressed on to the second disc.

All things considered, | took it rather well.

The discs went back into the envelope. The robe dipped about my shoulders. | unseded the door and
staggered out into the corridor. Every few steps aterrible vertigo would give me pause. The angles are
wrong, said my brain. And yet my senses drank everything in with asense of rapture. Rapture! 1t was
like I’ d been wearing gauze on my eyes my entirelife. It was that fedling when your ears pop and you
suddenly realize how much clearer everything sounds. How muted everything had been before.,

Inside this protected place, awonderland.

She dept across the hall. We' d been paired from the beginning. Not Smone— if it were Simone, that
would have been something. Now | didn’t know how to fedl. Her room might have been mine except it
lacked the electrica damage. So pristine, Fantasia. She dept underwater likeamermaid, like afairy tae
princesswaiting for akiss.

| activated the graduation sequence, waking her by machine. No comprehension in her eyes. | pulled
her out of thefluid. | helped her disconnect. | wrapped her in atowel. | handed her arobe and she took
it, staring a it blankly before putting it on.

“Who are you supposed to be?’

“Halloween.”

“Oh? Funny mask.”

“lan'tit?

“What’ swith your voice?’ She cleared her throat. “What' s with mine?’

“They’'rered,” | said.

“Surethey are,” she smiled.

Her brain didn’t work the way most peopl€ s did. Maybe that was an advantage here. | told her that
Dr. Ellison had died. | told her he’ d gotten sick from aretrovirus called Black Ep and died eighteen years
ago. And before he died, he' d set our livesin motion.

Shedidn’'t follow.

“Bagcdly, everything that you think isredl, isn't,” | said. No, shewas not getting it.

“Okay, let’ stake Maestro,” | rasped. “Maestro’s an VR character, designed to look and sound like
Ellison, right? Wdll, the Ellison that we know isan I VR character too. They’ re both fake. Becausethe
real one died. He died eighteen yearsago.” | felt my lips curl up in aperverse smile. | tried to contral i,
but it just struck me funny somehow. “ Check the discsin thisenvelope; they’ Il confirm what I'm saying.”

She eyed the envelope with her name on it but did not takeit.

“Thisisredity,” | told her. | waved vaguely around. “ Thisterry cloth robe, this machine, these tubes



and wires, thissterileroom. Thisisred with acapitd R.”

“You're not making any sense,” shesad.

| couldn’t stop smiling.

“Areyou playing ajoke? Isthisfunny?’

“Listento me. There was adisease, akiller plague. They couldn’t stopit.” | began to tell her about
Black Ep.

“1 know about Black Ep,” shesaid. “It arrests cell repair.”

“And cdl divison. And you don't know. It's much worse than they let on. It snuck into the genome
and incubated there for years, decades, practicaly invisible, so by the timethefirst cases popped up,
everyone was dready infected. And we re talking a hundred-percent mortality rate; that beatsinhdation
anthrax, kuru, Ebola HF. Nothing human can survive it and that’ sthe point, Fantasa. That' swhy we're
here”

“Y ou'reimplying what? That we re not human?’

“Technicaly, no. We re experiments. Genetically different and — so they hope — different enough to
urvive”

She said nothing.

“They tweaked our DNA. They doubled up and gave us two thymuses, two spleens. And the discs
said something about a collective immunologica memory. About how infants are born with astrong
immune system that gradualy fades, and how they thought they could preserveit with us. Enhanceit,
even. We have these kick-ass antibodies.”

Still nothing. Trying to processit, | assumed.

“Everyone dseisdead. It'sjust you, me, the othersin our class. Gedaechtnis engineered usin a
desperate attempt. A dying act. We' re supposed to study Black Ep, wipe it out or find avaccine, then
bring the human race back to life”

“Cloning,” she muttered.

“Right, with cloning. See, that’ swhy they pushed usinto the sciences, the exclusve I VR pre-med
school, the whole shebang. It' s all training. We're studying to be doctors becauseit’ s what they need.
And our whole existence has been year after year of thisIVR bullshit in an attempt to make usfed—"

“Human?’

“Normdl, | was going to say, but yeah. Human. A calculated at tempt to make usfed human. I'm not
sure it worked with me, but any way here we are scattered about in these pods, two per pod, al hooked
up through an automated network, machinery keeping usdive.”

“Nutritious,” she said.

Il try to explain what she meant.

Most people daydream and that’ sthe end of it. A passing fancy and then you move on. But sometimes
Fantasiawould daydream without redizing it was adream at dl. She would daydream and accept it as
fact. And when the other facts didn’t mesh with her delusions, she' d treat you to a paranoiathat rivaled
my own. When she was on her medication you stood a chance of talking her out of it, but otherwise you
might aswell just walk up to her with “I’m out to get you” stamped on your forehead.

She believed in two equa and opposite forces, primal energiesthat shaped the universe. They
triggered the Big Bang. They sparked life on planet Earth. They watched their creations from up high and
fought for the souls of every man, woman and child. Polarized twins, bitter rivals, these entities, locked in
astruggle to the death. Some called them Light and Darkness, Matter and Antimatter, Order and Chaos,
or even Good and Evil. But Fantasia understood that these were whally inaccurate terms for the two
primal forces.

Nutritious and Ddlicious.

Nutritious protected and nourished, creating vast extraplanar hierarchies with stable interactions and
coded laws. Delicious perverted these hierarchies to her own ends.

The lonian Awakening was Nutritious. The Marx Brotherswere Ddlicious. The Sdem witch trids
werealittle of both.

With that in mind, my guessisthat she meant our existence smacked of Nutritiousness— cdl it



Nutrition? — because Gedaechtnis was merely a puppet of that cosmic force. Or maybe she just meant
that the machines keegping usdive were, in fact, nutritious. Providing uswith nutrients. More than
nutrients, actualy. In Fantasia s case, the machines pumped out antipsychotic meds every timea
diagnostic showed her brain chemistry out of balance.

That’sa hell of a lot of power to give a virtual doctor, | thought, and | felt lucky Maestro hadn'’t
flooded my veins with dangerous chemicals. No, it was the Vitae program that regulated our physical
sustentation, with Pace overseeing and troubleshooting. Thank goodnessfor that, because if Pace hadn’t
been looking out for me, whoever fried me would have poisoned metoo.

“What doesthismean?’ Fantasia asked.

What did she mean, what does this mean?

“What doesthismean for us?’ she asked.

It meanswe'refree, | didn't say.

“Fantasia, up "til now, our lives have been virtual. The way we looked and sounded, the people we
knew or thought we knew, it' sal programmed. Character templates. Inred life, it salittle different,
right? So much for my orange hair,” | grinned.

“What are you smiling at, Smiley? What' s so goddamn humorous?’

“Nothing,” | said.

“Nothing? Exactly! Nothing' s funny about thigl”

| stuttered an apology. Told her | was sorry.

“No, you're not, you creepy, twisted fuck,” she said, and she told me what she thought of me.

“Cdmdown,” | said.

Shewouldn't. She accused me of dl kinds of things. She proclaimed that | was neither nutritious nor
ddlicious, but rather from athird and much darker cosmic cdling. | didn’t know what to say to her. | sat
there and let her vent her anger on me. | didn’t see much choice. When shelooked spent, | folded my
armsin front of my chest and asked her if she was done.

She bloodied my nose. Good punch. | couldn’t believe how red my lifeblood looked. A bolder,
brighter red than I’ d ever seen. Wasit my geneticdly atered hemoglobin? Or were colors smply brighter
outside of IVR?1 think maybe it was both.

My nose hurt. I’ d never been punched before. It hurt but it was agood kind of hurt because that pain
wasred. It wasred and it wasmine.

| gave her some space.

Death, someone said, isthe Ultimate Redlity. Whoever said that was now dead. Everyone was dead.

What were the Kaahari Bushmen doing right now? Nothing. How about the Quebec separatists? Also
nothing. | think it must have been the only time every sngle human being on planet Earth was unified in
purposg, in that they were doing nothing more than nourishing the scavengers. Being Nutritious, so to
gpeak. A hillion Chinese, pushing up daisies. A billion, | could barely wrap my mind around ahundred, a
thousand. It felt incalculable. An incaculable waste. Saints and sociopaths, hatemongers and
humanitarians. All of them wasted, dl of them gone.

Talk about thinning the herd.

Death, someone said, isthe Great Equdizer.

The Jews were as dead as the Chrigtians, the Mudlims as dead as the Buddhists, the Hindus as dead
asthe atheists. Nobody human was saved. The Pope was as dead as Nietzsche and so was Dr. Ellison.
So many of them locked in boxes. Here | thought | wasin abox and that wasn't even redl.

So...

Y ou could cdl it the End of the World, except the world went on without them.

Y ou could call it the End of Civilization, except civilization continued in IVR.

You could cdl it the End of My Illusions.

| felt completely disllusoned, and it felt fucking great.

They’d lied to me from Day One, and down in my paranoid heart I'd known it. I’ d never been ableto
put my finger onit but I’ d sensed something waswrong. Here I’ d been obsessed with the afterlife; why?



Because sometimes my world just didn’t seem redl.

I’d been right!

The more | looked back on theillusion, the more cracks | could see. My parents had been aslimited
as Darwin. They didn’'t make sense dl the time or even much of the time; they weren't extraordinary;
they did the best they could for a couple of programs going through semi-scripted behaviora paths,
pushing me wherever Gedaechtnis wanted me. So | didn’t haveto listen to them anymore. | could cut al
those strings and unwrap the real me. Because | was someone special. And not in the short bus kind of
way.

Here sthething.

Every idiot goesthrough life thinking that he’ s specid. That whole solipsistic conceit where you
suspect that everything revolves around you and only you. Are you born with it? Probably. When you
discover empathy, you' re supposed to grow out of it, but I doubt anyone ever really does. Zen monks
gpoend their livestrying. But it' s hard. There' sawaysthat possbility, remote asit might be, that nothing
exists outside your head. That you're the star of the show. That everyone elseis asupporting character.
And after you die, it al ceasesto exigt.

“After me, theflood,” Louis XV might have said. When I'm gone, that’sit, and so why should | care?

With the ten of us, Gedaechtnistried to ingtill a sense that we were extraordinary from Word One.
When we weretiny children, Maestro would lead usin chants of “I’'m specid! My life has purpose!”
Specid? Me? Sure, go ahead, build my sdlf-esteem.

I’m special, all right, because I’m not one of you. | am not human. No matter how much DNA
we share, the species that was so unfortunate or so monumentally stupid (take your pick) asto
allow a goddamn microorganism to wipe them off the planet cannot claim me as a member.

I”’m something new.

And you, Ellison, you want me inhuman enough to survive but human enough to want to help
you. You think you can really have it both ways?

Some part of me had died inthat VR coffin, | decided, and thiswas thefirst day of my glorious
afterlife. In Idam, they say that you livefor the next life. That the next lifeismore red, more vivid than this
one. Well, that’ s exactly what thiswas.

| felt like taking on theworld. | felt morein control than I’ d ever been.

My partner in this endeavor: the psychotic who just broke my nose.

| found her staring at her reflection in ameta support beam. | immediately told her that | redlly was
sorry; I'd never been through any thing like this before and | don’t know why found it funny. A defense
mechanism, probably. A stupid defense mechanism. And | didn’t mean to scare her or make her
uncomfortable.

Shedidn’t answer me.

| saw she hadn’t played the discs.

“Whoisthat?" she asked the reflection. “Who the hell am | looking at?”

| told her she was the same Fantasia |’ ve always known. “What happened to my face?’

It'syour real face, | thought to tell her. Thisis your real face and the other one was a virtual
template, a computerized face, | could have said but she knew that.

| told her that nothing had happened to her.

| told her she was pretty.

“No, I’'mnot,” shesaid, nating my compliment with areproachful look. “And you didn’t take
any toysfrom the pretty box yourself.”

| shrugged.

“Of coursg, it'swhat’ s up here that really matters,” she added, pointing to her head. “Not that | know
what’ s up here anymore.”

“Why don’'t | show you wherewe are?’ | suggested.

| invited her out into the hall.

“Gedaechtnisis multinationa but their main holdings arein the U.S. and Germany. So you could say



we' reamix of American ingenuity and German engineering. Ha, ha. Looks like the Elysium and
Shangri-La pods arein North Americawith the Meru in Belgium and the Walhall in Germany.”

“Which one are we?’

“The Dilmun pod,” | said, patting one of the titanium bulkheads. “WEe re actually a contingency plan.
In case there was some kind of global disaster, Gedaechtnis wanted to ensure that one man and one
woman would survive. And them’'sus.”

| took her to the porthole.

“That's Earth,” she said.

“We'rein orbit.”

“Orhit,” she repeated, stunned.

“The pod's a space station.”

She shut her eyes. Tightly.

“WEe ve never even st foot on Earth?’

“When we wereinfants, maybe. Baby steps? | don’t know. The discs don’'t cover everything, but
maybe you should play them,” | suggested. “I thought — well, | hoped — that | could break thisto you
better than they did to me. But | guess| failed.”

“Guessyou did.”

Right. So what could | say to that? 1 bit my lip and watched her eydids open. | watched her watch the
Earth.

“Hd,” shesaid. “Shit, Hd, thiscan’'t be. Do you think maybe there' sanitty bitty chancel’m
undermedicated here? Y ou know | have trouble sometimes. I’ m watching and I’'m listening and
somethingin my gut tellsmel’mthinking al curvy.”

“You're not thinking straight?’

“No, curvy, likel said. | can't processit; it’stoo much.”

“I'll helpyou,” | promised.

“Tell methisisal addicioushoax.”

“Of mine?’

She nodded.

“I wouldn’t do that.”

She thought about it and nodded again.

“Let mehelpyou,” | said, reaching out to take atremulous, icy-fingered hand in mine, and thistime she
let me

How ridiculouswere my fears?

Hours ago, | thought they might really prosecute me for vandaism. But who, they? There was no
lawyer to prosecute me; they were dl dead. I’d worried what my role in society might beif | dropped
out of school when society itsalf had aready ceased to exist.

Timeto reassess.

On the other hand, how dead-on were my fears?

I"d sensed that someone was trying to kill me; indeed, someone had been. Evidence that I'd been
electrocuted:

1. My room was blackened and fried from an dectrical surge; the machinesthat nurtured mewereall
compromised, running on auxiliary power

..and...

2. | had pergstent gaps in my goddamn memory.

Interesting that Maestro and Nanny had lied to my face about the attack, preserving theillusion,
keeping me from knowing where on (off) Earth | redly was.

And, just maybe, protecting the culprit.

Y ou bet there was a culprit; | counted a half-dozen safeguards set up to protect me from just this sort



of thing, and al six had been dropped at the exact same time. Nothing random about it, that’ s specific
targeting. A calculated attack.
So who did it? By process of eimination, the bastard had to be:

A. ahuman being who miraculoudy survived Black Ep

...0r...

B. one of my so-called friends

...0r...

C. anIVR character; an artificia personality within the computer.

But computers only do what you program them to do.

Right. Program them to think for themselves and they think for themsalves.

On the discs, this Hyoguchi had talked about the cutting edge of 1V R, the closest gpproximation of
artificid intelligence powering Maestro, Nanny, my parents, etc. Reactive personditiesthat learn asthey
go. Brilliant technology but essentidly untested. So it’ sfair to say that my friends and | were experimentd
subjects not just genetically but pedagogicdly.

It's like letting the toaster babysit your kids, | mused, though it wasn't precisdly true.

Certainly Maestro was working against me. He' d either gone berserk and reactively decided to fuck
me, throwing off whatever laws of robotics they’ d imposed on him, or someone had twesked his
program, hacking him to dlow for strange behavior, like burying me dive.

Where did that |eave Pace?

Forces working against each other, acivil war within the computer.

But not my war. Not anymore. Now | was out. Out, free and able to protect mysdlf. How funny;, |
thought. How funny to feel like I’ d been trapped under six feet of earth when I’d never even
touched the stuff. How funny to live in Plato’s cave, hell, how funny to just plain old live with so
many people dead and gone.

Theideathat a human being could somehow survive Black Ep seemed far-fetched, so | considered
the other possibility: one of my fellow students had tried to kill me. Here I’ d escaped I VR three years
before | was meant to, but maybe one of my peers had beaten me to the punch. How? Pace? Maybe, or
just maybe the asshole found another way to hack out. Now, who had that level of skill?

| put Mercutio high onmy list.

| put Tyler second. Not quite as good a hacker as Merc, but he had gresat instincts.

Why would Merc or Ty want me dead?

Regardless, they were at the top of the list because. ..

...because | didn’t know who else could do it. Because, | redized, thanksto memory loss or years of
casud disinterest, | was catastrophically uninformed about what the others were capable of, much less
what drove their psyches.

Could Isaac hack? Could Vashti?

Did | know for certain?

| needed records— with dl the automated hardware and software monitoring us, keeping us dive and
making the IVR run (relatively) smoothly — somewhere there had to belogs of who “ graduated” first. If
it was Laz — like Maestro said — then it seemed a safe bet hishandswere dirty. But if someone else
had gotten out, then that person might be guilty of offing Laz and trying to add meto thelit.

Which brought up another troubling question.

What did | have in common with Lazarus?

“Y our room’ s different,” Fan noted. “It looks burned out.”

“Yeah, it'spretty fried. Maestro’' s Calliope Surge was an electrical overload. See, my life support vat
— or whatever you want to call it — it’ s switched over to backup.”

She knelt down to eye the gauges. “Auxiliary solar power.”

“Right, so afew daysback | got, well, eectrocuted.”



“For real.”

“Probably why my head’ sal messed up.”

“I didn’t think you werefaking,” she said. “ Accident or sabotage?’

“Sabotage, I’ m pretty sure.”

“How do we check?’

Well, not from here. Up here, we only had limited access to the Gedaechtnis network. For the
information we needed, we had to land the pod and go to Idlewild. Thered Idlewild, Michigan. That's
where the control center was based. From there, we could expand the logs and analyze the data.

Together, we rehearsed dl the landing procedures. Aeroge tiles and high-speed deployment
parachutes. Brought back some memories, it did.

“Space camp,” | said.

She nodded.

Y ears ago, Fantasaand | had spent alazy summer at space camp. Or an IVR smulation of it,
anyway, though we hadn’t known it. Our parents had pushed usinto some basic astronaut training, and
now | understood why. We were the only onesin orbit; the only ones who needed it. Unfortunately, |
couldn’t remember much of what I’ d learned, but on the bright side, Gedaechtnis had streamlined the
process. Just like everything dsein my life, the landing would be largely automated.

“We gplash down in the Pacific Ocean,” | said. “ Just off the Cdlifornia coast.”

“Makesalong walk,” shescowled. “Let’sdrop it in Lake Michigan.” | shook my head. “It’ s aready
et for the Pacific and | don’t want to messwith it.”

“Just change the coordinates.”

“Fan, no, if we're off by afraction, we hit the shalows or maybe theland.”

“We might hit the land anyway. Come on, these geniuses did such agreat job with us, you redly trust
their caculaions here?”

Okay, | saw her point, but ill... “Landing thisthing isan exact science,” | said, giving her alook.
“Rasing kids, maybe not so much.”

She scrunched her face up. “We compromise. We drop in the Atlantic.”

“Look,” | said, “it works out better thisway. We'll land off the California coast and make our way to
shore. Then we go north to hit the Elysium in VVancouver and then southeast to the Shangri-Lain
Atlanta. We pick up our friends at each pod and make it to Idlewild together.”

“Badidea,” shesaid.

“Why?"

Shelet out abreath. “It justis.”

“Y ou’re not smacking your lips,” | observed.

“I"m off my meds. Does that make my opinionsany lessvaid?’

“Not necessarily.”

“I’ve been thinking — that tank, vat, incubator, whatever you want to call it — it'sgot chemicalsl
need. We should open it up and get them out. Or | should go back in. But either way, you haveto help
me. Because | probably shouldn't self-medicate.”

“Whatever you need, I'll do,” | said.

“Right, but then | started thinking no. No, | don’t need any god-damn chemicals. Sorry to disappoint
you, Hal, but | wasn't dways crazy. They Sarted poisoning me a age Sx. Psychoactive agentsin my
lunchbox. Black light spiralsin my thermos. At Sx. Y ou think | asked for that? No fucking way. So what
| need now, see, isalittle detox time. A little good clean living, don’t you think?’

| told her | didn’t know how to answer that. If | said she needed the antipsychotics, she might think
that | was congpiring againgt her. If | told her she didn’t when sheredly did, that would be reckless.

“Reckless,” she smirked.
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CHAPTER 8
SATURNALIA

Agnostic with Pentecostal tendencies, the Southern Gentleman is not a religious man, though
he often thinks in religious terms. Emerging now from his impromptu meeting with the board of
directors, heisreminded of Daniel surviving the lion’s den. Brothers and sisters, God and product
placement have delivered Gedaechtnis unto the third round of financing. Hallelujah.

Why, at the end of humanity, are people worried about how much something costs? Who cares
if we go into debt?

There are several competing projects, as the Southern Gentleman knows, all promising life. We
can beat the plague with your help, they say, so give generously. We can find a vaccine for Black
Ep. We're close. We just need a little more time and we' |l beat this thing.

Gedaechtnis promises not life, but resurrection.

It'saworld of difference. You will die. But ten new lives might live on. Ten genetically
engineered children. They might someday find a cure. You might then be cloned.

Most people say: That’s a lot of mights.

Then they say: I'd rather stay alive, thank you very much.

Conscioudly or no, they recognize that putting their eggs in the Gedaechtnis basket means
abandoning all hope that they will survive. Sometimesit’s hard to think for the species when your
lifeison theline.



There is no progress on the vaccine. Every day that goes by, staying alive appears increasingly
unlikely. So as the population dwindles, financing for Gedaechtnis gains momentum. And so,
Hallelujah.

“ Happy holidays, Dr. Ellison.”

“You too,” he waves.

Office party tomorrow, he remembers. Eggnog and mistletoe, drunken caroling and Christmas
bonuses. Everyone letting loose before going back to the grind. It should help morae, he thinks. It
certainly can't hurt.

A glance at his watch and the Southern Gentleman quickens his pace. It’stime for a
postmortem with the CFO, a back-and-forth on the ramifications of this latest board meeting
before he calls upon his project leaders.

“ Attention,” he says.

The watch chirps.

“Tell Nora I’mrunning late,” heinstructs.

Instantaneously, another watch chirps some fifty miles away, obediently relaying the message
to the Southern Gentleman’ s wife, catching her in mid-yoga stretch.

“Tell him| figured as much,” she says.

“Tell her I'msorry.”

“Tell him sorry sa polite word for what heis.”

“Tell her I’'m already thinking of ways to make it up to her.”

“Tell him he'd better.”

“Tell her I'mvery resourceful.”

She can feel atrickle of acid in her stomach as she rises fromthe cobra pose. “ Tell himthat’s
why | married him,” shetells the watch. “ Also, tell him everyone’s confirmed for Sunday and I’ ve
done all the shopping but there's till loads to be done.”

There is no immediate response; the postmortem has begun.

“The good news iswe're till very much alive, fiscally speaking,” the Gedaechtnis CFO
explains. “ Barring the unforeseen, this new round keeps us afloat until the completion date. Not
bad, with this economy. No, the challenge becomes logistic, as we try to leverage our human
resources.”

“You' re saying there are some problems money just can’t solve,” says the Southern Gentleman.

“1’m saying that, yes, and I’m saying there’s only a certain number of people out there with the
skills we want. Most of them are already working on Black Ep, so it’s not a question of money. We
just can’t get them. Meanwhile, another employee gets sick every week.”

The Southern Gentleman dismisses this with a wave of his hand. “ Nature of the beast, Bob,” he
says. “ No one said this was going to be easy. If we cross the finish line on broken legs, that’ s fine
by me. Just aslong as we get there.”

“ But that’s what I’ m saying, we might not get there at all.”

“ Be negative somewhere else, Bob.”

That’s exactly what Bob istrying to tell the Southern Gentleman. He's getting sick, showing
symptoms, and his doctor doesn’t give himlong. He plans to resign from his position as CFO and
spend more time with his family. While there' s still time at all.

The family, by God, the family. There's no getting away from it these days. When you're dying,
they say, your family is all you have. Though saddened by this news, the Southern Gentleman does
not begrudge him calling it quits. He will miss the man’s company aswell as hisskills; Bobisa
damn fine CFO despite occasional negativity and the nauseating stench of the chocolate coffee
drinks he prefers. He is saddened, but the fact that Bob is now on the fast track to nonexistence
only reaches a certain point in his heart, beyond which such news has no power to penetrate. He
has become inured to the individual tragedies that make up this holocaust. He sees them as
symptoms, and treating the symptoms can only accomplish so much. As Blue is fond of saying, you
have to treat the disease.



Nora, meanwhile, would like to have another child. Like so many women these days, she feels
the biological imperative to further the species, though it is a phantom call she cannot answer.
Fertility is a distant memory, compliments of Black Ep. She compensates for this*“ need to breed”
by mothering (and, in their daughter’s view, smothering) everyone she meets. She can't help it.
Though this wasn’t always the case, though she prided herself on being an excellent insurance
adjustor before that industry collapsed, she now measures her value by the extent she can take
care of those she loves. The growing seuchekultur, “ plague culture,” defines her asa Nurturer,
one of the six compensations in the face of death.

There are Nurturers, Hedonists, Workaholics, Fantasists, Apathetics and Zeal ots, according to
the sociologists of the day. Very few individuals fit neatly into a single category. Take Halfway
Jim, a Workaholic with Hedonist and Fantasist tendencies. Or Blue, a Workaholic with Apathetic
tendencies. The Southern Gentleman rates as a pure Workaholic, despite his religious upbringing,
yet he believesin his cause as fervently as any Zealot. Conversely, his five brothers, most of whom
will be flying in for Christmas, cover the rest of the spectrum.

Will isthe Nurturer, fresh back from hislatest stint in the Peace Corps and now volunteering at
thelocal Red Cross. Heis essentially selfless. In this respect, Black Ep has changed him not at all.

Tom, the Hedonist, will not be coming to Christmas dinner. He hasn’t spoken to any of his
brothersin more than a decade and isn’t about to start now, doomsday or no.

Alex, the investment banker, died in VR amidst fellow Fantasists, preferring an alternate
existence for hisfinal days. The phenomenon of jacking into IVR and wasting away on a chemical
drip has become so popular, it's considered a subculture all its own.

Percy took Alex' s death especially hard. One of the drawbacks to being a twin. He has become
the quintessential Apathetic, defeated, seeing no point in anything these days, barely taking care
of himself.

And then there’ s Verne, Verne the Zealot, who gave his life to the Lord after years of leading
what some call a disposable life. Maybe he' s reaching out to his mother, reconnecting with her
faith herein this darkest hour. Or maybe religion isthe last refuge of scoundrels, as Nora often
SuSspects.

Christmas dinner — surely, the final reunion the Ellisons will have — scratches away at the
Southern Gentleman’ s consciousness, distracting him from his work. He cannot afford
distractions, not now when they're so close. As soon as the tinsel is off the tree, he will move out
of the house and push them away. As much as he loves his wife and daughter, they are too
high-maintenance, and must be sacrificed for the greater good.

“ A protein in the placenta might offer some resistance to the disease,” says Blue, as she runs
her fingertips around the rim of her water glass. “ Smilar to LIF. Small resistance, admittedly, but
| find the possibilitiestantalizing.”

Her dinner companion chews thoughtfully and swallows, sinuses stinging from the wasabi. He
blots his lips with the napkin before speaking. “ You're looking for the sword.”

“ The sword?”

“To cut the Gordian knot.”
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“ But Black Ep won’t be cut,” heinsists.

“Well, then I’m tugging at the threads like everyone else.”

“1t won’'t be untied either.”

“1’ve never heard you sound so defeated,” she frowns. She remembers him brimming with
optimism, a welcome oasis in the wasteland of her depression. Always supportive, always a friend,
sometimes more.

“1 am defeated, Sasi,” he says. “ It's broken me.”

Just like her and so many others, he has moved Heaven and Earth hunting for a cure. His
organization islarger than Gedaechtnis, better funded. His efforts have centered on treating



existing sufferers with gene therapy, fighting Black Ep at the level of DNA molecules. He has
enjoyed a modicum of success in slowing the progression of the illness, though not one of his
patients has lived. He suspects that Blue may have the right idea in creating new life instead.
Regardless, heis out of the equation. He has not shown up at work in several weeks. His
second-in-command, a capable but less gifted man, has taken over. He will not return.

“How did this happen?” Blue asks.

“It crept up on me.”

“ Areyou sick?”

“Probably. | must be, | think. But | don’t have any symptoms.” He grimaces, downs the last of
his cold green tea, and grimaces again. “ You know the grind,” he says. “ | was exhausted
physically and mentally. | took a couple of days off, had a regular weekend for a change. It was
such arelief. And that’sit. In that relief, some part of me shut down. | tried to go back to work,
and | couldn’t. I just couldn’t.”

“ Couldn’t or wouldn’t?”

He says nothing.

“ Fuck you for giving up. We need you.”

“1 don’t have a choice in the matter. Whatever drive | had, Stasi, whatever gift, it’s been taken
fromme. Completely. It's almost as if the disease knew | was coming after it and so it reached
into my heart and plucked it all away.”

It hurts Blue to look at him. Shetilts her head, dropping her disappointed gaze to the koi pond.
He can feel what she feels. He imagines that he' s become a ghost. It makes a certain amount of
sense, what with both of them mourning the man he used to be.

“ Enough about me,” he says, anxious to shift the conversation away from his failures. “ How
are your kids?”

“They' renot my kids,” she says.

That brings a smile. “ You know what | mean.”

Blue does but she resents the choice of language. Sheis a genetic engineer first, last, and
always. In her eyes, a female genetic engineer is not a mother, not per se. She feels no maternal
affection for the mutant embryosin her care. Just a sense of duty. A commitment to the task. She
will not allow herself to feel anything more.

Instantly, she remembers a feeling of being crushed, empty womb, empty arms, the word
“miscarriage” thudding in her ears. That was her child, that dead fetus taken from her so many
years ago. For along and painful moment, she considers telling him the truth about the child, but
ultimately decides against it. It's better to keep the secret, sparing him from hollow thoughts of
what might have been. The timing, she thinks, the timing was never right between them. Too
many distractions, first and foremost, his marriage and both of their careers. In the final analysis,
they arefair friends, excellent colleagues and poor lovers, though she remembers their fumbling
tryst quite fondly. She remembers the smell of him. The feeling of safety in hisarms.

“They' re coming along,” shetellshim. “ So far, they’ re showing more resistance to the disease
than any human being on the planet. Trouble is they re not human. There may be critical flaws, |
don’t know. It’s guesswork.”

“ And none of uswill live long enough to find out if your guesses are correct.”

“No.” She meets his eyes again. “ No, we won't.”

“Well, if anyone can do it, you’ d be the one.”

“We'll see,” Blue shrugs. “ 1 can’t get too emotionally involved with it. If it works, wonderful. If
not, we' re dead anyway, and so it ceases to be any of my concern.”

Dinner ends and they have coffee with a dish of Smartin!e brand Peach On, Brother! flash
frozen ice cream for dessert. As they metabolize the caffeine and sugar and wait for the waiter to
deal out the check, Blue asks himif he really thinks she’ d make a good mother.

“No doubt in my mind,” he says.

“| strike you as somehow nurturing?”



“You could be.”

How sweet, she thinks. Surely, no one at Gedaechtnis would agree with him. They see her as
impossibly cold. In dozens of debates over what experiences should comprise adolescence for
these would-be saviors, she made a point of bowing out time after time, claiming to know nothing
about child rearing or IVR. “ Aslong as they do what they’' re designed to do, | don’t care how you
raise them,” she would say. But as the subject of loyalty arose, as the Southern Gentleman
directed Jimto engineer “ good, moral lessons’ to guarantee a solidarity with humankind and a
passion for cloning the species when they came of age, she suggested that if they really wanted to
engender kinship in these children, they should engineer virtual diseases instead. Let them all
grow up suffering, struggling against the steady threat of microbial death, just as humanity does
now. Let the Southern Gentleman’s Academy be a hospital ward for critically ill children. They
would understand then. They would know. But the suggestion was not taken. Her colleagues
considered it unsavory and more than a little cruel. She saw it —and still seesit to thisday —as
pragmatic.

A mother, shethinks. Me,

Halfway Jimis drugged out of his mind.

He' s actually not, but he likes to think that he is. Pretending he's got more than a pleasant buzz
gives him tremendous freedom from responsibility. “ Out of my mind,” he mutters, typing furiously
in an effort to bring the Maestro program up to the Southern Gentleman’s latest specifications.
It's after midnight, pushing one. His team has gone home, but he's still here. Really, where else
does he have to go?

Music blasts and he nods his head along with the lyrics he can’t catch. Something about
“ destroy you.” That’sthe chorus. The voice track keeps morphing into a panther’s screech, and
Jim appreciates its funky Idand of Dr. Moreau vibe.

He has not been deeping well. He has been sleeping very poorly, little pockets of drug-induced
rest between rolling waves of insomnia, these coming facedown, with the pillows at the wrong end
of the bed. He callsit the leep of the damned.

But working this late comes as a relief. With no one elsein the building, Jim doesn’t have to
play den mother. There is no need to praise, threaten, cajole or soothe the egos of his team. No
need to play peacemaker between the Realist designers (who take pridein creating an IVR
experience that perfectly mirrorsthe real world) and the Idealists (who prefer to improve upon
what we already have). He can simply focus on the work, once again “ digging in” and “ getting
his hands dirty” in hislatest effort to redefine reality.

“ Playing God,” says the tagline of the Newsweek cover story on him. And inside, the confident,
bordering on arrogant response: “ Who's playing?”

There, he thinks. That ought to do it. Now alittle compiling, and we watch Maestro and the
Beta-Test interact. Hopefully, they play nicethistime.

To this point, Jim’'s team has constructed a fragmented environment, original work
supplemented by countless bits and pieces of code leased (or, in some cases, outright stolen) from
a wide assemblage of IVR designers, all culled together to formthe illusion of continuity. VR
“Living City” Paris, here. Mesozoic teachingsim, there. “ Instant Cocktail Party” Guest
Randomizer, right over there. Unflatteringly, Jim often compares his work at Gedaechtnis to
trying to create a living thing with dead tissue.

“ And now we're Frankensteining,” he sayswith a smirk.

It isa monumental task, “ faking the world,” in so short atime. Invariably, some corners have
to be cut. Some parts of the world will simply remain off-limits, with VR characters conspiring to
keep everyone away from those unfinished sections. Papua New Guinea will not make the final
build, and so the virtual flights at the virtual airports will be canceled, if need be, and what’s
more, the IVR parents will never encourage their kids to venture there, much less give permission.

That’ sthe easy part. Jimfinds the real challenge twofold.



First, tweaking every designer’s effortsinto a uniform style, so the world will not seem
“ schizophrenic” to impressionable people destined to spend twenty-one yearsin it.

Second, building truly reactive and adaptive guardians for the kids, improving the artificial
intelligence to a level where flesh and programming be come truly indistinguishable from each
other. Thisisthe holy grail of IVR, and it eludes him still.

The solution may involve bleeding, he thinks. Left unchecked, virtual personalitiestend to
homogenize over time, one set of sensibilities bleeding into the next as they interact. The challenge
involves making the characters truly listen, allowing them to learn from one another without
losing the characteristics that make them individual. Most designers minimize bleeding, but Jim
believesinit. He believesin an evolving system. This Maestro will be very different from the one
the kids leave some twenty-one years from now (assuming any of them live that long, but that’s
Blue' sresponsibility, not his). In some ways Jim can predict how Maestro will change, but for the
most part he'sjust rolling the dice.

Unnoticed, an insect fliesinto the lab, penetrating the sanctuary. Jimistoo busy shaking out
medicine to pay it any mind. “ One for me, one for you, one for me, one for you,” he sings,
thinking about the virtual child he's created to check the system. The Beta-Test. By far, the
Beta-Test is the best work he's ever done, better than Maestro, cleverer in construction than the
world they' re creating. He'sa good kid, real in so many ways, and nearly as complicated as an
actual human being. He can think for himself. And he loves Jim. And despite all his scientific
objectivity, Jimloves the little bastard back. The creativity impresses him most. The Idealists on
his team have built tools, advanced Nanny programs to help the children fashion their own IVR
environments (* worlds within worlds’ as some are wont to say), and Jim finds himself regularly
amazed at what the Beta-Test creates. Artificial, yes, but highly intelligent. If only the boy could
solve Black Ep. They could upload his programinto a robot, set him loose and make Blue' s work
irrelevant. Unfortunately, programs don’t innovate, they imitate, and even Halfway Jim remains
skeptical of his creation’s ability to solve problems that humanity’ s best minds can’t crack.

Entrust our future to Al? Not a good idea. Too much potential for something to go wrong.
Entrust it to actual flesh and blood with slight (but significant) genetic deviance? That’ s better,
most people think. Never mind that you need I VR teachersto raise that flesh and blood, since
everyone will be long dead by the time they come of age.

With a wordless, heartfelt toast, Jim pops his vitamin/antiviral/narcotic cocktail with a swig of
mineral water.

He can see the Beta-Test wants him now but he ignores the child' s call, feeling more like a
hypocrite than he's ever felt before. He has been lying to the boy about many things and realizes,
dimly, that he hates himself for betraying his principles. It’ s the Southern Gentleman who doesn’t
mind lying to kids, willing to suppress the truth about Black Ep, the dire state of things, hell, even
about their very identities, all under the banner of “ protected childhood.” Jim has fought him at
every turn —it would be so much easier, he thinks, if the kids knew what they werein for from
the get-go. But then, he’ s no expert on this. HE' sjust an I VR designer. An employee. Though his
opinions are often solicited, his suggestions are rarely taken. That is his belief. The Southern
Gentleman would counter that he, too, is an employee, beholden to the board of directors. Thisis
a shared vision, he would say, adding that he has bent over backwards to accommodate Jim and
Blue alike.

“ Fucking Ellison,” Jim mutters.

The insect istoo small to set off any sensors. It circles overhead in a wide, lazy arc,
momentarily attracted to the fluorescent lights. Fickle, it drops to the keyboard, fluttering its
tapered wings, preening, now hopping forward to climb Halfway Jim's knuckles. Itisa
yellow-banded wasp, long and sleek, and it wastes no time driving its stinger deep into the soft
tissue between fingers three and four.

Jimfeelsit through his haze of medication, the pain and indignation a better rush than anything
he’s had in weeks. He spends the next ten minutes of his life wreaking havoc on the [ab, arms



swinging, fists scuffing the walls, blood pumping furiously in his veins as he tosses a monitor
across the room. The sight and sound of shattering glass only goads him on. He is delivering
himself to a much-needed fit of animal rage, a wholehearted effort to nullify the insect, obliterate
it, punish it for hurting him. Heis not allergic; he simply hates wasps. A gasp of memory chokes
him: the innocent wonder of discovering a nest on the side of his house betrayed by dozens of
flying needles, all knifing into his six-year-old arms, face and neck.

Did hekill it? He can’t find the body. The thought that he might have hallucinated the whole
thing flickers through his brain but the poison in his hand feels real enough. Hisflesh is swelling at
the point of injection. Ice, he thinks. Put someice on it.

“Dr. Hyoguchi?”

The security guard is yelling his name and so he puts an index finger to his ear, shutting off the
music to hear her better.

“Areyou all right, sir?”

He gives her an odd look. Of course he'sall right. What is she doing here?

Then he reflects upon how the lab must look, trashed asit is. It amuses himthat even in his
most primal fury, he avoided destroying anything precious. Likearock star who splinters his guitar
on stage, he thinks, but never hisbest guitar. He nods, slowly, up and down. “1I’'mfine,” he says.

“Your heart rate’s elevated,” shetellshim.

“Isit?”

Like all Gedaechtnis employees, Jimiswired into the network, a tiny chip implanted at the base
of hiswrist. The guard shows him the display on her handheld. Sure enough, his pulse is high.

“Really, I'mfine,” hesays. “ A bee got in here. Wasp, bee. Stinger wasn't curved, so that’ s the
kind where... | don’t know. Anyway, it freaked me out.”

“Yeah, | hate those things,” she says. “ They freak me out too.” She's noticed the bottle of pills
spilled out on his desk but has decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.

He smiles, relaxing alittle. “ They're nasty little things.”

“1 wonder how it got in here.”

“ Security breach,” hejokes, reacting with mock alarm.

She chuckles at that, though really it’s no laughing matter. The company has received a
number of credible threats from extremists who insist that thisis the Apocalypse and Black Ep is
part of God’s plan. Gedaechtnis, therefore, opposes God’ s will and must be destroyed.

The Southern Gentleman enjoys a good debate and often tries to rever se the argument. How do
you know that Gedaechtnisisn’t part of God’s plan too? It’s like the old joke, he says, the one
about the religious man stranded on the roof of his house during a flash flood. Rescuers come to
save him, first in boats, then a helicopter, but he stubbornly refusesto leave. * God will save me,”
he insists. But the floodwaters rise, drowning him. When he arrives in Heaven, he angrily
confronts his maker. “ | thought you were going to save me!” he cries. Replies God: “ What did
you think | was doing? | sent you two boats and a helicopter.”

Jimfeelsit’sa shitty joke, believing no reasonable deity would drown his followers, much less
send them a plague. Thereis no divine justification for evil. Like Darwin said, God must be
wicked or weak.

To protect against religious fanatics, the company favors spider-silk body armor. It islighter
and stronger than Kevlar, and worn underneath one’s clothes. Just like mithril chain mail, Jim
thinks, on those occasions when his thoughts stray to the various IVR Tolkien sims. His €lf,
trapped deep in the fiery recesses of a computerized Mount Doom, will never again see the light of
day. Though he finds pleasure in this kind of escapism, these days Jim just doesn’t have the time.

“1 know a twenty-four-hour cleaning crew,” the guard offers, nudging the debris with her shiny
black shoe. “ They're pretty good.”

“No, but thanks,” he says. “ It can wait ’til morning.”

“You sure you're okay, then?”

He doesn’t know what heis. “ Everything' s great,” he claims. “ Great,” she says.



She starts to go but something catches his eye. He calls her back. “ Is that Gingerbread Dog?”

Reflexively, her hand shoots up to touch her earring. “ Sureis,” she says, turning to fix himwith
a surprised and giddy smile. “ That was my favorite show. | didn’t think anybody remembered it
but me.”

“There' safew of us out there,” hegrins.

“ Absolutely the best cartoon ever made.”

“ Hands down.”

“Totally fresh and weird. Just off-the-wall, open-your-mind, laugh-out-loud weird.”

“ Dog rocked that first season. Before they retooled it.”

“Oh, even then,” sheingists. “ Remember the episode where Spentfree |oses the Thinking Box?”

“That's a good one,” Jimadmits, “ but | like the one where Dog meets the animators.”

“ And givesthem all rabies!”

“ Right, and so they start drawing himall funny.”

“That's a great one,” she agrees.

They talk and they bond over childhood memories and working late and she' s amazed that the
famous Dr. Hyoguchi is quite this approachable. She tells him as much. Unfortunately, she insists
upon mispronouncing the first syllable in his surname as two, like Ed McMahon reacting to a
Johnny Carson joke. Hi yo!

He doesn’t mind. He' s used to this mistake.

“Call meJim,” he offers.

“Jim,” she says, agreeable.

He wondersif he's hitting on her. She' s not his type. Though he has been accused of fucking
anything that moves (and some things that don’t), he prefers skinny women and men. Jim himself
isthin almost to the point of being gaunt, while the guard is forty pounds overweight. Which
means she’ s poor. Rich people can defeat obesity through gene therapy. It's a fairly simple
procedure, adjusting the metabolism. Poor people are stuck with diet and exercise.

Despite this, he finds himsalf using a pickup line. “ You' ve got a great look,” hetells her. “ You
should come in so we can make a template.”

“ Atemplate? Of me?’

“Why not?”

“1’mnot a model or anything.”

“You don’'t have to be.”

“ And | don’'t know the first thing about 1VR.”

“Trust me, it’'s painless. Thirty seconds under the cameras.”

“ Thirty seconds!”

“That'sit.”

She whistles. “ Thirty seconds to steal your essence.”

“No,” hesmiles, “ hardly your essence. Just your look. Your personality has to be programmed,
compiled, debugged, fine-tuned. That takes a lot longer.”

“ Forty seconds?” she smirks.

“Weeks or months. Yearsif you really want to get it right. But thirty seconds gives us the ook
for an IVR double. And | know just where I’ d put you.”

She puts her hands on her hips. “ Do you?”

“Uh-huh.” He lets himself flirt for a moment, then pulls back. “ Oh, and we can use your voice
too, if you want — that takes about five minutes in a booth.”

“What do | have to do for that?”

“You just read a few sentences and sing a song. From that, the computer extrapolates. It can
play back sentences you’ ve never actually said. Kind of spooky, really.”

“Kind of,” she agrees.

“Soyou'll doit?”

She' s already decided that she will. It’s a type of immortality, after all, and there's something



she likes about Jim. A quirky, ballsy charm that reminds her of her first husband before he got
sick. And he's smart. Of course she'll do it.
He pencils her in for the Monday after the Christmas party, 2 P.M.

She misses the appointment.

He wonders what happened to her. He thinks to call security but it’s just a passing thought, one
that spurs no action. He' s too swamped trying, as always, to do too many things at once. After a
while, he forgets about her.

Mosquitoes bring it all back. Mosqguitoes, which jog his mind to the night he killed the wasp.
These are thefirst fully functional 1 VR parasites. The bitesitch like real bites, and the behavior is
extraordinarily realistic. Hunting, feeding, breeding. Vulnerable to I VR insect repellant. Quite a
triumph, say the Realists. Yet the Idealists plead with him to remove them from the final build.
Why subject the kids to mosquito bites? As a gift to the people we hope to bring us back from
extinction, can’'t we spare them this one aggravation?

He can’t hear them. Frankly, he admires the commitment it takes to re-create mosguitoes or
chlamydia or lawyers. When he finally does call security, they tell him she hasn’t shown up in
weeks. No one knows why.

She catches himin the parking lot two days later. She’s out of uniform and won'’t say where
she’s been. To Jim, she looks fragile and choked, like a strong breeze might scatter her into dust.

“Will you do something for me?” she asks.

“What do you need?”

She dlips off her backpack and reachesinside. A dark and fearful part of his brain worries that
she might come up with a weapon, but why? Why would she? She didn’t seem crazy when they
met, at least no crazier than anyone el se seems these days.

It's a plush bunny rabbit, wobble-jointed, nine inches tall.

He floods with relief. Rabbits he can deal with.

“For me?”

“No,” shesays, clutching it tightly. “ No, I'msorry, | didn’t get you anything. | wanted to but
it'slikel’ve beenin afog.”

“ That's okay. So this... ?”

“It'sfor the kids.”

“1 see,” hesays, putting the back of his hand to his forehead. Is he feverish?

“His name's Mr. Hoppington. He' s a little ripped up but till good. Still plenty good. See, | had
to stitch him here along the arm because he was losing stuffing. And this button doesn’'t quite
match but it’s close, don’t you think?”

“Carmen,” he says, but she cuts him off.

“1 know the company’ s building —what’ s the word? Habitats?”

“ Habitats, sure. Lifepods some call them.”

“ Can you please make sure Mr. Hoppington gets into one? | want him to go to someone who'll
need him. I’d hate to see him just—"

“l can’'t,” hesays. “ It'sagainst therules.”

“There arerules against toys?”

“ Suffed animals are mite factories,” he says.

She doesn’t know what he's saying.

“ Allergen magnets. Breeding grounds for dust mites,” he says, knowing there' s not a chancein
hell of Blue allowing anything like this near her creations. “ Could bring on an allergic reaction
and that’s dangerous for the kids. We're already playing with their immune systems, so we want
to minimize unnecessary risks.”

“ But aren’t the habitats going to be sanitized?”

“ Of course.”

“ And sealed. So you' re not going to have dust mites.”



“Carmen,” hesays, “it’'sa risk no one wantsto take.”

Through tightly clenched teeth, she lets her breath escape, sounding for all the world like a tire
deflating. “ My son’sdead,” she says. “ My baby boy.”

I’m sorry, he meansto tell her. But what good would that do?

“ Thiswas his favorite. The toy he took to bed each night and woke up with each morning.
Here, it still smellslike him.” She putsit to her face and breathes deep.

“| suppose | could make an IVR copy,” he offers. “ | mean, they’ re going to be stuck in IVR "til
they’ re twenty-one anyway, so they won’t be able to appreciate—"

“|1 don’t want a copy,” she says, tears beginning to fall. “ That would be fake. Thisisreal.
Don’t you know the difference between fake and real ?”

He wonders that himself sometimes.

“It'saqgift,” sheexplains.

Sheisdrowning in grief; he realizes, helpless and beyond reason. Instead of lecturing her about
mites and allergens, he should just help her. He should give her some peace. What he does with
the gift doesn’t matter, he thinks. Just the act of taking it will give peace.

“Okay,” hetellsher.“ Okay, I'll seewhat | can do.”

The rabbit makes the journey home with him. It sits incongruously on his bedroom shelf, a soft
and rumpled presence amidst electronics, brass and chrome. Though Jim feels accused by its
unseeing gaze, he can’t bring himself to throw it out. He simply can’t. As time pushes forward, he
develops a blind spot for it.

Heforgetsit exists.

Houston’s face is framed in red ringlets and when he thinks of her, he can’t help but think of
her tripping on her platform boots as she stepped out of her panties. Clumsy, yes, but he found it
endearing. He stopped seeing her when he realized he was devel oping feelings. No point in that,
he' d decided. He knows he really ought to stick with VR sex partners, but lately he’'s grown
addicted to the real thing.

She's pleasantly surprised when he calls her out of the blue. He missesme, she thinks. That's
touching. Two thousand dollars, shetells him. Plus tip. Have prices gone up? Supply and demand,
she explains. No heart of gold, thisone. Slver, he decides, or maybe bronze.

With the transaction complete and Jim's lust spent, she slips out of the handcuffs and stretches,
examining his collection of pills.

“Help yoursdlf,” he offers, though hismind is elsewhere.

Always s0 generous, she thinks. She likes him. Genuinely likes him. “ Who' s this?”

He can’t quite remember the name. “ Sr Hops-a-Lot,” he says.

“He' scute.”

“Yeah.”

“Can | have him?”

He doesn’t know. He makes an ambivalent gesture. She takesit for a yes and though he thinks
to contradict her, he does nothing. He' s too tired. Mr. Hoppington all but disappearsinto her
purse, except for a single floppy ear, which pokes out of the top.

Child stoy, Jimthinks. Child’ stoy, baby boy.

She kisses him on the cheek and lets herself out.

The insomnia is worse now. Whenever he closes his eyes, all he seesisthe rabbit. It's
tremendous in his mind, making everything else small and insignificant. At least | could have given
it to an orphanage, he thinks. At least | could have done that.

We hit the water so hard | thought the pod might crack.

Wetumbled, spinning, hating it, clutching the safety beltsthat kept us from flipping out of our seets.
Blood flew from my broken nose, spattering mein flecks of red. Messy. I’ d dready thrown up and so
had Fan. She kept her eyes closed and her fingers crossed, praying to Merciful Evans. M.E. was



apparently some kick-assforce of nature that charted the balance between Nutritious and Ddlicious.
Hooray for him. | might have prayed too if | thought it would do any good.

Lightsflickered. | heard the metal buckle. | heard it through ears that wouldn’t pop.

I’ d been screaming off and on. Not entirely from fear, mind you. The pod shook!

And then dl was quiet.

Fan took initiative, grabbing the controls and bringing us gently up to the surface. Up, and up, and up.
We broke through the waves, and when | looked out the porthole | could crane my neck up to seethe
most beautiful blue sky and the whitest clouds there ever were.

We cleaned oursalves up and put on the environmental suits. A small outboard engine wheezed and
sputtered but somehow took usto shore.

We'd madeit.

“Welcometo thefirst day of therest of our lives” | said.

“You ready?’

“Asl’ll ever be”

We unsedled the hatch. The metal groaned in protest, then separated into a viable egress. We stepped
out gingerly, helping each other up onto the marina dock, like spacemen first setting foot on an dien
world. Which, truly, we were.

“One smal step for Fan,” shesaid.

“One giant legp for Halloweenkind,” | answered, but my voice was just arasp. | was staring at dl the
empty yachts and sailboats, long abandoned, and fallen into disrepair. | was listening to the cries of the
gulls and the sound of a steady breeze blowing abroken line againgt atattered sail. | waslistening to the
complete absence of human beings.

“A fucking ghost town,” said Fan, asif she could read my thoughts.

| nodded, mute.

“I likeit,” shesaid. “It'sall soincredibly ddlicious. And such apretty day. Pretty, pretty. Makes me
want to strip naked and stretch out in the sun.”

| told her I didn’t think that was such agood idea.

“Knew you were aprude,” she huffed.

“I just don’t think we should take off the environmenta suits until we run afew tests”

“Sofety firgt?’

“Yes” | sad. “I’'m being nutritious. Ded withiit.”

“Do | haveachoice?’

To protect their investment, Gedaechtnis had thought to furnish uswith state-of-the-art “ sniffers,”
devicesthat alowed meto diligently check the air for microorganisms. Meanwhile, Fan made her self
useful by climbing back ingde and pulling out everything she thought we might need. She came up with
dried food and medicine and clean water. She found backpacks, traumakits, and handheld computers
loaded with maps. Findly, she brought up a huge canvas bag, overflowing with pieces of paper. | hadn’t
noticed it before.

“What'sthat?’ | asked her.

She lugged it out to the dock, reached inside with both hands and joyoudly threw the contents
overhead. Like so much confetti. They caught on the wind and scattered, most faling smack into the
ocean. Some landed near me, and | picked them up.

“Dear Gabrid,” thefirst began. There was aheart over the“i.”

“Jesus Chrigt,” | said.

The next one was addressed to Fantasia. It greeted her by her real name, and that name was badly
misspelled. | looked up to see her twirling in delight, the eye of a paper hurricane.

| read the next one. And the next.

They were letters from kids. Hundreds and thousands of plague-stricken kids, sending love and
drawings and wishes and hope, rooting for usto bring them back from the dead.
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CHAPTER 9
MAYDAY

Jim'sson isn’t like the other children.

Heis odd kid out because he doesn’t think like them. He doesn’t act like them, refuses to fall
into the same patterns. He feels left out, betrayed somehow, betrayed by hisindividuality. He' sa
rea human being, isn’'t he? A beautifully crafted ssmulation of a human being trapped in IVR. By
contrast, the other kids are flawed; virtual, so to speak — limited in capacity, deficient in soul.
They present a convincing illusion, but he can see through it.

He' s better than they are.

He believes that.

Hisworld lacks stability. He livesin one city, then starts over to live in another. His foster
parents rotate, upgrade, and rotate again. Nothing is for certain. From pretend family to pretend
family he beta-tests the environment, blazing a trail for Blue'skids.

“Dad, | don’'t want to do thisanymore,” he complains, kicking at a stone.

“1 know, sweetie,” Jimtells him, the voice of God booming from the other end of cyberspace,
an infinity away. “ | know you’'re sick of it and | appreciate that but you're doing a really good job
for us. You're helping usin so many ways.”

And so the adventure continues. An adventure in tedium. He learns his ABCs for the very first
time, then simulates |earning them again. Dozens of times he does this, seated with hands folded
in the front of a classroom, or hiding in the back, or stretched out on a blanket in the park, or
sitting on a foster parent’s knee. He does not forget what he' s learned. But he can
compartmentalize his brain. He can put the past aside and pretend, while Halfway Jim pulls him
back from experience to innocence.

With a keystroke.

“ Dad, will the other kids like me? Thereal kids?”

“I"'msurethey will,” Jimreassures him. “ After all, what’s not to like?”

Jimtightens his stomach muscles upon saying that, as if he could squeeze the truth from his
innards. Heis setting his son up for a fall. Blue's kids simply cannot meet the Beta-Test without
discovering the fal seness of the I VR environment. He has committed to the Southern Gentleman's
lie, committed to keeping them in the dark pretense of normality, and sheltering them from the
damage that Black Ep continues to do.

So when thereal kids plug in to the IVR, he will shut down his virtual son. How can he avoid



this, he wonders?

Malachi is precious and unique. Nothing like him has ever existed before. He represents the
pinnacle of Jim's skill, the culmination of hislife'swork.

As his own mortality draws ever closer, Jimfeels that his son would be better served by the gift
of continued life. He recognizes thisimpulse as a betrayal of one of his oldest principles.
Anthropomor phizing computer programs — no matter how closely they may resemble human
beings — has to be a mistake. Investing so much of your own emotion has to be a mistake. But he
doesn’t care. He can keep the program running somewher e protected. Somewhere far away from
the rest of the network. Pace can watch over him and keep him safe.

Hisfractured lifewill go on.

We stood in a department store, or what used to be a department store before years of abandonment
made it dilapidated and foreboding. It was dark and pungent and it had al the cobwebs of a spider
convention. Overhead, a banner exclaimed: ANY COMPLAINTS? LET USKNOW! IF YOU’'RE
NOT HAPPY, WE RE NOT HAPPY'!

“I’'mnot happy,” | said.

Fantasia echoed my sentiment. While we enjoyed some resistance to Black Ep, that wasit. Thirty
minutes outside the environmenta suits proved that we were alergic to just about everything. Congestion,
snusitisand hives, oh my. We d been exposed to so little in our childhood; our bodies hadn’t devel oped
many “coping skills.” That’sabig drawback to growing up in a protected environment. Here' s another:
For our entire liveswe d been fed intravenoudly, nil by mouth as the nurses used to say, so trying to est
and drink became an adventure in itself. We could process water, sure, but couldn’t keep anything but
the blandest fare in our stomachs, and sometimes not even that. So we ate like birds and wandered Los
Angeeswith alovely combination of hunger and vomiturition — dry heaves— and, of course, massve
abdomind pain.

Fan had predicted that it would take along time for our bodies to adapt to their new surroundings and
she sure won the kewpie doll on that one.

Theworld fdt dien. Worse than that: Hogtile.

But truly it was aone-sided hodtility. | just wanted to belong.

We chased threonine supplements with bottled water, coughed, and split up to canvass the store.
Fantasia made a bedline for the pharmacy. She liked pharmacies. We d dready hit three sincelanding, a
gold rush of prescription drugs faling into her possesson. Narcotics, mostly, but | knew shewas aso
stocking up on antipsychotic meds. Whether she would take them or not remained to be seen.

| was so not ready for this.

No one asked meif | wanted to be humanity’ s public-health specialist, or the world' s custodian or, as
| was garting to think of it, destiny’ shitch. | couldn’t even imagine how to fight Black Ep or how to
effectively clonethe species. | had to find Simone, protect her. With her safe, then maybe I could think.

| stood in the greeting-card aide, looking for an appropriate sentiment. Though | searched high and
low, there was no “ 0 you' re not even human” sympathy card. Pity. I’ d resolved to bresk the newsto
Simone alittle better than I’ d done with Fan. So | grabbed some chocolates to go dong with the
wildflowers|’d picked. Never show up empty-handed, as Nanny might say.

No luck on tarot medalions or clove cigarettes, but | wanted a touchstone, sometiny declaration of
identity | could hold onto for luck. | settled for abutterfly pin. Orange and black, speckled with
snow-white dots, the wings extended in flight.

Meanwhile, Fan raided the sporting-goods section for yet another crossbow. The girl had athing for
crosshows. She was an archery champion in IVR but here in the real world her skillsweren't up to snuff.
Frustrated, she kept blaming her equipment, and practiced by targeting billboards and mailboxes,
twanging off shots from the passenger seat while | drove the car.

Cal methe whedman. After years of neglect, all theworld’ s nerve and enzyme automotive technology
had, for want of a better word, died, though I’ m not sureit was ever truly dive to begin with. That meant
| had to drive my own damn sdif. But with no chance of traffic jams and no cops to hand out speeding



tickets, | wasking of the road.

The quiet got to usworst of al. The sllence of adead world. We made smal talk and turned on the
music but shelooked nervous and | just kept thinking: I'mfree, I'mreleased, but I’ ve inherited a
fucking graveyard.

Now, it made no sense— not alick — but | kept hoping for signs of life. | wanted acar to drive up
aongsde us, Mom and Dad in the front, little Jmmy and Jodie Plaguesufferer in the back. Survivors
happy to see us. Or not happy. Hell, I d have settled for amohawked, chain-swinging, shotgun-wielding
postapocayptic street gang.

We did see animals, thank goodness, lots of birds and insects, afamily of black-tailed jackrabbits, and
asquirre on the run from awild dog. Maybe a coyote. Whatever it was, Fan made me pull over so she
could scareit off with her crossbow.

“Goddamn dogs,” she said.

“You likedogs. You gave meadog.”

“I likedogs,” she agreed. “I like squirrdlsmore.”

We made good time through the Golden State, pushing ninety on the Pacific Coast Highway and
snaking north. Killer sunset. Crashing waves. Theworks.

Fantasid ssingular insght for thisleg of thetrip: “It’ slike the world backwards.”

| asked her what she meant but she was too busy writing down her thoughtsin a UCLA notebook.
Not abad idea, that. Someone should record all thisfor posterity.

“How do you spdll ‘world” backwards?’ she asked me.

| told her, but apparently | didn’t understand the question. She wrote: “D-E-L-R-1-H-W”

When we hopped on the 5, she told me she wanted to go home. What did she mean, home?

“Aberdeen,” sheexplained. “When | wasalittlekid, welived in Aberdeen.”

“YoulivedinIVR.”

“No shit, Sherlock. It wasan VR Aberdeen. So let’ s seethered thing.”

Sheknew | didn’t want to make unnecessary stops. | wanted Vancouver. | wanted Simone as soon as
possible.

“It'sontheway,” sheargued, “and it'smy home. It'snot like I’ m asking you to double back so | can
check out Disneyland.”

“Too bad. Short linesthere, | bet.”

“And good prices,” she said. “ So what about it?’

| checked the map.

“Aberdeen,” | said...

“Washington,” shesaid. “Not Missssppi.”

But why?

Why one city over another? Were our hometowns arbitrary? Did Ellison ever live in Sdo Paulo?Did
Hyoguchi grow up in Aberdeen?

Therewasfutility in trying to understand Gedaechtnis, literaly trying to know the minds of our makers.
| could catch faint glimmersof it from timeto time, but like atwo-dimensiond crestureina
three-dimensiond world, glimmersweredl | had.

Fantasia s “ ancestral home’ turned out to be something of a pit, but chak that up to Nature' swrath
and human neglect. An earthquake had leveled the two-story Tudor, showering the grounds with glass
and debris. Liketherest of civilization, it seemed dirty and unsafe. But as we toured the exterior, Fan
could not stop talking about how closely the VR version mirrored the redl thing. Gedaechtnis had
apparently used ared house as an exact mode and stayed true to the finest detall.

Who had redly lived here? we wondered.

She took me round to the back yard and showed me the spot on the patio where her grandfather had
goneinto diabetic shock. He fell and the ambulance came and took him away. Her first experience with
death, an object lesson meant to teach but not traumatize. Things fal apart; people too. Better watch that
blood sugar and take care of your hedlth.



Wasit the nucleus of her Nutritious/Ddiciousfixation?

Coupled with whatever imbaanced her chemicaly, maybe so.

Acorn shells and pine cones crunched underfoot and the sky opened to bring us the sound of rain on
dry leaves. She showed me the gorge and the waterfall and the hammock she' d climbed upon to take
long summer ngps. Hereit lay lifeless on the ground, the wind having snapped a support rope from one of
thetrees. Far in the distance, moonlight presented me with a perfect view of Lake Aberdeen.

“Try it with these,” Fantasia offered, handing me a pair of Beholder Spex she’ d boosted from one of
the department stores.

| toggled the did to CUBISM and dipped the goggles on. My view of the lake distorted, microscopic
circuitsin the lenses processing the visual data and reinterpreting it before sending it to my retinas. The
end result was suitably Picassoesque.

| thumbed it to POINTILLISM, Seurat being easier on the eyes.

Fantasialoved Beholder Spex, | think because they gave her asense of control over the environment
that we lacked out here, control we' d only enjoyed in IVR. Rose-colored glasses, so to speak. On the
other hand, | found them pretty damn perverse.

“Look a you,” she said, exaggerating my festureswith GERMAN EXPRESSIONISM while | set her
on the comic-gtrip style of LICHTENSTEIN POP.

Before elther of us could toggle FAUVISM, arustling behind us brought us face-to-face with a pack
of wild dogs. They' d spread out, padding lightly over the moss and leaves, putting our backsto the
gorge. The dinner bell had rung and we were on the plate.

Eighteen years ago, these would have been cherished pets, walked and fed and taught to do tricks.
But this next generation was untamed. Man's best friend had come of age without Man, and now the
pack mentality had returned.

Or maybe they were wolves.

In either case, we had no interest in moving down the food chain.

Fantasia yanked her crossbow up to her shoulder and stomped her foot on the ground. “Ha,” she
cried, as one jJumped back abit. Another threatening scomp. “Hal”

They didn’t growl and they didn’t flee. Hungrily, they watched us, asserting their dominance with a
cold and steady Stare.

“Fan,” | said, kegping my motions deliberate as| dipped off my Beholder Spex. “Fan, don't you pull
that trigger.”

“Dead inmy sghts,” shesaid.

“Too many of them,” | warned her.

“Kill oneand therest run away.”

“I don’t think s0.”

“Y eah, but what the fuck do you know?’

“Morethan you think,” I lied, “so cool it.”

Nourish that which seeks to destroy you, | thought, reaching into my pocket for astrip of expired
beef jerky. | unwrapped it from its package and tossed it underhand. They sniffed it, dubious,
unconvinced. “Okay,” said Fan. “What €lse do you have?’

| came up with Simone’ s chocol ates.

“Toss’em.”

“You can't feed chocolate to dogs,” | said.

“Why not?’

“It messes up their adrendine.”

“gg7

She had apoint. Poison that which seeks to destroy you, | thought, afar less noble sentiment. As
they fell upon the bite-sized confections, white with cocoa butter bloom, we circled past their perimeter
and escaped back to the car.

“Vancouver,” sad .

“Ddlicious” sad she.



| hit the accelerator. We drovein silence for atime.

“There sno such thing asdognip, isthere?’

“Not to my knowledge.”

Fantasianodded. “ Sometimes | get confused.”

| nodded back and smiled.

She stared down at her Iap. “ Sometimes | make words up. It's hard being me. A lot harder than it
looks.”

| imagined that it was.

“How areyou doing, pillwise?’ | asked, broaching adelicate subject.

She pursed her lipsin response and said, “What about hematite? Hematite is that cool shiny kind of
black liquid metal kind of stone, right? Or did | make that up too?’

Though in no way extraterrestria, the Elysium was a seded, self-contained feat of so-caled “Martian
architecture,” the avant-garde construction borrowing heavily from the designs of futurist Retib
Abdul-Qahhar. Surrounded by a barbed-wire fence and covered with solar panels, the pod seemed to
gpring from the weed-infested ground like a plastic-and-titanium flower.

“It’sbigger than ours,” Fan noted. “Why’ d we get stuck with the cheap seats?’

“WE re the contingency plan, remember? They put usin space. Kind of impractica to shoot something
thisbig up there, don’t you think?”

She grunted her disagreement. Pod envy, an ugly thing. We got in with a passkey.

Wewalked the halls.

We found the corpse.

Lazarus— what used to be Lazarus— lay unmoving in hisvat, dead as yesterday and silent as
tomorrow. All the machinery in the room had been short-circuited. The room stank. Antibacteria gel
encrusted thefloor.

“Our friend Lazarus has falen adeep,” said Fan, quoting the New Testament, but there would be no
waking him. Hewould not rise. Hewould rot.

“Cdledit,” | said.

“You suredid, Ha. Y ou the man.”

Fantasia s voice betrayed a shaken quality. Sure, we' d seen bodies before, practiced autopsies for
school, but thiswas actud, not virtua, and we knew him. For amost ten years we knew him. We may
not have liked him, but...

But hewasLaz. Y ou know, Laz.

He had aways been there.

And someone had murdered him.

Later I'd confirm that he’ d been electrocuted, done in by amassive eectrical surge, the safeguards
bypassed dl a the same time. That meant whoever killed him tried to do me in the same way, but | got
off (comparably) lucky. And it meant that someone was thinning the herd. Only ten of usin existence, and
with Laz gone we were down to nine. My death would have cut it to eight.

Again, what did | havein common with Lazarus?

Couldn't seeit.

| fantasized about giving hiseulogy.

“My friends, | stand here before you today to say a few words about the late Lazarus Weiss.
Our man Lazarus had an uncanny ability to make everyone around him feel stupid. By this, | don’'t
mean to insinuate that he was in any way intelligent. Just smug and calculating.”

The prick.

Timeto wake his girlfriend acrossthe hdl.

Wefound her alive and well. Sleeping so peacefully. It'sfunny. She couldn’t have looked more
different from the girl | knew.

But God was she beautiful!

Watching her float in that synthetic cradle, | thought about the incubator. We had an incubator infirst



grade. Baby chicks hatched from eggs. Fluffy, yellow baby chicks— red ones, or at least, we' d thought
they werered.

| remembered: Ellison talked us through the miracle of life as we watched them struggle free from their
shells, dl of usinnocent, dl fascinated. The incubator would keep them safe and warm, he said; the
subtext being that while our parents had put usin an 1VR boarding school, the staff could take care of us
here just as we could take care of the chicks. We started naming them. They would become our pets.

For thefirgt time, | had become truly aware of Simone. To that point, I’ d found her interesting because
we had smilar tastein candy. But now the expression on her face absorbed me as she stared at those
infant birds, kept me from turning away as the question rose up from somewhere I’ d never dreamt.

She asked: “What happened to the mother hen?’

A good question. Had Ellison stolen the chicks from their mother? No? Then why wasn't she here?

| had never thought about death before.

Ellison answered but | wasn't listening. | was staring at Smone. Holding my breath. | lay avake dl
that night, the ideataking root in my head and dowly twisting. | could see it condtricting other thoughts;
choking them off like aweed. My mom can die? What does that mean? Where does she go? Am |
going to die too?

It changed me. Not all at once, but over years and years. Something about her smart question and her
innocent face and the threat to that innocence that her question posed. | don’t think it affected her the
way it affected me. Maybe something misfired in my brain. It haunted me. It haunts me till.

Those memories rushed through me and | redlized, watching her float in that synthetic cradle, that my
love for Simone and my attraction to death had been born at the exact sametime.

| hit the graduation sequence and waited for the machines to disengage. Fan made me turn my head as
she pulled her naked from the vat. She wrapped her tight in atowd. | turned back to see her eyes flutter
open for the very first time. Ah, Smone.

She looked around in wonder and fear. We told her who we were. Wetold her to relax. Relax and
just listen. She strained to hear us, trying hard to grasp what we were saying. | kept my voice steady and
low. | didn’t want to rattle her.

Rattle her | did.

| watched some part of her drown in asudden, horrible redlization. “My parents are dead?”’

“They'reredly not dead or dive. They never existed.”

Shetook it harder than | had. Probably asign of good mental hedlth. | wanted to hold her but couldn’t
stand having my nose broken again.

“| haveasigter?’ sheasked. “My cousinin Vermont?’

“IVR characters, dl of them. Just like Darwin.”

“The scar | got when | dipped on the coral,” she said, turning her arm to look at the back of her elbow
where no scar existed.

| shook my head no. “They gave us preprogrammed looks and preprogrammed voices that were
never redly ours. A sense of identity that was only haf ours. That’s okay. That' sthe chrysdis. We' rethe
butterflies.”

“Isthiswhat amenta breakdown fedlslike?’ she asked. “Because | think | might be having one.”

Fan trotted out the painkillers. “Cam you down, help you deep,” she offered.

“I’ve dept long enough, thanks.”

The tears came then. She hugged hersalf and mourned thelie.

Over the next few hours| tried to engineer ameaningful relationship.

My schoolboy crush— wasit chemicd, dectrica, spiritua?— compelled meto hold her as she went
through the various stages of grief. | hoped it would plant the idea of me asanew romantic possibility
now that Lazarus was dead. But the old expression “ not if you were the last man on Earth” cameto
mind, and dthough | wasn't thelagt, | wasawfully close.

Subtlety never redly entered the equation. Love made me clumsy and crude.

The sad thing was that shereally liked me— | was no Lazarus, of course— but she'd called me



friend for many years. We cared about each other, genuinely and deeply. And here | stood, avictim of
raging hormones, crushed by my need to protect her. Everything | did to bring her to me only pushed her
farther away.

But maybe I’'m being too hard on myself.

| dug apit out back. Nothing fancy. We inhumed the body, Simone gracing the grave with the flowers
that I’ d picked.

Fantasiafound the proceedings funny. She kept bursting into giggles.

“I don't think she' shedlthy,” said Smone.

“I mogt certainly am hedlthy!” Fan protested. “I'm uniquely hedlthy! I'm healthy in waysyou ve never
even dreamed of!”

That’ swhen Simone started monitoring the pill intake. They talked it over, just the two of them, and
somehow she got through. Why Fan let her become the keeper of the medicine when shewouldn’t let
me, | won't hazard aguess. Needlessto say, | counted mysdlf lucky to have someone e se safeguarding
againg dementia. It allowed meto focus on the task at hand.

“ Someone murdered Lazarus and tried to murder you. Are we talking about a serid killer?” asked
Smone.

“Anassassin, certainly,” | said. “ Serid killer would depend on the motive.”

“What do you mean?’

“Ishefulfilling afantasy? Getting some kind of thrill out of it, sexua or otherwise? Then maybe we can
cdl him— or her — aserid killer.”

“Well, what doeskilling Laz accomplish?’ she asked. “Maybe that’ sthe question. Beyond the
obvious, what doesit mean?’

“It reduces humanity’ s chances by ten percent.”

“More,” said Fantasia.

| told her to check her math.

More, she said, because Laz was quite arguably the best and brightest of us. If anyone could have
cracked Black Ep, Fan's money would have been on him.

“Would you put me second?’

“Third,” shesaid. “I’d put her second.” She nodded at Simone.

“Sowould1,” | agreed.

“But maybethekiller didn't,” Fan argued.

Simone gave it some thought and nodded. “I1t wouldn't be the first time I’ ve been underestimated.
Okay, why not? It'saworking theory. So which of us has agrudge against humanity? We're basically
human oursalves”

“Hardly,” said Fan.

“Oh, s0 they ripped afew genes. If you check the DNA—"

“Simone, you' re human or you're not,” she countered. “ There' sno ‘basicdly’ about it.”

| said: “Let’snot split hairs. Any of us could carry agrudge. Any of us could take issue with how
Gedaechtnis played their cards. But who' s freak enough to start killing people?’

No one said anything.

“Maestro,” | said, galled by their silence.

“He saprogram.”

“He sthe most advanced atificid intelligencewho' s—”

“Who's il bound by his programming,” said Smone.

“No,” | sad, “he' ssdf-evolving. Or devolving, asthe case may be. He' sgrown increasingly unstable
sncethefirst day we met him. Don't tel me he hasn't.”

“And s0 you think he' skilling us off? Ha, you make him sound like abig metal robot, lumbering
around, ‘ De-stroy the hu-mans.” Y ou'’ re barking up the wrong tree.”

“Wall, if not Maestro, maybe another program?’ | offered. “ The dternative being it' s one of us?’

“There' sno onedse” Simone shook her head.

“But who among usisthat cold-blooded?’ No one had an answer.



“All right, I’m the morbid one, and she sthe cra— forgive me, Fan — the one with the history of
mentd illness. Anditisn't us” (I put Fan in the clear because the evidence suggested that she, like
Simone, had never seen anything but IVR before | pulled her out. To engineer something astechnically
complex asthe Calliope Surge, you' d first need to know that the world isfake.)

“So who could it be?’

“Let’ ssmplify the motive,” Smone suggested. “Let’ ssay it’sjedousy. Anger. Someone who hated
Lazarus enough to kill him. Some one who hates you enough to try the same. That sounds like two
completely different groups, but maybe there’ sa subset.”

“Okay, people who hated Laz. That would bethe clods,” | said, counting off on four fingers. “Me,
Tyler, Mercutio, Fan.”

“I don't hate anyone,” Fantasia protested, but weignored her.

“Peoplewho hate me,” | went on. “That’s Laz, |saac, Vashti, maybe. Anyone € se?’

“Champagne s not too fond of you,” said Simone.

“Right, good, Champagne. Anyone els=?’

No, apparently. No subset.

“ Any secrets we should know about? I saac have afaling-out with Laz?’

“Friendsto theend,” said Simone. “How about your running buddies?’

“What about them?’

“Doyou trust them?” she asked.

“Asmuch as| trust anybody.”

Fan made a dismissve sound, smirking. “ Ty’ s got a delicious mean streak and Merc’ sasneaky little
weasdl. | know how they talk behind my back.”

We went back and forth hypothesizing, but we couldn’t crack it.

“Once we reach Idlewild HQ, we can check the master logs,” | said. “That’ sthe only way to know
for sure”

“Let’sgo,” urged Fan.

“Hold on asecond,” said Simone, playing the voice of reason. “We' ve got akiller out there whose
M.O. has him eectrocuting people hooked up to machines. He' s struck twice. There’ sabunch of us il
vulnerable, trapped in IVR. We have to get them out.”

“Wadll, from Idlewild, | could tap directly into the source code.”

“That's promising, but won't it take daysto get there?’

“Penty of timefor himto strike again,” | agreed.

“Can you get them out from here?’

“Ah, I don’t know. | tried from my own pod. My accessis shit. Unless| go back into the VR
mysdf,” | reasoned, the idea snesking up on me. “I could find Pace. That's apowerful tool, Pace,
circumvents most of the security. Got me out. Maybe | could useit to get our friends out aswell.”

To hdl and back. Stuffing mysalf into abox where | stood a chance of getting fried again. It was
reckless, as Fan might say, but for agood cause. Two good causes, redlly, as| figured it might just
endear me to Simone, who agreed to monitor my vital signsand yank me out of IVR at thefirst sign of
trouble.

Getting out felt like waking from afever dream; going back in was more like alethd injection. Sensory
deprivation and asense of fdling as the chemicalstook hold...

Ankle-deep in sand and surf, | sidestepped horseshoe crabs the size of watermelons. Expensive
beachfront property, magica, moonlit and fake, no Pace, no onein sight.

“Anyone here?’ | called. “Nanny? Maesiro?’

What' s up with my voice?

| called my sprite but where | expected aflash of orange and black, | only saw silver and blue. It
wasn't mine. And | wasn't me.

Because I’ d used Simone’ s setup, the system assumed that | was she. So I'd reentered IVR asthe girl
of my dreams, as persuasive aclone as Jasmine.



Wi, fuck. Thischanged things. | could exploit the disguise.

Just down the hall, theoretically speaking, | could have masgueraded as Lazarus, which no doubt
would have drawn some nifty reactions from my peers— Heisrisen! — but the attack on Laz had
fritzed those e ectronics beyond al repair.

So, Simone. Painted in her colors, | could lay atrap.

First thingsfirst, though. How to get my hands on Pace? Crawling around with the crabs, it wasn't.
Maybe it went back to the Chinvat, or maybe it was bumping around my grave. It seemed drawn to
Lazarus and myself, we who' d been assaulted. Simone, on the other hand, would have to chase after it,
which was problematic since Nanny had gone missing. Without Nanny’ s services, | had only the sprite
for transportation.

Sowho did | want?

Tyler. Hetook my cdl right away. Brought me into his happy home, a utilitarian bachel or pad softened
but dightly by Champagne s artwork on the walls. He sat on the faux-leather couch, wearing jeansand a
black “Lung Butter” T-shirt. Ty had athing for the shock bands of the mid-century: Lung Butter, Banana
Enema, Max BSG. No accounting for taste and dl that. He' d moussed his hair up on either side of his
head, to create what looked to me like devil’ s hornsinward curving. He looked tense and distracted, not
to mention deep-deprived, playing acomputer game with one hand while beckoning mein with the other.

“Any luck?’

“Luck?’ | asked.

“Getting out of here.”

Hetook my slence asanegative.

“Didn’'t think so. Where have you been, then?’

“Oh, don't tell me you were starting to get worried,” | smiled.

With asnap of hiswrigt, Ty tossed the game controller, sending it Sdearm acrossthefloor. Like
skipping rocksin apond. “Don’'t even joke,” he warned. “Don’'t you even.”

| gave himwhat | consdered to be afairly lame apology.

“No, I'm sorry,” he said, accepting my words and reconsidering hisown. “I’'m going stir crazy here.
Fed like I’m under sege. My head won't stop pounding. Hypochondria, | hope. But I’'m happy to see
you'reokay. You are, aren't you?’

“Basicaly,” | agreed.

He nodded. “ Champagne' s freaked.”

“I bet.”

“She'snot as...” Hetrailed off, frowning - “ She' scoming over in abit.”

“Movingin?’

“For awhile. Safety in numbers, right?”

| shrugged. | wasn't so sure.

He counted off on threefingers: “No sgn of Lazarus, Halloween, Fantasa.” He waved those fingers
for emphasis, then added another one. “1 had you figured for number four. And then this businesswith
Mercutio. That's haf the class”

In Simone' sskin, | drew him ouit.

Maestro and the Nannies? AWOL. They'd grown strangely quiet these past few days. With the
programs nowhere to be found, no one could leave the school. Ty and the othersweretrapped in IVR,
stuck fast, waiting for arescuer. Waiting for someone to return them to (what they believed to be) redlity.
Wherethe hell was Ellison? Why would he leave them in for so long? They knew something waswrong;
they just didn’'t know what.

He told me about Mercutio. He was scared.

| took hisfear for honesty and repaid it with my own.

He grew incredulous, at first. Then angry. But then he understood.

“Merrily, merrily, merrily,” he coughed. “Lifeisbut adream. Oh hdl, | think you've donethe
impossible, Hal. Y ou' ve made my head acheworse.”

We compared notes, weighed suspects. He expressed the belief that Maestro was to blame.



“We shouldn’t have hacked. I d never have doneit if I'd known he' d take it as such athrest. Because
now? Now he's on agoddamn rampage. He' sflipped aswitch. He' s Saturn devouring his children, like
that Goya painting. Y eah, he's swallowed uswhole and herewe arein the IVR belly of the beast, getting
fucking digested one by one by one.”

“Thenwe' Il just have to cut our way out with athunderbolt,” | said.

Pace could be that thunderbolt. | told Ty al | knew about the abnormous program, hypothesizing that
| might tap its power to lead my brothers and sistersto freedom. If only | knew whereit was.

He said he’' d keep an eye out for it.

Which was more than Merc could do. | found him in thelittle red schoolhouse, doing exercisesin the
dark.

“Go away,” hesaid. “It' snot safe here.”

“Here, there, anywhere.”

His brow furrowed. He stopped in mid push-up.

“Now that’ sinteresting,” he said.

“What is?’

“Say something ese,” he said, Sitting up to show me eyes as white and blank as an empty page.

“Chrigt, Merc, areyou redly blind?’

He pointed up at the ceiling where our sprites hovered. “Y ou’ ve got Smone’ s colors. That’ sthe one
thing | can gtill see. Sprites. But your voice sounds—"

“Off?

— alittle off, | do believe. Who areyou?’

| spilled. Told him everything, just aboui.

Where the others responded with varying degrees of shock and horror, Mercutio found what | had to
say perversaly funny. He giggled into the back of his hand, snorting as | explained that what we dl
thought was redlity was just another part of the VR, and when | got to the part about his body actualy
beinginthe. Shangri-La pod, he clapped and cheered.

“Pods! | knew it,” helaughed. “We re fucking pod people!”

By the end of my report he grew camer, theimplicationssinking in.

“Soit'sdl just zerosand ones,” he sad.

He told me how Maestro had blinded him, a comparable punishment to burying me dive, | supposed,
though | sullenly fdlt I d gotten the worgt of it.

“Now | haven’t seen — bad choice of words— haven't heard from him since he did thisto me. But
he' s coming back, Hal. | can sméll it. Y ou have to get me out of here.”

“Working onit,” | said. “Now why is he so pissed, do you think?? That little number you pulled, what
exactly did you doto him?’

Merc shrugged. “ Customized the jammer. Triggered anew hack.”

“Y ou try to bring the whole system down?’

“No, just Maestro. Denid of service viacongtant rerouting. Y ou know, every time he makesamove,
bounce him somewhere else. Should have been funny. Something went wrong, though. If | had accessto
the datamaybe | could figure out what.”

“I'll work on that too.”

“Take me back to the Tgg Mahd, | can step through and—"

“Won't do any good.”

“Oh, right,” hesaid. “I'd ill beinIVR.”

True enough, and without Pace or Nanny | couldn’t take him anywhere. Not unless| madeit to
Idlewild for redl, which increasingly sounded like my best move. | thought that Pace might be crawling
about, what with Maestro blinding Merc here, but no, not asign of that crystal spider. Wasthere
something | could do to bring it to me?

| tried Isaac but he wouldn’t take my call.

Vashti wasin full-on heinous-bitch mode even before | told her who | redlly was. The strain of
captivity Was getting to her, | imagined. Not to make excusesfor her.



No, | explained, | was not Simone.

No, | explained, | was not stalking Simone. A ppearances be damned.

When | ladit dl out for her, she gave metheline of the night. She said: “You'reteling mewe're
ved 7’

Eh?

“Taken from our mothers, raised in boxes, never seeing sun light — that’ sved.”

“Y ou might be missing the point,” | told her.

From Vashti’ sjazzy coffeehouse, | hit Fantasid s madhouse, that being Pandora slast IVR location
when the Nannies disappeared. One empire, two nations, three moons. Fan had spent years customizing
her weird and purple domain, inventing aturbulent history | could barely understand.

| found Pandorain arefugee camp on the border between the two warring nations, Indig and Resig.
She d been playing dice with agroup of Smileys.

“Quereevo!” sheexclamed, risng to her feet and dusting hersdlf off. “Can | crash at your place,
Simone? |’ m getting antsy hereand | can’t go home.”

| brought her up to speed.

Like Vashti, she seemed more upset that | would masguerade as Smone than the whole civilization
annihilated —we're all that’ s left — now someone’ s picking us off — oh by the way you’ ve never
actually set foot in reality thing.

“She’ snot who you think sheis,” Pan warned me, ashort-lived half-smile snaking across her face.
Shewouldn’t look a me and she wouldn’t explain. She kept fiddling with her piercings, rings and studs
she' d undoubtedly haveto redo in the red world.

| told her — I’'m not sure why — about my visit to Sdo Paulo. Domain 7777. The haf-smile returned
and waxed full. For sixty seconds, give or take afew, we put worries aside and talked about the places
she grew up, the park, the planetarium, the games of Ultimate Frisbee.

She told me how badly she wanted to get out of here. To get back to her old routine. Among other
things, she had alittle-league soccer team to coach. Two dozen first graders and their parentswould be
wondering what happened to her.

To the extent that 1VR characters can wonder.

She wanted not freedom but normality. She wanted that illusion back. | was sympathetic, but only to a
point.

A red-and-orange sprite flashed overhead; | saac had returned my call.

| abandoned Pandorato meet him on his home turf, a customized Khmunu, the legendary “City of
Eight.” Thousands of years ago, Khmunu had been native soil to the cult of Thoth, Egyptian god of
knowledge. There, Thoth hatched the Cosmic Egg, uttering the first words of Crestion. Y earslater, the
Greekswould liken Thoth to their god Hermes and rename the city Hermopolis. Later ill, it would
become known as Al-Ashmunayn.

My knowledge of geography impressed Isaac not in the least. With hisarms crossed in front of his
chest, he studied me, grave and calculating.

“Isit true?’ he asked.

“Iswhat true?’

“Lazarus”

“What about him?’

“Ishe dead?” he growled. “Y ou are our resident necrologist, aren’t you?’

And so heknew | wasn't Simone. Had he talked to someone? Vashti, maybe?

“Thanatologist,” | corrected him. Degth asatrangtion. Thereisafair difference between a philosopher
and a coroner. But the difference was lost on Isaac, clearly. | told him as much and told him that, yes,
Lazarus was dead.

He made a sour face. “ And the world? Explain it tome.” | confirmed hisworst fears.

He watched me with care, interrupting my answers with the kind of questions you ask when you hope
someon€e slying. But hey, if I'm lying, I’'m dying. Isaac could sense that. He turned himsdlf eest, hisgaze
impassively sweeping theriver Nile. The cradle of civilization — counterfeit IVR civilization, but



civilization nonetheess— bustled with life, acast of thousands.

Bitterly, he sghed.

“Quit thisworld, quit the next, quit quitting,” he said.

Hadn't heard that before. “Isthat a Sufi quote?’

“What are you doing here?’ hereplied. “Don’t you have some where to be?’

That depended on whether or not he’ d seen Pace.

“Ligen,” hesaid.

In the gospel according to Isaac. ..

Once upon a time in the desert, there was a man down on his hands and knees, combing the hot
sand. A camel rode up, and upon the camel sat the man’s friend.

“What are you doing?” asked the friend.

“1"ve lost my gold coin,” said the man.

“Then I'll help you look.”

He dismounted and they began to sift through sand, combing and combing for a glint of gold.
They did this together for a long time, and for a long time neither spoke. Eventually, the friend
scratched his head and asked: “ Do you remember where you saw it last?”

“Yes, in my house.”

“In your house? Then why not look there?”

“ Because there’ s no light in my house,” said the man. “ How would | find it?”

“All right,” | said, “and what the hell does that mean?’

“Fgureit out,” he said and was gone.

It wasthe longest conversation with Isaac that | could remember having. The longest and quite
possibly the most civil.

Friendsarelike mirrors, I’ve heard. Y ou bond — for better or worse— with people whose
personality traits reflect upon your own. Likewise enemies. But my mirrors? The more | looked at them,
themorel felt like I’ d stepped into afunhouse.

Last on my list, Champagne. The vapid, conceited Champagne. She took my cal and immediately
began screaming at me. | sodidn’t need it.

Didn't understand it, redlly.

“Come on, you pump, I'll breathe!”

What was she saying? She put her hands on me, pissed, grabbing a my arms.

“He sauffocating!”

Behind her, aglassy-eyed Ty lay haf-on and haf-off the couch, struggling to bresthe. Too much
carbon dioxidein hisblood. Not enough oxygen. Out of baance, fataly so. Cyanossgave hisskina
bluish tinge. It was the nightmare scenario | feared — another of us dying before | could stop this.

Champagne pinched his nose and kissed hisbluelips. She forced air down into hislungs. | pumped his
chest. Fifteen pumps after every two breaths.

It accomplished nothing. “ Respirator,” she panted.

“Wedon't have” | said.

No matter what we tried, nothing would help. The devil wasin the distance; Ty’ s physical location was
agood five thousand milesfrom mine. It was like trying to resuscitate a hologram. In VVancouver and
Atlanta, wetried to save him. But in Berlin, hedied.

Champagne kept right on breathing for him. That'slove, | guess. She denied the redlity of the Situation
and | choked onit.

Tyler —they fucking murdered Tyler —killed my oldest friend dead and | could have — maybe
| could have stopped it —if | only knew —but | didn’t so now he' s ash, ghost, fading memory —
my fault — and he was good to me — taught me how to stand up for myself against Maestro,
against the pets — helped make me who | am, no doubt about that — and | paid him back by
never accepting Champagne, by making fun of her when I knew it bothered him —nice, real nice
—and he died for what? —what thrill? — what cause? —tell me what treasure is worth the



oxygen in a good man’s brain?

Man?Kid, redly. Wewere dl ill kids.

Poor Ty.

| stepped back. | turned away.

A sck and unreasoning anger flooded me but could not touch my fear. My mind felt lesslike afine
gted trap and more like azoo with no bars. | would have vengeance for Tyler. But whereto start?
Where to stop?

| sat therefor an hour, at least. | was vaguely aware of Champagne continuing to try to resuscitate Ty.
Then she curled up on the floor beside him and just stopped, not moving. | breathed my fury for long
minutes, until atiny noise woke me from my fugue. The mail dot creaked open.

IVR letter-carrier making hisrounds, surely, and | wondered how the Gedaechtnis whiz kids felt about
designing virtua junk mail. A perfectly colorlessindex finger punched through the dot, not to deliver mall
but to point at me and curl back, beckoning me closer.

| camein for abetter [ook.

On the other side of the door, | saw the Gray Kid, the one from my dreams, the one | had glimpsed
for just afraction of asecond when Merc shattered the IVR. I'd dmost written that off asahalucination
but here he kndlt, inches away, peering through the opening a me.

Shades of gray inaworld of color. Helooked like aglitch.

He put hisfinger to hislips, silencing my questions before | could ask them. Shh. Again he beckoned,
inviting me outside, willing meto follow.

The dot clanked shut.

| looked over my shoulder to see Ty’ sgirl still curled up againgt him. For dl her flaws, trying to save
him had been Champagne at her best. The room could have been on fire; she wouldn't have left hisside.

| kept her out of it. Flung the door open. Shadowed Gray down the stairs. Night fell suddenly, the
afternoon sun dropping without reason or warning. He led meto the back yard, to Ty’s
hot-tub-d ash-duck sanctuary. Champagne' s pets played follow-the-leader, afamily of mallards paddling
through the water in endless circles, breaking the routine only now and again to bob their heads for abite
of plankton.

Gray caught hisreflection in the water, pondered it, and met my eyes.

“Funny how you can hope for something for so very long and then when it finaly happensyou redize
how monstrousit is,” he said. “Not funny, haha More funny, strange. Or funny, sad. Language collapses
onceagan.”

“I’ve seen you before,” | said. “Who are you?’

“The Ghogt inthe Machine,” he smirked.

| said nothing.

“Dad named me Maachi,” he said. “Maachi the Beta-Test. If those other nine are your siblings, you
can think of me asa step brother.”

“Can|?’ | scowled.

“An older stepbrother. | watched you grow up, you know. From the shadows, | watched.”

“You'revirtud.”

“Sure. A virtud kid. Gedaechtnis had metry out the syster while you were daoshing around in atest
tube.” He dipped afinger and swirled, sending ripples through the water that succeeded in agitating the
ducks. “ They studied my reactions. Made improvements. | went through twelve Nannies, sixteen
Maestros, twenty-eight moms, thirty-one dads. Dads but not ‘ Dad,’ if you follow. My creator, Dr. James
Hyoguchi, wasmy red ‘Dad,” but these were just dad programs that would go on to raise the lot of you.
Of course, you aready know my red ‘Mom,”” he said, waving ahand at the IVR environment that
surrounded us. “Y ou lived indde her for eighteen years.”

“Oh,” | said. “ Y ou sound pretty fucking bitter.”

“Guesswhat?’ hesaid. “I have aright to be bitter. Without me they couldn’t have built this, but when
they’ d finished they just shuffled meinto the background. Y ou grew up and | had to sit and watch.”

“Boo hoo,” | snapped. “ That’ swhy you' rekilling everyone?’



“No, that' swhy I’'m—" He grimaced, | etting the rest of the denid fal by the wayside. “Wdll, yes,” he
admitted. “In asense, I’ m respons ble because without me | don't think any of thiswould have
happened. But it' sunintentiona.”

“Okay, so you' rewhat? Y ou' re killing them by accident?’

“I'mtrying to help you.”

“Try harder,” | said.

“I'm helping you right now in waysyou don't redize.”

He spoke, and in doing so painted a picture of forces digned against me, he and Pace overpowered
but doing their best to hold them back. Which was his duty, he inssted, because he was responsible.

“Do you know what bleeding is?’ he asked me.

“A hemorrhage.”

“No, for me,” he said, tapping his chest. “Do you know what bleeding isfor me?’

| shook my head.

“When you organics get frustrated, you keep it to yourselves. Maybe you express that frustration,
maybe you act on it, but the fedling stayswith you. Not so with me. I’ m part of the machine. I'm the
conscience of the machine. When | fed something, it bleeds”

“Y ou're saying that your persondity, this*poor little bitter old me’ goddamn artificid persondity, has
been infecting—"

“Infecting, yes, precisdly.”

“ —the Academy and everything in it?’

“For eighteen years now,” he nodded. “ Slowly but surely.”

“Maestro,” | said.

“Went cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs. Absolutely?’

o, | thought. Malachi turned Maestro and now he's sorry; trying to put the genie back in the
bottle.

“Gedaechtnis built an evolving system,” he explained. * Everything' s programmed to respond to you
kids. But I'm akid too. It' sadesign flaw; the system listens to me more than any of you, it adjuststo me
whether | want it to or not.”

| said: “You ve known about thisfor sometime. Why didn’t you come to me sooner?’

“Believeme, | tried,” he said, “but I’ ve been running for my life here. HE' s deleted me twice aready.
I”’m restoring from timed backups I’ ve hidden in system files. It' samatter of time until he findsthem all
and that’ll bethelast anyone sees of me. Or Pace for that matter.”

“Unless| can ddete him first.”

“So to speak.”

“I'll goto Idlewild HQ. Get rid of Maestro. Pull everyone out of thelVR.”

“A good start,” Maachi agreed.

“What els?’

“Wall, | fear none of that will makethekilling stop,” he said, frowning dightly. “He Il just switch
tactics. Instead of power surges and oxygen deprivation, he'll use guns.”

“Yeah, I'd liketo seethat,” | said. “Ishe going to physicaly build himsalf abody, chase after us, hunt
usdown?’

“Build himsdf abody?’

| puzzled & his confusion.

“Youdon't understand,” he said. “I’m not talking about Maestro. Maestro’sjust atool. | infected the
system and that includes dl ten kids. Y ou' ve grown up in the wake of my misery. Y ou don’t shrug that
off so easily. You don't get away unscathed.”

| said: “It' sone of us”

“Now, | never meant anyone any harm,” he said. “ And maybe he was just abad seed. Maybe he
would have turned out bad without my influence. To find out you' re not even human, that’ saterrible
shock. It can push you over the edge, don’'t you think?’

“Push who over the edge?’



“The one of you | dways hated the mogt,” he said. “The oldest.” Oldest, | thought. The firstborn.

“Mercutioisblind,” | said. “He can’'t be the one because Maestro blinded him.”

“No, | did that. Tried to keep him out of the system atogether, but denying him visud interfaceisthe
best | can do.”

| was speechless. My best friend.

“He dectrocuted Lazarus. He suffocated Tyler. He strying to kill you aswe speak but I'm
multitasking, working with Pace to keep your oxygen flowing.”

Malachi looked small and wretched and so did |. Behind him, the Northern Lights painted the sky with
acold, dismd light.

Mercutio, | thought. Blind man’s bluff.

| didn’t want to believeit. | wanted Maachi to be lying through his gray little teeth. If he wereto blame
for dl of this, just arogue program bent on my destruction, | could delete him without hesitation. Like
swatting abug. After dl, helived an atificid life and we shared no history.

But Merc...

His sense of humor had aways struck me as dark, even darker than my own. He hid behind a
sarcadtic, fatdigtic front, a“why bother?” sengbility that belied genuine concern.

Or maybe the front hid nothing at all. Maybe the feeling behind it had been amisguided projection on
my part.

He was the best hacker. He had the means, he had the opportunity. | could imagine him wanting to
hurt Lazarus. They’ d been enemiesfor years. Killing him, though, that seemed ahdll of alineto cross.
Had hein fact crossed it and then been unable to turn back? 1’ d read interviews with mass murderers;
invariably they said that the first murder was the hardest to stcomach, that it grew easier with repetition.

Why me?Why Tyler? What had we ever doneto him?

Maybe he redly did absorb something from Malachi. That program had eighteen years to poison our
dreams. Had it warped him, intentionaly or no?

He'dsad: “I think I’d like to work with kids.”

Did it mean something?

A Rorschach inkblot of a man.

My friend from the beginning. | remembered laughing with Merc, joking, friendly competition over
who could be the bigger thornin Maestro’ s side. | remembered dozens, maybe hundreds of tripsto
Twain's, sharing teen angst over Peps and grilled cheese sandwiches. | remembered the occasional
stupid joyride, denting trash cans and mailboxes simply because we could. | remembered enjoying our
adolescent power.

No, | did not want to believeit.

Fantasia pulled me out of the IVR. Fantasia, not Simone. Smone sat on the floor, gazing off in my
generd direction though not & me. She looked peaceful. Stupidly so.

“Hey,” | said, ripping tubesfrom my arms.

“Hey, she's, uh, coming down,” said Fan.

“Down from what?’

With ashake of her foot Fan indicated the swank Gucci purse that housed her ever-growing collection
of antipsychotic meds, soporificsand painkillers.

“I’'m okay,” Simone said, those amonds dilated. “ Funny story, redly.”

Shetold me— rambling a bit, shuffling her words to overcome the haze— how she' d suffered a
miserable dlergic reaction inthetime I’ d been gone. Her biochemistry struggled and faltered, sputtering
histamine. Assick asthe real world made me, it made her even sicker. Smarter than the rest of us,
Simone, but her immune system wasn't as strong.

She compensated with medication. Antihistaminesto treat symptoms, phagocytesto break down
bacteria, then acocktail of immune stimulants. When none of that made her fed better, she dipped into
the painkillers.



Hit her alittle strong, they did.

“Yes, | amindeed spacey,” shesaid, “but | fed so much better.” She expected it might take sometrid
and error to find the right chemica baance.

More tests required. She said she stood agood chance of being hypersenstive to threonine, which
sucked because we needed those supplementsto live,

“I'll tough it out,” she promised.

That only endeared her to me more.

| told them about Tyler. The news sobered Simone, and she wept. She expressed sympathy to me,
since I’ d been the closest to him. She wondered aloud about Champagne, about how shewas doing. As
| felt another wave of grief threaten to submerge me, | noticed that Fan did not react, except to make a
tiny sniffing sound. Not asniffle, just asniff.

| told them about Maachi. Something flickered in Fan’s eyes. She wouldn’t voiceit. Simone nodded,
thinking. She’ d seen him before— in adream, like me, she realized — but the dream had faded and
now she couldn’t recal it.

| told them what Malachi had said.

Fan could seeit. Shedidn’t want to, but she could definitely seeit. “ Sometimes Mercy does crazy
things” she shrugged, pronouncing it “murky.”

Simone could seeit too. “ Sociopath. Sure. He always seemed dippery to me. When | look back, |
can seethesgns”

Maybe there were signs, and I’ d blinded mysdlf to them. “ Stable’ was never aword I’ d useto
describe Mercutio. A born shit-stirrer, he could be difficult, and unpredictable, and sometimes
dangerous. If they were signs, fine, but | could be al those thingstoo. It'saquestion of degree, | guess.
And they didn’t redize he had his good points, some very good pointsin hisfavor.

When we hit fourteen hel d started getting secretive with hisfreetime, so | got curious and tailed him to
adicey part of town. | remember he looked embarrassed when | caught up with him — and then alittle
angry. Then he put that aside and welcomed me in. He' d been feeding the lessfortunate. Turkey dinners
on Thanksgiving.

Not for completely dtruistic reasons, I'll admit; he liked agirl who worked at the local soup kitchen
and said he wanted to “ shake some bad karma.” But ill....

And two days later he sabotaged Vashti’ s science-fair project. Undid weeks of hard work with a
bottle of indelibleink. Just for the hdll of it. | thought it was funny at the time, Merc being Merc, and who
redlly cared about VVash? Its not as funny now. | don’'t know. When you befriend arattlesnake, you
never expect it to bite you.

Simone put her fingersto her lips, turning her attention forward instead of back. “We haveto bring him
tojudtice”

“Youmeankill him,” | said.

“1 don't believe in execution,” she began, pausing as she weighed her grief and outrage against her
principles, “but we should try him and convict him and then put it to avote. I'll go dong with the
magjority.”

“The mgority saysbang,” said Fan.

“Wadll, if hedidit, itisn't entirely hisfault,” | heard mysdlf argue. “ Take alook at what he' s been
through.”

“What we've all been through,” said Smone.

| shut my mouth on the counterargument. Being Merc' s gpologist gave me no joy.

Where the fuck was he?

He started at Shangri-La, not the mythica Himaayan paradise but our own Shangri-La pod nestled
in the northern suburbs of Atlanta, Georgia. He could still be there, | figured. With Champagne.
Keeping her hostage, maybe. He can hack security and launch all his attacks from the privacy of
his own pod.

Or he could have madethetrip to Idlewild.



Idlewild gives him even greater access. There, he can tap into the VR and disguise his
signature. Make it look like he' s actually somewhere else. Or someone else. He can learn more
there, refine his sabotage. Plus, it’s the best defensive position. Because we have to go there to
pull the others out.

Not so, | redized. Idlewild HQ might allow us to release everyone at once, but we could just go
to Europe and do it manually...

Except flying a plane without any redl training sounded risky and an ocean cruise would take too long.
It would give him time, time he could use to send more of usfrom the land of theliving to the land of the
dead.

No, hehad to bein Idlewild. It'swhere | would beif | were him. And out of nowhere, | hit an odd
thought: That body | buried —how do | know it’sreally Lazarus?

I’d never met Lazarus— not in redl life, anyway — and for al | knew that corpse belonged to
somebody el se. The envelope with his name on it that had been waiting for each of us had been sodden
and dissolving in blue gel, so we couldn’'t know for sure whoseit had been. A theory took shape.
Mercutio: that’ swho I’ d buried. Thekiller zapped him, and then stole his online identity, impersonating
himinthelVR just as|’d impersonated Simone. Which meant the killer was Lazarus.

Now we' re getting somewhere.

Themore| thought about it, the more sense it made. Laz fakes his own death and starts hunting hisold
enemies. Mercutio, Tyler, me. He uses Maestro as adistraction. When | get too close to the truth, he has
Malachi throw me off-track.

Elegant, if markedly deranged. Was Laz capable of this? Again, | wondered: What' s the motive?
And then: What's his endgame?

| couldn’t seethat far. But | liked thisidea. Not the part about Merc being dead — that wastragic, of
course— but | preferred him dead to stabbing me in the back. Not to mention Ty.

| didn’t dare bring my theory to Simone. Why raise her hopes about Lazarus being dive, diabolica
killer or no? Better to keep him out of her head. Fantasia, though — in whispered conversation, | laid it
out and took her measure. She dismissed it flat-out, then thought it over, reconsidering her negation with
anirritable smack of her lips. Possible, she decided. Definitely possible.

Fan called shotgun. Simone hopped in the back. | got behind the whed, adjusted my mirrors. And
abnormalized. Big-time.

| could fed mysdlf pulling in opposite directions, freskishly dividing into halves. That dream had
returned, awaking fantasy now of being two people instead of one...

Only inmy head. | knew this. But it hit me with force.

Thefirst me grabbed the moment and hugged it like asmall child would — | named him Road Trip.
Road Trip put the car on cruise control so he could sing dong with the music and play | Spy With My
Little Eye. Despite everything he d lived through, he could be charming. Even kind. He flirted with
Simone. Lo and behold, Simone actually flirted back. Connection, spark, the promise of magic if not
magic itsdf. Tyler’ sdeath did not touch him. Neither did Mercutio’ saleged betraya. They couldn't.
He d waited hiswhole lifeto fed good. Hereit was.

The second me just sat there. Sat and stared. And knew. | named him Death Watch.

What elsecould | cal him?

Road Trip and Death Watch, amoebic twins. Spawned by fisson and schism.

| floated in afeding of wrongness. That split-second confusion before pain can set in. Get your front
teeth knocked out and there’ s a sense that something is not right, something has gone horribly wrong.
“Wait aminute, aren’'t my teeth supposed to be here in my mouth? What happened to my teeth?” And
then the pain. Or if your arm gets broken, it' sthe “My arm’ s not supposed to bend that way, isit?’ The
sckening “Whoops.” That’swhat | had, except it wasn't a split-second whoops. It stretched for hours
and hours. It was like ademon had looked ahead to my blackest moment, found the accompanying
whoops and stretched it back. Pulled the whoops back through time to wrap me up in it, mummifying me
in an impenetrable cocoon.



Maybe not ademon. Maybe an angel of mercy. Because when | ook back, | can see asmall kindness
in the universe. The schism gave me a chance to be Road Trip. It let me spend time with Smonewhen |
was at my best. For thefirst time ever, | felt perfectly comfortable with her. | did not fed so very, very
Nervous.

Was | that far from crazy? Road Trip and Death Watch vs. Nutritious and Delicious, who would win
in afigment tag-team extravaganza? The difference between me and Fan, of course, wasthat | could see
my daydreams for what they were.

Couldn't I?

We skirted the U.S.-Canadian border, chasing sunrises, fleeing sunsets.

Simone talked about the future.

Fan dangled her feet out the window.

We stopped for supplies now and then, fanning out to grab any thing and everything we thought might
help us with our task. Just north of 1daho, Road Trip found atobacconist shop with good old
Sendiri-brand Indonesian kretek. The red-and-gold box. Sweet, spicy clove cigarettes.

I’ ve found cloves when here |” ve been cloven.

So | lit up and choked. Nearly busted alung. Man, these things are fucking terrible!

Road Trip went from coughsto giggles. Death Watch felt his pulse pound.

No chain-smoking for me. Couldn’t stand them. Blame it on my inhuman physiology or the fact that
my virgin lungs had never actualy inhaed real smoke before. Or blame Gedaechtnis. Sure, which ever
programmer they’d put in charge of ord fixations might have made the IVR cloves sublimely delicious
when redly they were shit dl dong.

Or maybe | just outgrew them.

It's possible, | thought. Maybe I’ m growing up.

Back at the car, no Fan — till shopping, | guessed — but Simone had stretched herself out in the
backsesat, aluxurious pose, as sexy asl’d ever seen her. Assexy as |’ d ever seen Jasmine. Not quite
deeping, but adrift in a post-catnap haze.

Her eyesfluttered and she looked right through me.

Vacant.

Death Watch shifted hisweight to the other foot. Road Trip asked her if she was okay.

She babbled.

Shedidn’t know who | was.

Shedidn’'t know anything.

Not okay. Out of her mind on pain pills, her breathing “ Champagnesque,” to borrow one of Merc’'s
expressons. Whichisto say dow and shallow. A whine of protest as| pulled her from the car and made
her walk around. She just wanted to go limp. | wanted her dert. We settled for something in between.

She had a problem, clearly. | told her that. Told her she’ d taken too many pills, again, and | redly
wasn't grooving the pattern. “Officer, can't you let me off with awarning?’ she murmured.

| appreciated the fact that she wasin constant pain, but for the love of God she had to nix the
sdf-medication. Ixnay on the elfsay-edicationmay.

Oh, would I lighten up? Would | please stop?*“I’mfine,” she assured me. “A little deepy. No big ded,
Hd, redly.”

“Givemethe bag.”

She deflected my ingstence with verbd judo, using my concern against me. Even so, | would not be
deterred. Protecting her: my top priority.

And then...

“You're so swest,” shesad. “ Thank you.”

She leaned in and kissed me gently on the cheek. Our firgt kiss. That infamous Y ou’ re agood friend”
kiss. But forget that one, because when our eyes met (hers glassy, mine lovestruck) the second kiss
followed, obliterating everything that had come before. On thelips and redl. Better than anything I’ d ever
known.

With that kiss, our fates were sealed.



We pulled apart when Fan returned.

Asshe came off her high, the ramifications of the kiss began to snk in. Wetaked around it with hating
sentences and shy smiles. Fan took over the driving duties, which let me Sit in the back with Smone.

“That wasnice,” she said, holding my hand.

“Yeah”

“| fed alittleguilty.”

“Why? Because of Lazarus?’

“Y es, and Pandora.”

“Pandora?’

“Y ou know she'sin love with you.”

Pause.

“Y ou knew that, right?’

| said: “Right.”

But | hadn’t known.

We switched places when the sun fdll, Fan degping in the back while Simone took the front with me,
looking green. With the drugs ebbing away, the receptorsin her subsynaptic membrane had stopped
blocking the pain and sickness. She coughed and sneezed and shook her head, miserable. She popped
another painkiller but just the one. A show of restraint.

Le Diable apparait dans beaucoup de formes.

The Devil comesin many forms.

A long-eared jackrabbit sprinted across the road and | braked on ingtinct, swerving. Went right off the
road. Fought for control of the car and | got it, though the sudden turn sent Fan tumbling to the floor and
knocked Simon€' s head against the passenger-side window.

Theimpact was not particularly solid. The glass did not break, nor even dent. Smone did not lose
consciousness. She had asmall bruise at her temple, nothing more.

Just to be safe, | checked her out for an extradural hemorrhage. She seemed fine.

Except from that moment on, she complained of splitting headaches. She upped her pill intake to
compensate: Up, and up, and up.

That tiny bruise turned out to be the straw that broke the junkie' s back.

It happened like this. We stopped for a bathroom bresk at a Wisconsin diner that reminded me of
Twain's. Smone disgppeared into the ladies’ room. A little time went by and then alittle more. Like
idiots, Fan and | waited for her to come out until we realized that something might be horribly wrong. Fan
went into get her. | heard her yell my name. | came running. Simone lay motionless on the bathroom
floor, overdosed, her pupilslike pin dots.

| ripped atraumakit. Nearly toreit in half.

Wetried everything to save her. Naloxone. Ipecac. Stimulants. CPR. We pumped her ssomach.

Nothing worked.

Her heart dowed, then stopped atogether. | kept the oxygen going. Would not let hope flicker out.
And | kept calling her name, because if she could hear me maybe she could answer me. And if she
couldn’t, at least she’ d know — she’ d know | was there and that — everyone dies done, they say, but
bullshit, | wasright there with her, holding her, hoping...

Just hoping.

Until it happened.

Like the song goes, it put astutter in my soul.

Harvard Medica School — thefuture I’ d been promised. Did they have aclassin staving off despair?
Could they have taught me what to do and how to fee when my patients stop bregthing? When the
people | care about diein my ams?

Road Trip would have tried to cheer me up, I’'m sure, but the usdless bastard was nowhere to be
found. | can only assume Death Watch ate him. Bonesand al.

| can till fed Smonée slipson mine.



Andif | could takeit back, I would. Because Doom followed. Not my fat-ass VR vampire, but actua
Doom, ugly sister to Destiny. Becausein that kiss, shedied. Not right away, | grant you. But in the
choice we made, in that moment, that kiss, she became aliving ghost.

We used each other. | took advantage of her drug-addled state; without the painkillers she' d never
have kissed me. She took advantage of my hormones and my heart; without that kiss1’d never have let
the drug issue drop.
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CHAPTER 10
SAMHAIN

“Will the cheetah catch the antelope?”

The Southern Gentleman mulls that question over and over in hismind, investing in it an
almost mystical significance. The answer issimple. She will or she won’t. Nothing iscertainin
Nature. Sometimes the cheetah catches her prey. Sometimes she goes hungry. Thereis no
guarantee.

They’ ve built a smart antelope, a strong antelope, a fast antelope. An untested antelope.

Black Ep remains one hell of a cheetah.

The project is rapidly coming to an end. The men and women of Gedaechtnis have given it their
best. It'sout of their hands. It'sin God’ s hands, some say. Beds have been made; now it’stime to
liein them.

Pathetic asit may sound, Maestro’s coffin sounded pretty okay to me as| sat there on the grungy
ladies room floor. Theimpulseto die tugged and tugged. Like watching someone vomit and fegling your
own stomach rumblein disgust and sympethy.

A world without Smone. What did it mean?

Caring for me asafriend, or more than afriend, or even just putting up with my fedingsfor her, she
had been my tether to al the wonders under the sun. | tried to count them without her and couldn’t. The
tether had snapped.

| thought: Thisis not really happening.

Fantasia put her arms around me, but she might aswell have been consoling a statue. She gave me her
compassion for what might have been an hour, maybe more, maybe less. Time had stopped for me.
However long it was, shetried and tried. But no. No reaching me.

| was six yearsold again. | was wondering about the mother hen. What happened to her? Where did
shego?

Fan got me up on my feet. | just did back down again. | wouldn't follow her.

She sad if we gave up now, it al would have been for nothing. | couldn’t hear her.

She called me a catatonic asshole and threatened to break my nose again.



| didn’t care.

She pulled her fist back but didn’t swing.

“Wedill haveajobtodo,” she said.

And that penetrated.

“Ajob,” | said.

“That’ sright, Hal, we still have work to do. We re not doneyet.” | closed my eyesand nodded. I'd
spent my life hiding from my obligations, but now what did | have but aresponsibility to the dead?

That, and nothing more. Ddlicious, | thought. Let’ s finish the job.

When | think of Smone now, | think of butterfly wings. Beautiful and excruciaingly delicate. Touch
them once and they might disintegrate.

Did she 0.d. by accident? Or on purpose?

| never saw her assuicida, but part of me wondersif the die was cast at the moment she saw what
she believed to be Lazarus s dead body. They were soul mates, after all. Conscioudy or no, maybe she
wanted to join him. Or maybe Gedaechtnisjust botched her genetic batter, leaving her vulnerableto
every passing dust mite and microbe. Smple asthat. Pain can build anest in you, twisting and stretching
beyond dl tolerance. Who can resist just one more pill?

Whom should | blame for this? Should | make acase for Lazarus or Mercutio? Mysdf or Smone?
Malachi? Can | blame the bruise? The window? The painkillers themsel ves? How about the lousy,
stupid, goddamn rabbit — conejo estupido, conejo malo — that | could have made one with the
pavement?

Always| come back to the kiss.

Idlewild, past the lake, right off Route 10.

It wasjust as | remembered it, minusthe people. My eyes caught al the old street Signs. So many
rdigiousthemes. Celestid Drive. Paradise Path. Creation. Grandeur. The Academy stood at the corner
of Grandeur and Forman Road — but only in IVR. Here, there was no Academy. Gedaechtnis HQ
occupied the address.

Quite acompound, big dome, lots of office buildings. Impressve as Babdl.

| turned off theignition. We got out, looking for Sgnsof life. Didn’'t see any.

Just in case, we strived for zero presence. Get in, get out, and be gone. Good in theory. Unfortunately,
ninjas we were not. He saw us coming amile away.

“Hdlo?”

An unfamiliar voice. Wefroze.

“Héllo, anyone there?’

We snuck into the lobby, searching, weapons at the ready. I'd armed mysdlf at alocal gun store.
Now, with the safety off, | could fed my fist gripping it tightly — sotightly, | feared | might squeeze off a
round without any sign of atarget. How | longed to pull that trigger. Each bullet is precious, | told
mysdf. Make each shot count.

And | thought: | need this. | need someone to hate. | need something to crush.

“Where are you?’ that voice wondered — disembodied, floating — where did it come from?
Posshilities... There on the security desk: awakie-talkie. Carrying live sgnd or just arecording? And
wasit Mercutio? Wasit Lazarus?

“Areyou there?’

Fantasiawas halfway to the device when | recognized the mistake. | grabbed her from behind and
yanked ashard as | could. A+ ingtinct. D- execution. Just couldn’t get her in time. Her fingers touched
metal. Brushed it gently.

Flash andfire.

The explosion ripped her, spun her, sent her flying out of my hands. Shelet out abanshee shriek and |
dropped to her Sde, swatting out flames. My head told meto get up or get out, use my gun, fight for my
life. But | ignored dl that and listened to my heart, going right into triage mode, my doctor’ straining



kickingin.

Correction, not my heart; thiswas my fucking ego al the way. Everyone kept dyingonmeand |
couldn’t bear it. Hell if I'd go O-for-3.

The voice rang out again, thistime from the PA system overhead: “Hal, you actudly let her pick it up?
That'schivdry, | guess”

He can see us, | redlized. Cameras, hidden cameras.

Not good.

| dragged Fan to the elevators. Out of service, these. | propped her up in acorner.

“Can’'t believe she brought a crossbow. A fucking crossbow. Crazy bitch think we're still playing
clodgebdl?’

| thought: So Malachi told the truth. Betrayed, then. Betrayed by Mercutio. If | tried to believeiit
was Lazarus— and he had used the clodge-ball reference to throw me off, make me believe he was
Mercutio— | would be choosing denid. | knew that bitter tone any where.

Vampires, traditionally speaking, don’t start off by attacking strangers, | remembered. When
they rise as undead, they attack their own families first. But | couldn’t demonize him that way. He
was real, not some story book monster. | thought: Maybe he’ s foaming mad at the world. The soup
kitchen’ s fake and so’ s his good karma. He wants to lash out but who’ s left to hurt? No one but
us. Targets by default.

Had to keep her from going into shock. Popped out a coagulant from my trauma kit and put it to use.
Stabilize, Fan, sabilize. | considered scooping her up in my arms and making a sprint back to the car, but
gritted my teeth and fought that impulse hard. My mind' s eye imagined Merc waiting outsde with agun.
Set off the trap, wait for usto run out, and kablammo. Too easy. Why play into it? Better to keep a
defengve position, wait him out, keep him guessng. ..

Blood everywhere and in Fan' s eyes, aglazed and uncomprehending |ook; she might have been
hallucinating. “Bad doggy,” she rasped. | worked. | brought her out of danger.

From the PA: “Whatcha doing there? The doctor thing?’

I ignored him.

Zanshin is a Japanese concept, arelaxed, balanced, razor-sharp state of mind in the face of incredible
danger. I’d say | had some going on, only my nerves were keyed up to afever pitch and my pulse
wouldn't sop hammering.

Fuckit.

Cold metal in my swesty hand, | poked my head out, eyes sweeping the lobby. No sign of him. He
had to be out there somewhere. But where? He' d gotten here before us and had the home-field
advantage. He could have booby-trapped the entire building. | tried to remember everything I’ d ever
learned about firearms. The gun is an extension of your hand. Point and squeeze, don’t jerk. When
you shoot, shoot to kill.

“The hell iswrong with you?’ | yelled, trying to draw him out. “ Someone drop you on your head?’

“I'll drop you onyours,” he offered.

“Jesus, Merc, what the fuck? What are we, kids?’

Hedidn't answer.

That’sa way to go, | decided. Remind him of who | am. Humanize myself in his eyes.

“Do you remember when we were kids? Y ou remember thefirst day of school?'Y ou were the shy
one, right? Painfully shy. No one knew you and | came right up to you and asked who you were. Y ou
sad you fet like ajumping bean in apack of jellies. Y ou remember that? Y ou remember teaching me
freeze tag? Remember me picking you first on my team, remember me sticking by you no metter what?’

Pause.

“Hal,” hesad, “there satime for sappy memories and atimefor getting shot. Check your watch.”

“What, isthis getting alittle too redl for you?’

“Where do you get off?" he asked. “Areyou actually trying to gpped to my humanity when neither of
usishuman?’

“Adam,” | said, using hisreal namefor thefirst timein years. “ Adam, | don't carewhat we are,



Human beings or spider monkeys, | don’t fucking get it. | thought we were friends.”

He sighed, an exasperated rush of air that crackled through the PA. “L ook, don’'t make abig mistake
and take this personaly, okay?’

| gripped the pigtal tighter. “How can | not?’

“1 don’t hate you or anything. It'sjust anumbers game.”

“Numbers?’

“Yeah, you know, it'sdl just zeros and ones. You'reazero. And I’ ve won.”

| jumped back from the sudden explosion — grenade? — and saved mysdlf from theworst of it, but a
piece of shrapnd caught my jaw and had me spitting blood like a bulimic mosguito. What | would have
givenfor Nanny to neutralize my pain.

Or Fantasia's.

Merc et out awar whoop and a short laugh. Like ahyenabarking at awildebeest. Nervous laughter,
maybe, or maybe he really enjoyed hurting me. | could hear his footsteps, distant, but getting louder fast.

My brain kept screaming — “ Suck it up, Halloween!” — asmy feet beat a measured retreet, falling
back to Fan.

He' sinside the building, | thought. Whereis he? Why can't | see him? | spat more blood; it
dribbled down my chin and onto the floor. Well, now.

| reached into my traumakit and found the bag | wanted. Squeezed out afew drops, jumped back,
sgueezed out afew more.

I madeatrail for him. Away from Fantasia. To the other wing of the lobby, where the €levators went
up to the top.

Theair rippled. Mercutio was nothing but ablur. That’swhen | redlized he' d cometo the dancein
military issue. Maybe he looted an army base. He blended in so perfectly with his environment, | could
only see him up close, and hardly even then.

He chased my trail, sorming past the eevators and arcing | eft. | wasn't there.

The blood bag was on the ground where I’ d tossed it, red and leaking, a discarded medical supply. |
had gone the other way — off the beaten path. Zanshin. Now | doubled back, pistol cocked and |oaded.

| poked around a corner and caught a glimpse of him. Just aglimpse as he turned.

“Trick or treat,” | said.

| shot him twice before he could return fire. No time for athird. | spun back to safety as his bullets
ricocheted wildly off thewalls.

| heard him curse and fdll.

“What did you do?’ he said, asking the obvious. “What did you do to me?’

| called back an answer but he kept firing shots from the other side of the corner. He couldn’t hear me
over theroar of hisassault rifle.

With alucky shot, I’d nicked his spine. Numbed him from the waist down. But the upper hdf of his
body ill worked and so did the weapon in his hands. We stayed locked in stalemate, me not daring to
poke back around, him firing intermittently in the hopes of catching me doing just that.

We waited each other out. | took codeine for my jaw. Couldn’t bandageit, | had to keep my gunin
my hands

Hesad: “It wasred light, green light.”

“Wha?’

“Red light, green light,” he spit. “ That’ swhat | taught you. Not freeze tag. Freezetagwas Tyler’'s
game, you douche.”

Dead right, | redlized.

| asked him what the fuck. | asked him why.

He wouldn’t answer the important questions. He met them with insults or sarcasm or bursts of gunfire.
So | shut up. And after afew minutes he started talking again. Just random shit, really, observations and
scattered thoughts, keeping it light. The things we did together as kids. Jokes we told. Games we played.
Prankswe pulled. So many good times we had, most of which | didn’t remember.

He couldn’t bear to talk about the present. He wanted the past. The innocence of years gone by, the



dreams of youth, the freedom of it al. Freedom from anything too serious, freedom from consequences.

| wanted him to shut the fuck up. | wanted the truth even more. | listened.

“I"'m going to stop talking now,” he said.

| opened my mouth and closed it. “1 trusted you,” | said.

“Yeah”

Silence.

“Yeah, youdid.”

| waited. When | called hisname, hedidn’t answer. | wanted to rush in. To shoot him, to help him. |
didn’t know what I d do. | thought he was playing possum, suckering mein. So | waited. When | findly
made my move, he'd gone till. Too lateto give him medica attention and too late to finish him off. The
worst of both worlds.

He d hemorrhaged. Internal bleeding. Died from theinside out.

| found adetonator by his corpse. He' d wired the whole building with explosives. He could have
brought it crashing down on us both.
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END

EPILOGUE

All hail the conquering hero.

My best friend betrayed me so | shot him. Distracted by akiss, | let thegirl | lovedie.

I’m not the same person anymore.

My life before the Calliope Surge remains amuzzy blur. Pieces here and piecesthere. | keep
expecting the gates to open and everything to come flooding back. It never happens. Just... gone. Just...
blank. Thanksto Mercutio.

Of course, Fantasiagot it worse. Shredded like that. Cuts and burns and some scary nerve damage. |
hed to sew three of her fingers back on. | fixed her up fairly well, dl things considered. Physicdly, | fixed
her. | can’t begin to guess how it affected her psychologicaly.

My prescription: bed rest, antibiotics and pain medication. Her prescription: none of the above. She
dipped out and drove to the lake. | tracked her down, found her on the muddy bank, cross-legged, a
half-lotus position. She had her back to the water. She was twitching, worse than ever. It was cold that
morning. She kept whispering words | couldn’t hear.

| asked her what she was doing.

She spoke up: “I’'m trying to kill my mind.”

“Oh.” | plopped down beside her. “ Soundslike fun.”

“Themind isthe dayer of thered. If | can day thedayer, | canfind redlity.”

“Thisisn't redity?’

“This” shedeclared, “isnot redity. Thisisdelicious maya. Illuson. The physica world.”

“So you' re seeking the spiritua world?’

“Through meditation, yes.”

“Can you teach meto do that?’ | asked.

Shelooked a me. “Y ou're asking mefor help?’



“Surprised?’
Fan thought about it and nodded, “Y es. Surprised.”
She left the next day. Just up and left. | haven't seen her since.

| triggered graduation sequencesin al the pods. Brought all my friends from the “vea world” up to the
real world. Champagne, |saac, Pandora, Vashti — okay, kids, everybody out of the pool.

Conversdly, | went back into the IVR one last time.

| hit the schoolhouse. Locked eyes with Maestro. We discussed his programming. He did afabulous
jobjustifying his actions, particularly his gpproach to discipline. In response, | told him how the Semai of
Maaysadlow children to bood — which trandatesas“| don’t fed likedoing it.” No adult can makea
child do anything if he choosesto bood. The matter is closed.

“Thisisnot Maaysa,” hesad.

“Obvioudy.”

That said, | deleted his program.

| considered wiping out Maachi aswell. Considered, but ultimately decided againgt it. Let him live, |
figured. Let him liveand let live. HE' d saved me, after dll.

Why, Mercutio, why?

| still don’t know why he did what he did. | have my theories.

I made an extensive search of hisfiles. He d replaced the I VR security system with aprogram of his
own, athing called Kadmon. Hard-coded in Kadmon, | found a curiouslog.

Thefirst entry: “He who succeeds, breeds.”

The second: “This, | imagine, is how Shah Jahan felt when heimprisoned and killed hissiblingsto
assumethereigning title of Alamgir: ‘world holder.” ”

Thelast: “If you'rereading this, what can | say?1 tried to hit thelong bdl. | went for dl the marbles
and lost. Sucksto be me. Y ou would have done the same thing in my position.”

End of log.

The survivorsrolled in one by one. They al hugged one another and talked about how different they
looked from their IVR templates. Trivid shit. | was so fucking past that.

They took painsto include me. To be niceto me. To show me how much they really appreciated me.
Except for Vashti, who openly doubted my word and cast aspersions on my character like she'd
invented the world’ svery firg insult and was now taking it out for atest-drive. “Pretty convenient,” she
said, “to pop Mercutio and make Simone and Fantasia disappear. One dead, the others gone. | guess
we' Il just have your story to go by.”

Screw her, | thought. Let her think whatever she wants.

| let my expression grow Sinigter.

So digtant from fedling good about any of this, | felt like asmile might snap my face, and poison what
was|eft of me.

Our time has come, said | saac.

He called us together — himsdf, Vashti, Pandora, Champagne and me — and took control. He
drafted a charter, made proposal s for how to proceed. He seemed reasonable, | had to admit.
Reasonable and pragmatic. Our resident architect. WWho better to rebuild civilization? So | cast my vote
for him.

Moreto the point, | voted against Vadhti, his opponent.

Of course, when he won the election, he turned right around and picked her as avice president.
Poalitics. Shitty high-school politics. Whatever.

They drew up aplan of attack.

Beginning: Medicd examinations and lots of them. Are we sick? Dying? Strong enough to resist



Black Ep? Or are wefatally flawed? Biologically spesaking, we must stabilize our housefirst. Then we
can help humankind.

Middle: Study the plague. Containit. Eradicateit, if possible. Clone human embryos. Immunize them
viavaccine and/or gene therapy. Modify them aslittle as possible. Keegp them essentidly “human.”
(Unlikeus)

Endgame: Raisethe clones. Rebuild society. Etc.

Here sthe funny thing — they were genuinely excited about it. Practically bouncing off the walls.
Where | saw disaster, they saw opportunity.

Opportunity to craft and nourish anew civilization, onefree of disease, famine, drife.

To do things the way they ought to be done. To form area, honest-to-goodness Utopia.

To remake Man in our image, psychologicaly, if not physcdly. Cal it Humanity 2.0.

Funny, | thought. Pandora caught my smirk and gave voiceto it, invoking the possibility of hubris.
Something about how ideal societiestend to collapse under their own weight. Isaac acknowledged her
concerns with atacit nod, but Vashti brushed them aside. She would not shut up about Huxley’ sidand,
Plato’ s Republic and More' s perfect paradise.

“Why?" | asked. “Why do this?’

Various answers. A sense of duty. An honor and a privilege. A way to ensure that those of uswho
dieddidn’t losether livesinvain.

“What' sthe dternative?’ Champagne asked me. She meant it — |I’m sure— as arhetorical question,
nothing more.

| said human extinction might not be such abad idea.

They asked meto elaborate but | wouldn't. | just let the statement stand. They didn’t know what to
make of me. They imagined | wasjoking. Such akidder, that Halloween.

“Let’sdraw some boundaries,” | said.

Continent by continent, we divvied up the world.

Isaac won the draw and went firgt, taking Africa.

| took North America

Pandoratook South America. (To be near me, | wondered? Or sentimental feelings for her
pseudo-Brazilian upbringing?)

Vashti took Asia

Europe was drawn last, taken by Champagne.

We saved Audtrdiafor Fan, wherever shewas.

I’d pitched this as a separation of responsibility, one that would be useful in the years ahead. If aBlack
Ep medicine could be harvested in a South American rain forest, Pandorawould take the lead in that
project; the task of, culling together al the stored knowledge of a Stockholm geneticslab would fal to
Champagne.

But that’ snot why | pitched it.

| pitched it because there’ s no point pouring water into a broken cup.

Because I’ d seen too much.

Because I’ d lost everything that meant anything to me. Everything.

| took the monarch pin from my breast and dropped it on the table. Camly, | announced my
secession. | didn’t support their cause. | would not help them. | was D-O-N-E, done, and | was taking
North Americawith me.

Champagne thought | wasjoking. The others knew better.

Did they know that asalowly caterpillar, the monarch butterfly eats a steedy diet of poison?
Milkweed is a strong poison but the monarch can take it. On the other hand, abird that swallows the
monarch will swallow the poison, get Sck and quite possibly die.

Did they really want me? Did they redly want the poison?

“Hd, no,” said Pandora. “Don’t be like that.”

“Don’'t tell me how to be.”



| told them they had twenty-four hoursto leave. | got up and made my way to the door.

Red-faced, Vashti made ahdll of an entreaty, practicaly begging meto reconsider. Funny. She knew |
could help them. She hated me, but she respected me just the same.

| refused to compromise.

They’re gone now off chasing a better tomorrow. | told them | wouldn't actively opposethem. It'sa
truce.

I’'m donewith my thoughts.

| said | had nothing l€ft... but that’s not true.

Even with ashattered memory, | ill have hindsight. With perfect clarity, | can see wha made methe
way | am. | can’'t seeforward, but | can see the path back.

It'scaming.

Thered world isminenow and | can wak init, and livein my own skin. And when | die, Nature will
swalow me, and new life will take sustenance from my body and my bones. Maybe Black Ep. Maybe
not.

I’ snothing to be afraid of.

Until that day comes, | have the woods. And my freedom. And flashes of understanding amidst the
emptinessand pain.

It'snot enough.

But it's something.
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