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Chapter One
Limits

I aiesion seemed o uap me, i coeh pasig doy el more
that I would need o face it, or that t woud dest

an my and dlon e sutace of o ot poser:an adrisemort
for one of Thomas Edisonis famous inventions, one of te first
knew that its
fantastic marvels o an older generation. | tough ommu sense of
wonder, and how it was preserved in that place. | envied ther

2 long moment feeling the surface of the poster with
ﬁngemvs vondon why . Ui seom as rea arymore, A s
piece of card-paper scraped against my nose.

"You? Staring offinto space? fm impressed.”

| 100k the orange ticket from Vair's hand and managed to smie. *
thoughtyou hated musicals.”

Wi posion st it garcky o st md bogn g 0
Vita sho read, smiing as she tapped her finger on the.
posier -G mon,Brandon,we'e n Tecmcolrnow

The sights and sounds that day were familiar and powerf.
Somefimes it seemed as f the pictures were the oniy joy | had leftin
e, the only ting that could comfort me in diffcu tmes. We all took
to our seats as the chandeler ights dimmed and The March of Time.
fled the sier screen with images of the European continent at war.

fsattis the sort of thing we want o forget?

As usual, Vair casually began shoveling popcom info her mouth, |

foun my hand resting on her free one, the contact making me feel
chored o somatig | neaced. s vere o el s,

something | could admire bt never understand,

There was a flashin the comer of my eye.

"Not again,” Vair said under her breath

We knew that the giiiches_held nothing good for us and let the

moment pass, hoping that they would go away on their own, or at

leat stay smal enough 1o be ignored.

On scsan, sty s war s eplcad by Images of sy ard
The

 ofthe oom otensd 8 we wee rawn o e diernas of s
G ramed DoroRy. puty ann arourd vai o

of
o popom oping ar | wenid be et anovgh Wy rand oot
smacked. Such tings always amused her. | plopped my fedora on
her head and puled it over her eyes. She plucked it of, bit onto the:
brim and whispered that t needed salt

"l used 1o have a neighbor just fike her” she said as wo saw Miss.
, Toto, having

"Seriously, ik she even hated dogs that much.”
*Probably a cat person” I repled.
"More Iike she hated all g things beside herself-"

| laughed. Someone befind us cleared their throat in that 'be quiet
fm rying t njoy the picture’ way. | olled my eyes.

pered, Makes the
theator experienco more realistc, remembor?”

| composed a sentence in my mind and sent it 1o her. "Well mister
sensitive-hearing wouldnft mind ifwe talked fike this.™

"Nt mind, 'l g on o icked Wich o 9Air? shorofod
inthe same way. "They couidrt do tis in the 1830's anyway, so-

The gitches reappeared, much worse than before, causing th fibers
fthechas b ashiks e Khirgof omecisant e, Vel srk

or chair and groanod. | gave her a kiss. “Don't get in a lather,
it s s i worit G us o bums ran

She poirled 1o the screen. “Twislers comirr, honey cooler. Beter
spillater”

Dorothy's famiy scrambled for shefter, and our ordinary farm girl an
ibrough the rural landscape back 1o the far (0 escape the tomado.

Im felt so authentc yet otherworidly, as fomadoes had become.
as rare as the family fars tha they once evastated; though the film
was fiction, it st highiighted a onco-roal culure and invited s info
the imagination of another time: the Land of Oz, the scarecrow, the tin
man, and the cowardly ion. When the house fel, Dorothy walked out



from a sepia past into a colorful future, one that might seem more
real

per.

| was again yanked from the Land of Oz, by a single streak that Vair
didit even seem to notice. twas my um to groan.

Why canititbe real anymore?

Because of the nature of the problem, me and Vair were the only
ores o coud see anyiing ul of e ardnar. Tre energyof e
sy crw boss aroundus e i a Vair e the o il o
keep her focus where s meig kep rawing e
Seck oo coing oy enion 15 ion Troc {vew  come
tbrough Vair, it ofiected me more, and it was rapidly geting worse,
even when | wasrit around her.

My aterion el to mysurounings: he oer movigoers, men and
women, individuals and groups, those who " ke us,
and those who preforred to stay in modern c\v\mng Tenia ror
5|rml.lnm|afvzlrs breating, smol o simiationof o butlroner
popeor the snit realy her body. fm an
e | Povgh| vy 1o choam b o e e, oy
curse the pilow beneath my head.

making me uncomfortable. As the movie's ilain planted poisoned
foyers n e pathto Emerak Ci o make e ravelers ol asr,

and laughter eupted. A siampak of Tiger Blood
ke o e vl s

The spellwas broken.

Peopi evrberswerosukdntyshilg i il e and going
on control panels. A badly dressed Kd with hair stood

o vl bt o St o “whesa e special hove
were, 10 the erjoyment of at least two loser fiends.

"Why do they even breathe?" Vair said, "Dorit those slunks have.
anything beter to do with their time-

growp was efected, the energy drink all over the s
msanuea.mg i e rere were 2 few ushed cormmerts ke

ool ot vy Sl o e and i s o vertsres
ficked through our vision, ads from elsewhere that clashed with the
Stye of the theater. | heard some kind of hu for a fow seconds and
the seat coloring became red.

"Why canit things just work?” Vair said s the environment began
responding to her thoughts agai

The seals retumed to Vair's dark blue seting and there were no
nding was happy, of course: Dorothy and
e dog Tl etumed safely b Kansas ad he whole g e 1p

o uats leming e et shogeier cers waked oud b
h obby 0 560 Wt overss Byrarts was offering in the

o o casmorabil i g poars
members oo gt o vede.

The theater was an original constuct, its architecture and stylo
modeled in the omale spirt of the Roxy or Grauman's Chinese
Theater, and it was used to that those
palaces had premiered so very long before. The inTek senvers were
home fo many such constructs, including more modern theaters for
the type of fims Vair went for: ypically Nine Minutes to Andromeda

yestelyexr Thoughdonyisited as 2 gueston Vaifs suscrpton, |

"Whats the ime?"

“Almost six thirty. Geting late on my coast" she said,
chemsicigh cbvously g in e oce of a it peuved
work week. "There's no place lie home, |gue:

place ke Maran, either | eplied, g not to seem
desperato. - st ot fwrmins.

Vair smiled and plopped my fedora orto my head. “Gotta make
wracks, pally... make sure this jints on the up-and-up.” She siood
and stared at the roling credis, losing the twentieth-century siang, °I
won' be able to get any sieep If tis problem isrit fixed. You know
pow | am.

"Yeah, | know how you are around a problem that isn' fixed.” | sto0d
with her."Well, 1l come with you. Maybe we'l st have time after.”

She stared at me for a few seconds. “There's atways time for a
sunset” she conceded, offering me her botomiess sieeve of
opCom.



ok vt o g2 el ort e il . i it k.
f vew | might get at o (op of a

i b s oty clos 0 s o . o 0

B oo s e s ranbon shivs bong Ao sne
sky, always appearing in some random

always perloct,just ko overyting else in Dynamic Roaity.

“Im trying to open my G348 partiton right now” | heard Vair say to
the customer senvice amai, “what do you call hal?"

"Working... Done. Pariiion G348 is clear for use.”

I id it as | thought | shoud, b the male voice rtated me. In the
middle of the large round room fined with InTek promtional materia,
my Vair was taking about technical stuff | coudt understand with a
mantype amai: pleasant, perfect, knowing everyhing and thirking

ke him,
around him,

Id leamed a long ime before that Vair was anything but a normal

bumed wilhin me and | wanted (0 tear that program 10 pieces or
debug itor whalever.

‘Samo g sho said as th aC parl i o of o crarged
Uniike most users, she baraly glanced at the thing and never elied
o panr buore R an O ot

At the beginning of that day, the day after Chvistmas, Vair took the
o o check on her various accourts, making sure the information
she stored hadrit succumbed 1o the amwal onsiaught of hacking
pogans agetng be Ty iafc spke. Secuy sesned b

b yar vor Mok oot et SO iy 8 Socs 25
i Any eror code al wen fe-voo-sometirg someting
was virus-related, and by definition very ha

"Working... done," the realistic and macho voice replied. "Algorithm
executed successfuly.

oo kiddng me g7 Yo ot abls aro b S dven but e
ainterance algorithms arent even P2DP-compiant. Here, Im
sending you gond 0n6."

I the amai were programmed to satisly inety-ine percent of their

:stomers Var o sk s i e smad roup it werted o
play tecr probaby could, too. Sometimes Id thk her
b ano ghartcompor RIS

Tmsary Veroric, I oy auborzed o excte Sidewrscotfed
scripts. You mayleave a repair request for

"Im following Up on the repair request. Are you helping me of not?”
"I sorry, your repair request was oy submitted nin hours ago. A
certfied-

*Pain is what you are* she said, taking a step closer o the aml
"Youre supposed 1o be one of the most secure servers oniine. What

"Rest assured, Miss Soma, that ek takes secuily treats very.

“Oh right, you dorit have any moritoring staf.. that woud make too
much sense. You have bargain basement senira programs that don't
have 10 be paid or given hoiidays. | can zap an EG on my ground
terminal and in my sleep. For the big subscription you charge, | donit
caro I an AT comes whing I 1 compt Ty Sl t Shod be
protected. Do you even have any human beings that | can talk to?"

e ama pusec for a mament e pragrammed resporse for et
customers, and glefuly deiivered yet another generic ine. “fm sorry,

verorica, o ek offces are closed el arvany trd. ¥ ok
o

“Exacty.. Another server where the Als are left in charge when the
isk s highest

‘Rest sesrsd, Miss Sorrat: e ama s afr anter seics-
..my pause, “that InTek takes security threas very seriously and

"You dorit” Vair said coolly.

"Im sory, | idn't understand the question.”

She crossed her arms. "Wasta question, it was a fact”

Another pause. "Is there anvthing else | can do for you today,



Veronica?”

e had lo put up with amai afer amai today. Theyre al
programmed to e me how mch ey appresie m busiress b
it.An Al could

Fow siaing et g0

Tho amai paused again, but not fike before. The expression on its
aco loked o a sor of 1o betwsen background processig,
simuiated reflecton, inuous glee that is an amai's prime
s, K wes e woatoaie ook oot e ey Wi

modem arfial mligece vous recognize: a ign it an amars
cawae couim process % queston popery As " aw dos,
s ook saadonl roko o an eaualy tsan ci

Vairs customer service agent closed ts eyes, chuckled, and said, "t
- X -

iy soo i arce-arsing i 1 ofln my giind st
nds up. “Rek, Rek, Rek, fl deal with it later... Command

Loao
The office began to disappear around us s the reset amai bid us off
o B

Afer a few seconds, we were standing in font of a goiden revoling
it

o ilons of yscrsgers i e plca o one of 9 many
riors reguirty reprogrammed to look more mpressive than the
oiers e o ey o h. blboanis aihortag, ho row
consiricis and 21-day free tials. We stepped out info the public data
space just as we wouldve waked out onto any cily streel, always

werent in our flesh-and-blood bodies.
"Stupid! ¥ allso stupid!”
"I not like you keep anything important on these servers.” | was

quick o say,“and | know you make ik a tilion backups...seriousl,
did you really lose anyting valuable’

"No, | did" she replied. "There wasrit anything | cari repiace in a
second, bul 1 fike 1o know that the places | store things are sale. |
didit have to worry so much abou tis years ago, but now it seems
e I consinty ing an A 1  tirgs othr Al bioe. I e
omcur o Tk e s of i o vk b e
ore rosponaible, e S wodd b & ot e

st but ol gorce gt bt evry e, s bty
next Chvistmas nTek'l have much more powerfu securty”

*And much more powerfu viruses for it o fail against.”

"Wl | ai, pacngwihfands n my poket,“Sidewe woudt
be making so much monay if their sofware wasn't good, right?
Viaiia ore kst A& programer by puek hackers 1o be ol All e
comparies have o do s update thir security and

eyt o randon, oy o of o, ortcars vl e A

help me, . sing to me, write me a

,.ywa\mg ke o cor ht ey o . e s ok

uch theyre rining.." She took a breath and lowered her eyes.
"Sory

Istopped and faced her, sensing something, “What's wrong, Vair?"
She looked at me for an instart. Her confusion and soffow seemed

to show in her eyes, b they darted away. " guess... they're cutling
my pay again”

"Oh, fm sormy.*

ot your Gt sh ropec, spresig o amoton
fsing my job I

otter than

"But you deserve better.”

She took a moment to take in the sweet-smeling air. "What do you
tirk, Brandon?” sh asked. "Do you tink it was like this hundrads of
years ago, during that Great Depression?"

"What do you mean?”

Simpe tmas, Sl s supposad b be a goad g, ight?
Guess fm thinking whether al this ‘advancement has made
tmes beter or worse.”

"WelL. ey didrithave artifcialintefigence in the 1930, Idon' think
they even had compers.

She faced Mo wih & ook of sdorson eBching up and anng her
hair "Personaly,

e whon sty wae. = i ot 11 o o A Sha

removed her hand and shrugged her shoulders. “Why think that way?




I know that getting rid of everything won't solve problems. We need to
make the fure beter rsiead of g o e n he pas. s st rat
somaimes | wish ol ise would go away, thats al. They
shoudrit Iy (0 replace people with compuers, tey'e just tooks.
Compuiers | maan. ot poopi

We started walking down the street
“Didrit you say something ke that when youre Assite switched
over?”

[GrenTek. Thats uy | ascend fom ome row. Yo remember

she poi rehead. T & smal devico, Brandon. You1
oo o sode g

" dortt know, the booths aren't so bad. My site stil has real people.
fooking over i

One of the people fiond
of min, sho got Beown i one f those govemmert prsperty
progeas, o thay mad har sl er conc: Tt i,

coming when you'e goma walk out and find a compmer Dmaram
v o pace. Ko waring. When et daycom 1o

i PAM ey Maldoran eyt compatol ofh ety
every SNDL ovar mace s, s you et bt o sancard bese
implanis, the setup shouldrt take more than a fow mi

just din me f you need help.

“Tirgs are a il bater ot n i, V. et when you gt
sick of the pay cuts, you can always come live with me in L

A st momert oassed a5 she aloued he st of e ersion o
evaporate. “Wel see," she said, °I just wish the lamewads in
Washingon woud pt wo 304 o  together and do sometting o
stop this. You know, change the av.-"

foka wrooshandsometirg sammed o mychst. Somears fow

- someone fast - nearty knocking me over. WWhen the
Shock had passed, me and Valr saw a K In tho disance Sy
back. Dark hair covered much of his face and he was wearing a
chain around his neck. | found a large card in my hand, a dirty and
wor piciure of a skeleton fding a horse. On the top the card said
"DEATH." | sprung the creepy thing from my hand and it fel o the.
walkway. llooked again and the kid was gone.

"Its a tarot card,” Vair said.

t i code.

on it or something!
“Just some Kid tring (o mess with your head.* She held the card
between her fingers and i vanished. See? Deleted. At least 1 got 1o
fxone problem today."

lleaned on a wall and took some deep breahs,

"Wt

she said, “guess that was pretty strange. Are you alight?"

Kids." | 1 its ot slunks trow

"Yeah aic. soft drinks at the
cowardly fon, s gotta bo something else, fight?”

"Yeah, kids.. with their Model Ts and their Coca Cola, dancing the
Rock and Roll. "To hell in a handbasket, however thats supposed to
work”

We both laughed.

" so@ you'e doing more research befind my back, but | think the
dance was called ho Charleston.™

“Wel, whatever... ow | definitely carit sleep,” Vair said. "Forget real
ife and everything close 1o it Let's get away. Lets get away from all
of them.”

T srcalled 1k Souydropped blow e westors poron
amber and violet and

riant e in e rothem righ sk, Wo st on e beaut grass

o the melody of the ocean waves on the beach below.
e ool b derecn i ke roess v hondesedom
shouder The air was fresh and smelled sweet, ust as al the air was.
sweet in Dynamic Reaity.

Of i e real and fonal indscapes » cople coud eioy, e

choss each In Marans soubervhemishers g5 our 390l
Veran, th Moo popust rame ahoeen fr . pane vas o rai
bace rondored 161 8 T Dt oree T 1 resaroe

Eat it fow yoars carir. Matan had boon a popular 30 fo
fiction and speculation: on the Ife forms that ived there, the ciies we.
could buld there, th resources we could mine, and o on.



o el reveld and evorono s o o g, theyre
Ghvn somoting ase o disvact hem. Cyee com

Vairs opinion of modem science always ran hot-coid, for reasons.
Potwrs vry poror o hr. L, ho ko Pad a g bk
knowledge of mankind and judge the valuo of ever

Somotimes camin o Maran woud npire et o k. science o
me, a subject fd wanted nolhing to do with after my sophomore year
o colege bt occasoraly | woud gab on 1o ome fort |
remenbered and argue againet et even managiny lo oueh 3
ol of ot s ovr o o w how headsirong she
v o 1 et or D138 o3 by g e spore e

clion | would always read surprised me:
she erjoyed losing more than winning, because it meant she leamed
something new.

There was no debate that day. | ran my hand through her long i,
soeing her as the fragile and precious woman Id once known her as.
Her vanitar was suprisingly frue 1o realife: In a crowd of leopard-
iriped, platinum-eyed divers, hers was embelished only by a siipe.
of i naving doun her el She s ahays so coddent ard
re, sometimes even leting her individualy get the better of her;
specul and open (o ohers. & was hard (o
oaicws ot e ot o s o 4 5 B Wi 2 ko
wing: shatiered, desperate, and taking frantically of suicide.

lonly did what any human being would

Vel s o o of b vt e, Ty it
n she was only eight months old and she spent her ear

Chihood beiny SnATe between mover and aver e Wogece
i one oftrem et sudenyto v onMers. Vai: aeady ambios
and goaldriven, had learned 1o ignore her pain and succeeded in
spite of i, competing well againsL the lab-bom son her mothar truy
warted. Even n school, fiough, Vair fet iike an outcast. Though she.
wasrit a veatoo herself, the normal children rejected her because she
e m= arks of genetic engineering. The veetoo children also

because she wasnit borin a ab. In time, te young Vair
svmp\y ocded agat saning fhons bechss avrs Lot o

One of the few things her mother would tak with her about was how
eugenics was the fuure of markind and how her and her haltbrother
Dean were liing proof of markind's tiumph over nature. Vair eagerly
studied genelics and the other sciences, befieving that the studies
would bring her closer to her mother. One day, Vair considered some
discovery ffom a ab in Afica and, excited by the new data, found that

o Ty v spor 50y e Peaciy oot ot s
nover tried to understand her needs. They tied 1o raise her (0 bo
rect,

p , her
heart was allowed to starve. She had no knowledge of how to ideniify
painor release it

By her fiteenth birthday, the walls between Vair and her mother had
hall-

brother. Her stuies and career began well and she tred fo forget
about family, even shatting Dean out k made her feel beter, at first.

In Vairs serior year of college, her father cortacted her: hed moved
back years before and now warted o be a part of is daughiers fe
sgan Forroasons sho didtundrstar,she agry accpted o

e ard began mestg wih him in Dynamic Fealty. She dirt
o what she was expecting, bt she dont ke what 8
fther had taken up dinking and the whim-diiver bom\ru sesswns

soemed meaningless and lefl her foeling empty. She came o
Goams o e and 163 o s, s . 4 nr e st
ibrough her strong frot and took advariage of her fragile emotional
state. Vair kept vsiting. Vair kept pretending.

One day, she told him that she was stepping away for five minutes.
For al the strength she had, no knowledge or ignorance coud hoid it
any longer. Though she never recognized the dam holding back.
inside her, it had been real, and it was finally staring to burst, causing
a ifetime of buried pain o overtake her in the bink of an eye.

The audible clock amounced the (0p of the hour in its pleasant
omnipresent voice. | wiped the moisture from my eves and noticed.



that the sun had set, leaving only a faint glow on the horizon. | also

schedle. | nudged her back info cidity.
"You heard the man, betier get some sleep.”

She groaned and didrit move, "Im sick of computers. You tell me.
what time itis."

"Its eight zeroes, and you/ve got money to make fomorrow.”

She slowly got up and composed herself.

s everything good for New Years?” she asked.

A puso of sty et trough me. “eah | repled gt
e T v et 1 i oo 1

oot Tuvadey igh and meet you i Times Square around noon

itarives on time.

"l can meet you in Penn Stationif its easier.”

"Ah..* 51004 up."Afler that forty hour tain rde? Why not?”

“Come on 1 be s ket st tmo you came 1 seo e ol

order an Amber Plus. dining car.

erentscurl ounal, by ltitivtiNormiestiried

10 wake you|

No, Ithough, This won' be ke the last time.

el a hand on my shouider. I everything akight, Brandon?” Vair
asked. ~You seom a lite...off.

ook deep baaty puuting somw ey an o el o aie
"Oh, you know. Work stuff. You know how Useless prosperit agents
e Rolhin 10 wory a1 e 10wt o ot ey,

be ajob.”
"But what goodis a dream that doesn't become reaiity?"

We stared at each other for a moment, and | coudrt ell whether sho.
was being her usual oy self or dead serious.

s it eally possible? Does she realy care about me?

"Wel, you know," she said, suddenly self-conscious. “Things willwork
out, you have talent and someone has o see it eventuall.”

er fight
hor wist

The aniety rushed back, but | knew | had to let her go. “Back to the
real word."Iaid to fil the silence. “Crazies and all

"We all gotta go back sometime, or alse where's the fun of geting
away?

She smiled, using the point she'd made to slingshot her mood o
something more energeic, *Alight, so-mo,” she teased, holding her
dsscendor in font of me. °F youi the one left sianding s time, fl
be extra nice next movie and latyou have some popeor

"Duing one of your weeks (o i 1 aid, sbsenty srating my
head. “You don' even eat popcor during those
"Dusing Citizen Kane, then."

ited my arm halfway. "Actually, 15 have something to do up here.
fm not even treq.”

“Oh. She shrugged her shouiders and put her hand on the.
o Toen R sonyou oy

| nodded. "Yeah.. Friday. No force in nature wil be abie to keep me
away.”

/it _smiled_somberly and nearly pressed the button of her
dsscsnﬂev “On . Credes. Dortbe supisedfyou pol i
tar-gazers runving around down there.

She stopped. My eyes widened in nterest.
"Dean. " Irepeated, hoping she'd finish the sontence.

Vair let out a soft laugh, tring o muddie trvough her discomfort.
"Yeah, he started responding to my messages again."

| trnk my eyes welled-up again, because Vair looked away and

seemed o siife her emotion. " dorit even know why | fet fke taking

o gain. He put me on s Tiends' st and row  eep geting i
pointiess forwarded messages about Some supemova in

Sy Ay 55w Yoo oo 3 row iy oo o

know how the pubiicloves shiny tings




"But Vair, you love cosmology. | can't remember the last time we saw
a supemova. s exciling.*

Al i o o s 1o youdetromerier,
st supemous bong st  bousand ysrs g, She sihed
dort Koow 1| car amymero.. I ure 1 be & featurs on & the
cosmoen s 1 oo a e i o raoe someming cecn

| put my hand over her descender. "l know you st love Dean. Maybe.
e ?

"Big si repeatc, s she v consdered e e beor,
Pt o i o oo o o

"Standard Really is tough sometimes; but remember that m there,
t00...only a din away.”

| issed her, waniing to give her sometting (o bring her through the.
ke week,

realize the distance thal was about 10 co and |
coutbear e hought okt was abot o burst Embarsed,
wed my finger (o press the bution and felt my lips lose contact

w.m fors. n o Gosconders millsocont.spoad, Vars vanar was
dynamic uiverse. | was alone again. There was no
Foeifon e o

| collapsed orto the ground, facing the simuiated right sky and trying
‘calm myself. The ticket flom Byrar's Downtown slipped out of my
pockat | poked 1 fom e grase and fol 1 wih my Tngerive,

vas. bt hat when hat caycame, I gt hve i f. Like
character in a movie, | was sure that that day woud be when the
el ety 6o ecch e e dd o

Who was | n love with? Was it the bird wih the broken wing.. who.
needed me? Was it the woman she was free fo become around me.
who | seemed to need?

Iknew that | had nothing to ofer her;less than nothing. | couldt tink
of a single reason she shoud want 1o stay with me. She was so
strong and | wias 50 weak, and just because one time.

| looked at the ticket: nothing more than a formalty - a souverir for
trose (rying to make the experience more authentic.

Itwas her authenticty that brought ot the best in me, | though. Her

though, which | didrit expect o lead anywhere, but she used it o find
2 way o make my own nterest more special
Rwas as |thought: she was making mo more real

But | dorit desenve authenicity | tought as | hvew the ticket ino the.
wind. [ knew she wanted 1o palch things up with her brother, and yes, |
was the one who encouraged her; but who was 110 do such a thing

forgive him for what he'd done (o me.

More tears came, tears | was glad she wasiit there 1o see. | expected
some diference [0 take her away, just ke every other girl.just ke
every other person in my ffe; but as the monihs passed, |loved her

reams for our fuluro grew bigger. | know that our
laorstipcoud oty Go o far: herparenswere v maried and
she hated them anyway... | knew she had a dim view of family and it

beganto appeat o me 28 3 coing oy ove
Who was |10 want someone, anyway?
I

bo Koew
th the New Year woud either be the beginning or the end; more and
more likely the end.

and thought again about the moment when | was.
kot o b e s st by v

Thats nota uture. ffthat terrible memory is al | have to offer her.

Inmy memory,

LA beach surrounded me; i was the question | had asked two days.
before, as | lay staring at the night sky | realized that the stars of
Maran were the same as the stars of Earth. | realized that | was
staring at a cheap, twinkiing Copy.

| jumped 1o my feet screaming intumanly ito the ai. | remembered
the fesling of peace that came over me the other night and cried,
‘

9
fool. | know I hadrit asked any stupid ghost or alion for an answer. |
knew that no such tings existed, and that no one couid hear me. |
knew that the only difference between fake-DR and real-SR was the
bill they sent me for time spent.



clrcrod my evs. g o percive ke gra, s and
cosare | coud ony s the corsuct or it
Compio rogam fhrow ot wmlevarveahwmnﬂyw:s vt
ot ey ra ary more. T arme wes

| slowly moved my hand to my descender, becoming more aware that
everything of value {0 me was down below, down in the worid | called
Standard Realty.

| cursed when the bootfs panel only buzzed at me, kicking the door
from the inside urti it offined itsel. | stepped into the hallway and
waited for the fog o clear in my head, and for my eyes 1o siop
b

v
two hours ascended, but | decided that | coud wait unl | got o the
beach.

The uside s beckned o me s walked it ey, Afwids
in ful sk foamer regalia looked Up and began o shout amor
emsates abou o woud get e vecated boot

Ihope yourioyed your sxporirce, Miser Dauphi. Yot b rappy

0 know that torights charge of fityfve-forty-fou niney flls you
Economic Stimuus requirement for this year.”

| srsned my s, obig e eep ot Wet s good. Nota
ment too soon, eh?"

She laughed. I was a laugh that sounded far 100 familar. | looked
and realized that the usual grouchy man wasn't watching the store.

ZephyrTek,”
glee. "Always low prices, always great customer service. Please
come back soon."

The wind on Verice Bivd. was unusualy coid, and puddies from the.
day's rain were siil on the sidewalks. | opened the statement the A-
s srt o my SNOL o scroled sint o e o

s of managers and lengthy data on ther state
oo e now S et ot v 1

| closed the fle, deleted the fle, reformatted the data space where
the fle had been, and tried (0 put it out of my mind and focus on
where | was goig. The bulings aroud me becare rever and
revr el g of e gru, o rata et of roes e wih
2 forost of plers. Eveone Tougt et LAs modemizaton was
Gy moro boaut, ut st gavo th0 chily
e’ ke A Vil my g irdbrsser gher around o,
cursing silerdly at the cold,  one of the pests came from
om0 Arpty bty rat Py mped iy ot

"How 'ya doing? Cold ight, huf?"
A tal, bleached biond woman. Her personality and clothing were

charm men fike me welcomed. locked my eyes o my sieps ahead

"You know what Vents Extreme is doing toright? Halfoff drink
specials! You shoud gol” She pointed (o the club's welkit erance,
an elevator near the end of the block.

“Just please just go away

Know she continued, "Ver's was rated the top night cub in
Los Angeles in a recent survey. Vens has al the hottest siedg-ek
fom all the biggest bands: Eleven Under, Insane Explosion, Six Six
Six

| broke into a sprint, stopping when she materiaiized right in front of
me.

“You know how highy Vents Extreme holds customer service?
Vents-"

“Actualy, | don' know! | dorit wart to know! Maybe with any luck,
youl leave me alone and i never know!” In that instart, | saw how
atiraciive she was and my mind betrayed me. "Go away!" | shouter
atthe top of my lungs. "Beat t Leave me alonel"

Evenyono on ho tock looked up aking ¢ moment 1o lagh bofore
what they were doing. The hologram i my way
g

A ifthe obroxious pop-up bilboards arenit bad enough, | though. |
must have a shirt on that says "Sell e Something
Ay shoss fraly it e besch s e ot aesd. |
Soon admining a giant sandcastle: one f
emev\eme o overtuing 2 pl of s and pokig oo s o
ws. Somehow the sight wass peaceful to

“Nice. huh? Took him six davs." said a short man standing next to



me.

A boy, younger than even the siurks who fought over my ascension
booth, the caste. P

such a behemoth in six days, or evento get al exta sand he should
rave needed.

“Just him?”

"Wel, friend, | sure can' buikd something ke that, doubt anyone else
could.”

wasitone of the floodlights. "What's that in the sky?"

Bt it bsau how st igh sems & compment svrying? e
seen it with the reguiar ighting tumed off and ifs speciat

"Butwhatis "

on, E .

| saw the other people mingiing and admiring the buider, with new
peeploapproachng consaty el sl (s vr e, b
isritfor mo. Thanks ar

A Slammers concesion st wes bt s e O Fron

oy i o o e & e atoun e roek 1w
clean cut and kind: exactly the sort of person who shoud keep their
job ina siow economy.

L 7" lasked,
"Ah, Brandon. How are you doing today?” the boy asked vith a
smile. He placed a siampak of Amber Pius and a Boost Bar on the.
counter.

“Actualy, uh... | was thirking about trying something a fite stronger
today."

Something in the request thiled him, but when he tumed 1o see what
he had, he stopped and seemed o consider something. "Sure?"
"Wel, | donit know | said. *The PJX justisn't working for me fike it

used 1o. Do you have any Code White, or Sparc...tey ahvays show
inhelr ads,

beer.”

“Brandon; he said kindly, "why the change? Youve been drinking
Amber for as long as | can remember.”

"Why anything? | dorit know. | just have this nagging feeiing ke |
shoud change something... s weird.” | coudnt resist the uge fo
lo0k at the scene behind me. °I carit se the gt fom ths angle.
Pretty wheeled for you, | guess: having the supemova blocked by te
caste here. This stand is mobile, maybe you shoud move it

"Its just a star.. No need to have it shiig in my eyes al the ime.”

ught,"Yeah,
e i o roamig o o

“Forty-five,” he said he urlocked the slampak
What?*

Brand youhaifprice.”
"Wow, tharks. Howd you know?"
e boy shgged e shouders and s e gowing can of Amber

wamrga. 1 dcky orined. I anek. foskng e, PIX oot my
bloodstream, reveling in s familiar boost of energy.

st romoriborpat oo bl s nover st rg s by o

"Paopie usialy got ired of ‘om afier o why,
though

No, not like that” | corrected, more eagerly than | knew. “Not... ot

ike that at al.

“Oh, how coud | forget,” the boy repiied, sharing none of the surprise
at my own outburst.“That gilfom Connecicut, ight?”

Veronica.*
"S0 she loves you, then?”
"I-1think s0."

"Love s such a wonderful and usefu thing, Brandon. Youd be
surprised what you can make someone else do when they have real



"Wel... | dorit know. Maybe love isn't a thing that we're supposed o
manipuiate. Maybe ifs something that should bloom like a flower.”

'Ard hats why youro utapy” ho said. “The sucoosshd
relationship is the one you control. The ones who dort take charge

there s no other answer.”

| looked at him blarkly. Usualy, | was good at judging peopie's

emotions by their eyes, body language, and speech. | felt a litle

ncomfortable then, but didn't know why. “Sometimes, | irk certain

ihings weren't meant 1o die. What | mean is... | dorit know what |

mean. | ust know that | hik there's something | want (o know. Maybe.

its some ate’ tuf ke people talk about al the time: my place in the
' me.

| saw the kid squint is eyes a ltle. | was casting a faint shadow on
the courter.
"Wel, if being serious wih that gir is what you wart,then s the ight
ting o do.*

“No." Iaid hesitanty. "t has to be deeper than that... more real..*

Itumed to see what was So bright betind me, but all | saw ere the
people and the caste.

The K leaned over th courer e put s tand on my shder.
randon, whats more real than your own desi

mywist

Youre right” | said to him. "As ahways."

ot mysolinan vaked down e vy dra, posirg ke
reaky boards greeting my every step, and cigar smoke
ik anooghio s, it oltes s i i hers e o
aways be found with a greasy meal or cigar in one hand and the
other on the groundiom... ot that he ever seemed to do much actual
work with it

"Bill 's Brandon, wha's the good wo~"

His hard voice broke in flom down the haliay. Go home, Dauphint
Koreans got

Bill was a lonely man wel into his rineties with leather for skin and

i, remp i He had 3 e and a so, orce. Befor |amed

fouchod on he sutjoctof iy and  bocamo

chvmui bat 1l et a comforabl suect Another of his crents
me that Bifs son died in some accident.

He flcked the cigar onlo the ashray but didrit ook away from the

groundtem monitor.

ou shouve st ahot e a-= Cough ‘ot me a din No need o
ugh. Cough. "So

o ot ya. Koreans: Gough

9

Joan cer i dos bt ot sred o s g, brsy
acknowledg

"Bil,’

said, wanfing to shout .
a2 Liko | koo g you Wit o pdane and Ve
Moroccans dorit get, Korea does. Check back in two.

"You aiays say tat. B, I need money. | just bought.  losed my
eves o e et ooy, T s s

Cough. "What part of wo weeks' don't you understand? Two.
Weeks" Cough

st s it part, At it o ek, Youts my prosparty
agent.. s your job to keep me employex

"Don'ike it? File another complaint with the state offce. | donft care
anymore.

"You doritcare? This s my..”

The thought varished from my mind, and | felt very smal. For a
moment, | questioned how important a few dolars. really wero. |
questioned whether the bad aconomy might have be

Bill as it was on me. | questioned why | was geting 50 mad, and |

a
a job for him to grant.



"You dorit need a doctor or sometting, do you kid? You know, | dorit
have the kind of pul used to with the health board.*

e 9 ofhe desk and ook s sep back,uking my foread 14
broken info a cold sweat. A sense of vengeance r0se up within me,

el | Fomarberol what e saner at Sammers sad 250 K
e,

"Ihave a desire and nothing else mattrs

S8 moued s cgar b s mouthand ook back o th gt
"Good for yor

| realized that the words didiit do what | wanted, and that | wasnit
rappier or the rash attomp. | scrambled o easo my embarrassmert.

" didrit mean that - | mean, | did, bu - here's something fm plarning
next weck - on New Year's, it cmtm: a ot of money. | know there's
7o reason for you © oy Mo, bu | foaly need i | Tesd 1 do

sometirg, anyng, o fel ke . usemw o someone, (o feel fike |
i support... someane, ifshefl have:

| bocams st 1 my oun trugis ant scs ke the room, Bl
raly ooked upal me s e browr syes n e verge of
s ifhe heard every word | didn't say.

o was a time.. when a sokdier could sorve a few years, seftle

really | do, but...its not the way it was a century or two a
there's nothing | can do to save my lfe thetl e o st o
Thats just the world and fm sorry:

For a moment, the oriy sound inthe room was fom the gentle waves
crashing on the beach outside.

B sal 1p and coughod agan, Vinats
anyway? Go spend the ime with your gi

dead dog like me know
Cough “Busiess hous

St oack up o woeks. | s gt somating e, Hoppy Now
it moantime. Cough Wi nat, e pufid on Hs igar and

put s eyes back on the groundiem.

o it 4 soen e of Bl rarly stoun, | bserkrindedy ok

a step toward the hal. "She's working untl Friday. K you

anything atal.."

Bl sighed. "When | was your age, we didnt have the fancy
dowriosce-uholefiogn-rekintud ssconds Il He puled
out @ wom book and put it on the desk in font of me.

o8 pi o apped s geron e corer: g o o7 Cot
some common sense. Cougl

e ook was ted Destny for 3 Now You. I cowr fiad 3

chimpanzeo staring up at a departing UFO: typical cover art for

cryting acwocaing Dosiry OfCrdored Markine iy mi 150w
g arod the sarccaste and e cevoton o

the kid who bult it | wondered whether the alfen-plaris-seed ju

oy ifrent 'One s goes boom and sudony 21 eiing oses

Whatstar?"
looked ot hm ke o was an it e superows, Where fave ou
been? s ouiside your house right o

"Wel, Im sure s very ice,” he replied in the same condescending
way, “but
supernovas, 50 |don' see how it effects me.”

| crank fom y slampak and stared back down e habvy. 4t
make sure your new elgion doesit get in the way of my career,
G

ol in your head, kid? . its
proved by science!"

Rk Rek Rek | mutered as | sipoed utside, iking of bow 14
wasted another fiteen minutes of my

The emotion faded as | wakked along the border between land and

Pt
my history away and try o start over in a decaying ruin. The last two
years had gone by so impossibly fast, and | was ashamed 1o realize
Pow long ifd been since my st serious atempt o land wor

Why should | give Up? There are stil a few real jobs lef. | have a
desire, and.

|stopped walking and stared at the sand nextto my shoes.

and Im not the only one with a desire. There will always be better



than me, waiting to take everything |

Trewid ied down fr & momert and | e foolps aheed of
me, 1 looked up and saw a man who soemed well dros
someane on a beach, coming from the nearby docks.

Tirking he migh be o cop, | stared wakrg again, sow

close atention fo my SNDL's NAV receiver (o make sure | was.

GG on tho beachos “groen pat o temaked and ahiys:

shifing zone where ifs legal (o wiak. | became more sef-conscious

vith sach step.and resed fut | ey sampek. | e
with my windbreaker, hoping this guy didrit notice it

Crong e i oo o g e

Legsiaon g the magrls lo overy endronmentsl aur oo
person's whim in that piace. | knew that laws.
m on a real beach in the real word, that they
wers casenial 1o chilzaion. Then why shoukd 1 be 50 nonus evry
e Iee one ofese gy, | wondred s et mypsespeed up
and began losing feeiing in my legs. | aways wondered whether
ece showed par o Tooked normal at hose et | panicied s
tte and looked a
pace, hon ooked somehere elus becatas oaking af one Fing
o s spicous, o emormberca t pul my wedbreater 3 Il
tghter, then ied to think if | was doing anything eise ilegal. A break
formed in the clouds over the ocean.

Istopped.
After what may have been seconds or hours, | became aware of the

other man again. | binked and saw notring more than a point of ight
in space, 5o | looked away: right at a shiring LAPD badge hanging
fom the mars

sl et stpped fom my Farc. | e me by a
cnking feeing 25 | sare at fefptctpsiniod g

T o bosaension. v e o olton s
e mandaorycoun ppesrace.

Fthe offcer's ina good mood, he might stop there.

"Why are you looking down'?” he said. "Look up at the sky."

An impuise surged in me, eno p me out of my frozen state
and bring me to look him inthe eye. “ls that an order, sir?”

“Absolutely not”

| narrowed my eyes, not sure what to tink about him. | coud see his
sacge, he ony mark e wore atiriedat s emploer, and cew
ould fine me and test me and arrest me and whalever else
bl o g ot shook! v Do i b ik o imen
and dofenses, figuring out the patroman's soft-spot and how to tab
advaniage of i, but instead, | fot my mourting infuriation got pulled
ta

to break. | was s0on looking at the sky again, of my own free wil,
agai ol seeig hepoin of gt il some aualy o mpresed
and held me. ks light was several times stronger than the brightest
stars. The clouds sfited again, and it seemed ridicuous fo me that
something so smal and local should block something so huge and
wriversal

"I been there since last right. Cosmologists think its the largest

it
entiro region of space, s fght sirong enough o cut through the
sacum and o soen ot disanco gresa than anying ve'e
known..and by the naked eye, a

Trats amazing” | said, as if the one standing next to me were a
ifelong friend. "k makes you think about how we're all made of
stardust, you know?”

"Does that thought impress you?”

ook mormer for e uestion o calchp 1 e ety sigtt
back to the Of course it impresses me. Long afer m dead
o oo Sarst oo S Toats ronsie, T

The man looked off as ifthinking about a puzze. °K certainly sounds
impressive, but there's a fmit buft into the statement. s like.." he

ke saying: Wow |
can hold grains of sand that look just ke all the other grains of sand
on the beach: Does that sound like a life-changer 1o you, Brandon
Dauphin?"

"Wel, no. Not when you say t ke that"

o grabbed myslamoak fom o sard ad sl e et v
on' be afaid 1 test them by looking tvough @
Gfranc vaniage poirt

ook at e sampak e tand rememberig my g and e
"Well, you'e one 10 talk about it

o ar down o tirgs sl in oo hat s o meanng o ot

no-drink law? Why don't we test that now?"




"Most people dori care. They com [0 the beach and talk about how
much they love everytiing about t, complairing f he temperature is
wrong or the waves are 100 loud or the UV-screen isrit working just
g, s e doppedmy canback oo e send. ey et

rbage al over and confrbute to the same problems they claim to
R, wering governmen 1o baby-it them. So, over time,
governments leamed (o

| hesitated, wishing he would go away, unsure f he meart to charge
me with anything. "But fm not contribuing to the problems, | ahvays-—"
1 bt my fp. "Tris one time, | meant to finsh it and throw it away in a
recycing bin. Serious.*

"Why shoud intentions matter to me?” he said as a stream of sand
o g

esponsile paler who shoud be punshed url e eas i
n. The law. ity the minute you set foot on this
samch: o sttt con dea you ke o spond monte
prov theise. AT You aveyone 8o, Meir Dasgni? O ar
you an indiidual: Someon with a heart and a mind and a spirt and
e

you someone who can say something and mean 2"

“Im s

repiied. "l was a mistake. fm not fie everyone else. fm
teling you that il obey the law and that fm saying more than just
words.”

what wouid you do?" He retrieved my can a second time and
oo Poner

"I wasrit poluting *

“Sposding, th
"Iwasnt walking over e fmit”
“How about robbing a bank?"
“Tnats some question ora cop o ask-”
He didrit respond.
re. I need money: Why not rob a barkif ifs legal? Id just

“Okay.
ve rosbing fom somme greedy corpoation, Ther, he govermet
would just bail them out and they canf prosecute me.”

“Then you rabbed the U.S. government”
"Yeah, even better

"But not an elderly woman or a chid?"

"No way."

Why not?”

|justiooked athim, hoping he didn't mean for me to answer.

"Wy aroyou sking mo 0 1ob an odlady. aro you i n o oad
or something’

Ho s, halsaous nd ltarmsec, “No. 1 ot ssking you
g bese re st qustons: I s o

e e oo o Whatdo o ik shoks | oty e

o S s abod 17

What?*

The ofiicer indicated the smal pile of sand in front of him, which
coversd to orsrge spot fom my sl enargy ik, “Who am 119

anyhing?” he asked, barely loud enough (o be heard over the
orere, e e 2 e o o e e et er o, o
s covered will be exposed again."

“Look, sir. | dorit know wha kind of trip youire on, but 1d fike 1o go
home and get some sleep now.

He ook up. sl king th baance batwen being ersely
sotous andhing a casel conrsalion. i o myaser at you?
Of at maus in the wiorid you coud go, youre standing here
g 06"

1 have to! Because..” 1 felt my anger fater, "Because its
e a1 vk swy it Yo porSOn:

“Murder, then”
“Mordor?"

“There are worse crimes sl but muder s ar enough-”
“Wrat about 7"

" it were leqal.



1o personin e word wer e pe o il anoter. uhatwoud be
the pointof making it legal? ¥ everyone: o
(oot whot e 58 h bt of kg ogar 1 were
ogal,wo it o mora? ¥ it weo leglbut ok ol ods youdo
2 What about the day when morals arerit converient
What sbout e exceplons rose aroud you make bt oot
out e dayyoutealize he cost of ouroun actons, of e
pric o suting peope out ot ykr v

My vices? What is he talking about?
"Are youtalking about my laws or societies' laws?”
"s there reallya difierence?”

“Then the law is just there to purish everyone,” | said, geting caught
i the sirange comnection of ideas he'd led me into. "All parties lose
inthe end."

"Then the law is poweriess (o save.
“To save from what?"

"t repays an evi, which the individual considered good, with another
evil, which the society considered good.

| red to continue folowing him, my motivation shifing 1o curiosity.
eacig e portof reedng skt bt et e good

el where_everything | knew of lfe
pocama uapec Hou ey oo Rt

"Where are you going with these questions?”

"Whats the point of any question? What happens when one or even
both parties see tha questions arerit supposed o be templates and
ihat answers arerit supposed to be automated? What do you think
can happen o the limits of the human mind when questions arent
tied down by convention or ever..”

He smiled somberly and swiped his foot over the pil of sand he'd
made,

“Questions are for smart people, | said. | dorit think that way."

"It was never abou being smart, Brandon. Some of the brightest
geriusos in the human race go their whole v without finding the
rmos basic s of viscom;ad s e simplest amorg e v

those crumbs and leave us allin the dust. The fmits are differer
o o ot oo s o s, w00 you bt
that tomorrow can be better?"

Words failed to form sertences in my mind. His eyes stayed locked
on mine, his revealing sincerity and a kind of compassion, as f he
understood - as if he tied to understand my own position. | ooked

question, eventually realizing that, beyond the words | tied to form
fom the fimits of the mind, one had already been on my heart. As |
spoke i, | knew that | had answored honestiy that it had been the real
Brandon Dauphin speaking from undemeath the mask.
Yes

patrolman walked off silentl, canying my slampak of © be
Hiekveigbetieiogibrgicbonk i 4 realizing that there
hadnt been cause to wory. I was beter, | though, that he didrit
ignore me.

I stole another glance atthe ightin th sky and began walking again.

“Limits”

As | retumed 1o the floodit site, | heard shouting and saw that
someane was standing on 10p of the behemoth sandcastle: a

and punching and screaming incomprehensibly as if he were having
a mental breakdown. | stopped in fear when I noticed the crowd
below cheering him on.

"What are they doing? Someona has 1o stop tis, now!” I said out
loud, my inner thoughis poLring out 0 1o one in particuar.
"I know it huts, but this has to happen-”

st CHd o i it e st it  fow otters 4 seen
carier. Those with the boy appeared shacked by what they
witnessed, but not overcome by it

“Lithe boy” | aid over he screaming, *you worked for 5o long and it
a5 50 DL, how can Yo o Sy A




Off on the boardwalk, | spotted a uniformed officer. The badge | first
warted o be far away from was suddeny a welcome sight

e by appsd e on hs Hp o gat my stton back. M1 bl a
batter one, a castle he car

near the crowd
The offcer was sipping coffee and taking to an oider woman.
“Offcer! Officer! Please holp!”

The man spun around toward me. "s everything allight. ir?”

peradiocs gcried o 1o oo +That Gart you ear i Gt
stop that?” | shouted, wondering how on Earth the man couldnt

(7" The officer glanced over, completely obivious. "Si, that is

v
justa pile of sand

the Goorreader... again. The ting always needed an insane number

of swipes before it would racogrize the chip in my wist and let me

into my own ling space. | decided that | shoude come straight

rome fom Zepmelok, rt | coude st gone to bed thinking orlyof

me and Vair on Maran;

Times Square made itle difference (o me at that point. Maybe |
Py

| changed and poiished my teeth, finally managing to relax. The fancy
black and gold package was easy o lell apart | put it on the
countertop and thvew the ofher tree envelopes onlo my messy
coffee latl. The whocsh caused apiso of paper o fl o e oo

PacTk 14
expiraion dat: e o of e yeac Kol my s hoie of oo
o vt iow oy, e, o oo

| rabhed o fancy package and ook o docp reanas oo o o
seal. | popped the small black case oper

. & looked and sparkied exacty o4 I had days belore it b
kincubus, but | knew | wasrit fesling a simuation with simulated
hands, but real with real: it had become a solid object with real
mearing. The last few weeks had gone by so impossibly fast, and
poro ver so mary g to ik abt.|deido vt o 90
forward with my pl ifIwasnits:

And, i she tumed me down... Il she didtwant o be a wife.

| tore open the first of the envelopes: Roceipts from my financial

o
mombard e et ket how Vi cd i me apen |
was 1o0king at those oid posters in the lobby. | smiled. Maybe, |
trough. No.

She willsay yes.

On my counter was a printed image | took of her montrs earfier,
posing in front of the Long Island Sound. | thvew every other thought

of my mind and held the picture in my hands, imagining her
answer, finding that the woman in my mind did love me. | put
picture on the table next o the open box and the ring

Hfound the corfidence | wanied and | determined to go to bed before
fosing it again. “Lights off* The room went dark and my head hit the
pilow My eyes closed looking at the bedside clock, counting the.
oo caye bafre woukt o myvain and begin 1y foue. e
fve days o January frt: the day | knew would be the best day of my
.. e begiing of my e, My plars weo ea. My deses vere
real.No force in nature could've kept me from

The date was Monday, December 27, 2179, The day  died.
Chapter Two

An End Without a Beginning

We stand in ave of the parade.

WWhere once the connections between us were few and distant,
tochnology from rugged roads to smoothly orbiing satelites had
allowed a new cullre to fourish, one that was driven by the speed
and essence of communication. b short centuries, th inks became

connecion wih the brain. kformation grew. History stopped fading
away, but became part of the atmosphere. The imaginations of



bi

Today, fact and fiction beckon for ateniion from every corner,offering

could once only dream 1o possess. & had been an iresistble
temptaton... the orly place leftto live, even after we'd forgotien what
iving was. Even as a voice within cried to get out of DR’ snare,

coepling three free days was all | knew o do. The ilusions and
fantasies stlworked well enough 1 told myself

their end,

out shel | had become, and that | had no comior to retreat o, as if
usions and faniasies had never worked at all

Any time we need 1 forget the troubles of moden ffe, the parade
cals out 1o us. We stand in the assurance that the parade wil go on
forever, existing 1o offer something new, simuating the senses
beyond the limits o yesterday.

indays, |would die the death that shoui've taken decades. In days, |
would reach my imit the barrer starding at the end of the road. That

was
10 3 crawt and fal apart. That was the day | knew the barrer was real

That was the day another foot reached over mine and floored the
pedal

"PaciTek"

| watched myself geing farther from the ground. | accepled the
warmih of the sunight and the oy of observing the sprawing city
iandscape.

"You want happiness?" a womar's voice asked.
"Yeah," Irepied by refox.

hen oo verk poromarce o muh s ersin of e ol

u know the kind Im talking about Brandon. The kind that
el makesyou o e 5 somebony’

"Mute!" | shouted to the elevator's conlrol system. The advertisement
stopped.

s on e gss watard i 1o put New ear' ot of my i
had going to sleep had long fled. Just
ke everynl)\er o0 g iy Ho, o boen empora,

The doas chimed and opened ol e Recd Buildngs st foor
the lights from inside painiing shapes
Angeles street ouiside. A spaciols. Labby vin bngm Aemisoon,
walls and bizarre fixures awaited me. s o the real word
i feltas if

feltas f I tepped into the distant uure.

was processing the check-out of a welkdressed farmily of five.
The father looked like he was a CEO or something. | scamned
printed coupon in my hand again, thinking that anything | had (o pay
for there wouldrt be cheap.

T el arayof aderemens and gl olces Ired e s

n-screen, holographic, and inleractive. Even with a casual
Gance, | spted i pvae +100% Packerproaf several imes |
sighed anc ooked ey ki o that promise meart,

man reminded me of the right manager at ZephyrTek probably
S0 n colege corstany rving aroud toping on pansie and
aways seeming exhausted from the job. | wondered how o

od bl s o s o ropacod by g kg 1
show.

"What do you want?"
I stopped up to the desk and gave him the coupon, which he didnt
had

o ety | starpied smalink askig e uesions and et
s he ran my registration. He menioned something
aPou busnss Do sow v patcoupe o ey, 1806

"l duno... bright ball of ight n the sky... carit mss it..*
| remembered my last tip 1o the beach, and realized that some

iterest had formed in me. | egretted ot tying t0 look for the star in
the dayight. Even i it were shining on the other side of the worid, |
trougrt,

tere.
"What do you thirk about hat supernova?” | asked.

The manager stopped for a second. His eves seemed to shift a litile.



but he retured to his work without answering.

| fot embarrassed and tried to distract mysef. My wandering eyes
pecked into the open door of the back offce, where | saw a large
man wearing boxing gloves - motionless and ooking o a part of the
room | couldn' see. | decided that he was probably walching the
holograms fight when there wererit any customers. | heard a beep

Jntem and he smacked it hard with his hand, obviously
suppressing the urge to shout,

Justa it anger. Nothing to worry about.

The manager stoically asked me 1 sign with my thumbprint.|iooked

Act of 2166: the document | was required by state law 1o sign
whenever | ascended alone.

| was led down to the dimiy-it fth floor and through a couple of long

ranager pressed s b on e panel for boot 815 and i
opening appeared in the wall. Everything about the pla
o vt e e i bt s oo

e showing me the conirols he was legally required to, the
manager raced off and | activated the wall, shutting out the ight of the
i | lened ono the padded incine and romed my bady
tiggering the resiraint. My SNDL synchvonized with the booth's
el o g e

Severa seconds L, my molars showed bl | ves eady o
Rapi amen. ready 0 fl asen ot seeping o be n
Comoits con vt et o v

My 98 wers st pon,as ey dlatwart o cos, | saw
darkoess | was mmersed i hearg e slence, feeing and
creling b e . For o st b e sever o, e

Realty is not here, ust close your eyes. I easy.

| pusred my crdish agiaton aside and ook  deep breah
e Pt 16 ascandd trusarce of mes beke. Wi &
S or iy eyos dosod anc I urondored

Ktwas a beautifu spring day in a barren, contosted land; beauty being
relaive, of course, ina war zore.

et tolng el b e day:platy of e for by
W

i o, oeig oot nour |l o o e e 5h
day s n scimaton pariod. ickingup.a st it nd g
see how the batll simuation coud handie its

bt o possad q0cky Do snce 1o ool o pore; atr
my third out, was content 1o sitn the stands and watch the game.

Itried to imagin how errfying it must have been, with the possibilty
of enemy troops hiding befind any hil - or even siting in the stands

enemy terrtory, in mortal danger. R made me feel better 1o immerse
myselfinit, smiling as | considered my choice of war: Korea, 1952

That counirys why Im not making money right now, after al.

o aradthr e Hie ot i e A Foree. e v e
oo o Gooan Corict amich v ot pliions e o
war, and moved back to Kiaho when | was st a kid growing up there.

enthusiast. | even considered joining the miltary mysel, which made
i oy, My raniaberwas o o Itk dsapporied e
dad hadn signed up for miltary senvice, ar

Do v oo et iy s vortoet

Ay e oy buft my rarcpa woud feauerty menion oder
, oo Especily e second Word W, whch occured n e

1645 and Iohed Most of b counies n o wor

vt youngor weneh and oyl conoy el rocromtons.

werert i o i in Dyric Resty. Piyabo comat ssrrios,

ristorical orfictional,were a hot item on many ser

Sottallened ary foran 1830 ifg - 1820 bang » e
n the world was divided into tme zones -
o v iy aher s o o comraning ofeel go 5

combat et ica o abroged o ok, Sosertel 2 ey were
indard Realty. | vied to focus, or a least | warled to ty, but my
Mind Kept vandeng and | v vawne ol o one b, 1 Know



that the simulated characters weren't programmed to react, but found
el wonderig what he CO Mok done 1 2 realbefrg when

- ovn
n il

Three days and absoluely nothing to do.

e arders | rew | woud bo ghen wers 0 y my F86 Sabro i

ey where-angaqarments wih e Sodetml o wore commnon o
corsdored tichshoud o:lay h game accordin o e s or
ke p Y oun s escort our bombers ar i e safely
back 10 Kimpo o y Sear e Ghina, aine. o e & oy
moved.

Tree days. Teee days. T dae. | guess bhats enugh tme
make up my oy

Know what they were infor,

since my fuel level and
fighi, repairing any severe damage my plane ook with a simple
-ommand.

My sl fd whan my oyes lndd on s of s plks I frkof
6d a Togo and g ca. | ominded st |

3 s were supposed to

ok bnsed and beatan, bt Sorabing vt s s bobereare
real pilos couldrit reset or leave when they lost the game,

bul Icou\drﬂ figure out why my gaming ambitions suddeniy made me

Everyone sukdeny soad up. Wi s few ercowraging but cauous
we were dismissed. | bent down 1o retrieve my dropped
por o povod ins b soeme o o o on e back of

the markings, and a
word omarged fom e i, | ad no answer for whors  ama
fom.

FRAUDULENT

| regretied that no one sillused jet engines, as | stood in the hangar
and admired the machine | woud be fiying the next day. | decided to
by somltng completly raw and grab & prefgh crecdst. Hours
passo s od o rad ho g opon panos, foad gaugos

mmgs "M every L witnessed he complety o  thng,feling so

t more curious as | admired the innovation and direcled

creaivy of hoso Who dasigned and bull s plans, ss o

jot than they found. | noticed that the grease

rad made my hands as dark as the sky oLtside, and that tht it was

geting all over the checkist, wiring diagrams, and every other piece
of paper | was referencing.

“Command vanitar:reset”

A sight ingling passed through my hands and they were clean, ust
as my hair and Uniform were: as if [ just entered the simulation.

1looked down and saw all the parts on the foor. 1100ked (o the open
parls f o plane and worered whater houk o put thom al

Cack i llookad 1 e plrs, snowing m al b

Coings ot ned 1 be o . rempeing me et wory 355

it st all ot o e sky or assembe emseles. Sow 1 bogan

piece evenything back toge

"Howin hell do you expect o fly that inten hours, Dauphin?”

| il my head and saw a coupe of aimen approachig fom

ouside: two of the pilots who had been at the briefi

e sk p 19 me and sk f i 3 mach, pulg a gt
outof is unform's shirt

retumed s frendly demeanor but didt have what he needed
Somyaman,dontevon amoke

"You picked a hellwa time o quit, Dauphini C'mon! We'e dying
horo

| rummaged thvough my pockets and fell a piece of thn, folded
cardboard. As | saw the looks on their faces, a thought oceured to
me.

"Wait. Arertt there flammable things in hera?"

The shorler man grabbed my matches and struck one with fast,
expert motion.

"So? You goma rat me out? Looks ke youll be in hot water when
the commander finds out your plane’s in a millon pieces."



Ho was righl, my memory had served me wel and peces didrit
propery, as if all the nuts were tying (0 be bols or
Somating. Wy ety o v 1 0 o heton

et the wrench |was holding fal o the concrete. “Good point”
The taller man it the paper ting in his mouth and they gleefully took
i their houly doses of tobacco. | tumed and gathered the technical
papers."Command object ocal F-86: reset”

Envirormental Control busy.

Pt 10 papecs on e desk s e e Th ot vas ook
disassomble

“Command object local F-86: reset” I said louder, as ifthe computer
ime.

didithear me the frst
Envirormental Control busy.

| leared the retum message and sighed, knowing that sometimes
servers just gol packed with ascenders or needed maintenance,
unsure I tis ono had ever given me problerms before.

| heard music in the hangar. The shorter man set up a Vaugha
M

*S0, smoking helps you rolax before a mission?” | asked.
“That or drinking;" replied the tallr one, withou any ht of humor.

~ou ever been shot down bofore, Dauphin?" the shortor asked. |
roticed that his nametag read Amall The talr was Olian.

Its not that | can't answer the question, | thought. ve been shot down
in simuations... | just never had to face the consequences y
did in the real batles. Why's a game character asking me ths,
anyway? | can tel them anything and it doesn't matter.

"Yeah, Ifinally said. A fow times.
Amall ook another drag. "Then you know tht nothing quie prepares
you'or it Relax? No such thing,

Otan ot and chimod . 1v boenky mysel. Bt evry e
I couid be next. | pray to God every igh that
s ends soon-

" Truman had lot MacArthr frish the job, we'd be back in Japan by
row Aral said. "Hell | wouidve chased ‘e al the way to Moscow
fhe wanted, and have been happy o do i, too.”

|smiked."Commurism. Wrat a stupid game.

The two stared horificaly at me.

"Do you ik s is some kind of a game?”
Daupin m aking 1 youl” Ama shoved aten | dit

"Hey,

answer_ | ooked back at hm, in his eyes, and realized that he re:

Vs srous. ook a 56 back and st & new comand, svaght
3 P

Environmental Contolbusy:
Irepeated the command

Environmental Cortolbusy:

The Amal character seemed readyto it me.

y Abd
and get caught...do you know what m commies do o POWs?!
And they don't even care back home! We-"

Ofian put a hand on Aral's shouider.
"Its late and we've gotta fy tomorrow” he said. “Maybe we should
get o the barracks "

bout anoterwor, 7 o et me lonewith oy shock, arger anc

rainly not what Id had in mind for accimaton,

Cotainy ot e of | S cursg and kg th pars
ools on the floor halfway across the hang:

“Lemme at‘em, lwant o kil something
| vied several diflerent commands, ting 1o send myself directy inlo
some kind of comba. but | was denied my wish, the same response
followed my every thought and shout.

Envronmental Control busy.




With my anger vented and boredom creeping back, | found a few
cigaretes in my pocket and decided 1o ry lighting one. | knew |
Mo oo an simsted ke and gt e sensaion onm

ricotine might help me unwind. | broke off a maich and swiped it a
el o, iy 0500 et ek 1sghed o ke ata
second, deciding 1o use less pressure. | jumped when the entire

match flashed nto smoke and ash.
Maybe smoking really was dangerous.

Walking outside, | noliced a jeep puling up a hundred meers away.
Four sdes gol ot ard et wih o oers o omerged fom 2
ith nothing beter to do, | decided that | may as wel 1y fo

ledeem s 50 kg a5 | ramamuerd ro o cal conva o
gam
o l)\e\r dog smoked ... e et ceruny | cecides o

wter willng. | was relieved to find
ot o oot & sl o et P,

\mong those from the jeep was a Private with @ swollen eye, eamed
from a fist-ight just a fow moments earier. As the two from the tert.
prodded him with questons, the irjured man reaiized that he couldnt
even remember what the fight was about.

know If | was dinking whiskey. | froze and reaiized that he had
sculy seen my sampak. The offcer weariy an P ambarc,
ing walking toward me and | hid the energy drink behind my
sack,1ing 1o change o Cateen of waler
Envirormental Control busy.
*Alrman Dauphin! Give me that before | call your COI" he demanded.

Not knowing what else 10 do, | gave im the slampak. He quickly
He shol

e anarr grce and vaked back o e g, peseng srouns
jo from two hundred years in the fuure. They
couk}meven Seckds hat i tareparer conier yas made of. bt

w it glowed colors or why wel
oo it vss hed - b modem gimmicks acualy pron
aicing 1 tem th diskossig. Forurael,ons of o fasied

and they decided it wasrit a communist secrel weapon.
"It a now kind of Coca Cola,” I sald. It was the frst thing | coud tink
of that dated propery.

The MP didrit like any answer | gave. “We can' even get good C-
raions and this guys geting Coca-figgiri-Cola.. and new stuff at
ia” He grabbed the siampak and started guiping at it to spite me.

The gl gl
an Amber Plus makes when someone drinks from i

Another man among e ot wearg a unifom, began SiTng up
by saying tha he AlrForce vas goting boter s, "o

at
e oo s peting o1 by bl vt 4s g gor sore
new fangled colal”

Why i this happening? What's going on?
|again sent the command to jump forward.
Environmental Control busy.

A lump formed in my throat and | began 1o feel numb, poweriess,
rapped. | sent the command to leave the construct

Environmental Control busy.

Environmental Control busy.

A deep, sinking fesing oy 1 didn't know what o do. |
woriet o cseppear | ihow ot f it v Soon. | might and
with a swollen eye myself. | decided that | wanled out and | was
geting out. With a fast and expert motion of my own, | pulled p my
am and plarted my finger right o the red buton.

iy doryou s it e i e bt i e el e
man shor ‘everyone, "so we can all go home 10 o
s nkron’

“That's what I tying to do." | pushed again. Hard.

The others cheered. | flt ik | could colapse onto the ground. Al he.
words and mages began g egather i my paiked i, |
rom reathe. | noticed that my own breathing s all |

vk poar e plaloihos man sond o sty i iz ook
on s face, looking as if he migh start cr

Something jumped off in the distance. | quickly looked but saw orly



rees.

The man spoke in with sof, labored words. "My wife. 1 | cant
remomber hor rame. |- | can' remember my o e, oy
ids!

"It he siress;” one of the pivates responded, "we've got a lot on our
plates right now, that' all You we're teling me about the missus ast
wesk, said e rame as, Ho coddt ramerbe o womarts

either. The woman didn'texis, the Kids didrit exist. They wer
oneliromation randamly aseigned o gams cherecter. They
werent supposed 1 be emetbered

Al of the characters in the group were suddeniy discovering huge
ry gaps of their own, using their Al minds 10 ry to comnect

mermor
people, places, and evens that simply didrt

f3ped brough o sae ok okowsd by mors ure and disant

radio in the jeep crackled and panicked voices

5I1aam|u or e acueney. Thero wers oises i b sy v
heard

|
Spin orou 4ot In ime 1o 366 & MG.15 roor melers above Ty
reac. | 1o 10,1 growd. The roise mensiied and 1 smoke
tickened all around me.

"Please! Pleasel" | pressed the red button repeatedly.

No one can hear me! No one can save me! Nothing is working!
omething is very wrong! The simuation is tearing itsel apart with
me nit! Im going to be fom apart!

Countless MiGs passed over the base, and more bulets flow with
each passing second oking for s 0 ke, My frgerwas down

buton, hokding it down. Buldings were calching fire and
oo mon wero o n vy discton, ot surs whers
enemy was, acting against anyone ne. The word "nudiear”
came. o e s of b vl Someone it BN rad
been fired from both sdes.

umistakable form of a mushroom cloud. The radio was dead.
Everything sudderly fol away and became sient. A hot wind licked
my face and a tear fell down my cheek. Night became day for an
instant, then returmed to night forever.

Inthe clouded and empty sky | saw only one object, getiing closer.

My e came utirg back o my consiousess. | hought of e
rappy times of my childhood, raised by parents who loved me. |
thought of the fiends I wished [ kept, and the sister who missed me. |
thoughtof the brother | hated and wished more than anything that Id
oo pacn ings o Most pandy of | bt of Vel and e
tpoghtof ol o good Inmer cid in

bt g o o e reer 5 S 0

st second. Not sube.

dying throes of a haywire consiuct or some crazy connection
problem, but | didrit care about ts cause; al | remembered was how
beauifd | thought it was.

The roes wers dancing
Chapter Three

Normal...Whatever That s

i someone dies in Dynamic Realty do they die in Standard Realty,
to0?
a belinger inroduces a chid 1o an intense enoug}

Qsme " some ston s cones up Wy shoudt Vake
heard, and fel s well

o the samo natual oughis?
I someone dies in a game, do they die in real ife, 1o0?

Iemember the wonder of my first encourter with DR, s I received its
blessing 1o o as | wished, when | wished. Even when |

who dared speak .. who dared o make it real, to empower the
question and suggest the need of an answer.

f1ie n here, do die ou there?

We were kids! What did we care about death? We couldrt get
enough of the fantastic imagery and realitic role-play. We we'e
gods and gods couldn' die.



But life wasn't about spending every moment ascended or stroking
the. most precious ego. Kids had 1o grow up and start acting like:
aduls

it was my lfe. | did what | wanted. | dectared war and corjured the
el b it b g my i ot down o e sk ol
whomever | declared to be the e

W war dodered back | ound ta | wes comptely rarmod |
found that all my lfe was was a it match, b inough
voodsn nancl boyor the il foe-up of ey and oaiosty
o ussicrs ien esizsd it et god e aston it
seem so childish ar

Did Idie?

IS true what they say, your fe does flash before your eyes; but few

p
vetter fuure.

The st ting | remomberod was pai: ot pronyatenuated DR
pan, i pain 3¢ 1 4 raly been cked i o st
disoriented and el sick from a rush of adrenaline. | .-uu.a e
buing shocked 1

The s arun e blerded seamissy vt o scoss otbame
in my head. | ooked up and saw the large man who nearly tripped
o i s Ko

g something, kid? Movel”
stepped over me.

| folt a hard jab in my lower back and a woman fel, dropping hot
coffee close to my face. She also became irate, shouting four-atter

rds as she vanished info the crowd without offering to help me up
or anyihing.

Even slarcing it ol popl vere corstak buig o o
e s n 3 ge room fled wih peopl vy s
sasge. am icrophones. Oid-stye flat moniors and splitbeam

everynhere, _displaying
advemsemenls Tor bl cororaions. Seatired houghou e

re Images of the high-priced huxey tems of @ hundred years.
Sefor, many even worn by paope Damsehes. | oon geried
the piace as the New York Stock Exchange.

Afer a moment of stumbling through the crowd, one of the traders
brushed against my descender. Memories surged back and | fet my
panic retuming wih them. | yanked my am back and stared a the
device's red butor

Its just Dynamic Reaty." | said to mysefl, s is nothing you can't
control" | closed my eyes, took a deep breath and pressed the red
buton.

The sounds remained.

"Is just Dynamic Reality” | repeated, "tis is notiing you cant
control ™

buton seemed to be dead, connected to nothing. | looked
Hiomiin oo i anying was utofpace, g o get some
Gea o what a0 a place was aupposed 1 ook e, n 5175, e
Siing on Yk Sveot vt 3 o, wh 4 rver oo .
began walking through the crowd again, tying o think of ways to
escape from a runaway simuation.

like the exi, | had a
15 stoved o my hand and | ound mysel ererng Wal Steets
Summary eure Gt |saw e deyigh of e ot o sariod
e drchon. o ostoes ot somating At wes boins
(s i e crow,okig ol some Krdof wpercies e
Partof e varied 1 eave, uhie anterpartseamod ocsed on
g wseon, decp witin he oo, | coukt move oked in
Some oo seween i an

The feing became stronger as | walked past the skt and gloss-
poker mactne. | racogized 12 th eeiy f preserce” hut

Someone oo it o dese game seoson 1160 xpennced e
feeling before, but not often and, as each step drew me closer (0 ts
source, | doubled that Iwoud ind anything there.

| was I towar e biacack tatle i he far comer o the oo,
n s deaing cads. slak contast o the room of

i comay i s e wore_ 5 Tom

miltary uniform and hat. My steps slowed, but | stl drew myssw

closer. A bald man wearing an orange sut abruptly darted into my

path.

"Sir,can  see your badge?”

| didnt take my eyes off the woman, who hadnit seemed to nofice me.



| couldn't shake off the impression that she was walching me.
somehow. | tarted swifl toward the table again, passing around the.
protesting securty guard. | got closer and st she ignored me, but

‘move of her am told me everything I needed to know. She had a
desconder.

"Excuse me!” I shouted as 1ot fo the table,

Wit 2 gl suit moln, he worren oked a1 me by dacgreen
ine. She looked younger up close tha

under
cap. Her eyes seemed distant, revealing no hnt of emotion for me to
read

Withoutlooking down, the woman set two cards on the table.
"Whyis one more desired than two?" she asked.

There was some strange quality in her voice, which | orly seemed to
nolice because of her stff and unnatural body language, that made
me foel tense. 1looked down and saw th the cards were the Ace of
Diamontsand e To of Spades. G ro. 1ot ply sigia

"C i d game, you said that,”
"Who are you? What are you doing? Why am | here?"

“Communism failed. Capitalism is performing poory.”

I umed back toward the room, making it obvious that | had o idea
what she was taking about.

"Afler that war.* she conlinued in the same even voice, "the United
States and the Soviet Uion adopled a policy of ‘Mutually Assured

D X
wantto do that?"

s tis g wheeled? Why is she asking such dumb questions? That
didrit actualy happen

tumed back to her and spoke in a low tone similar (0 hers. | dorit
care. Let me outof here.

“The doors are marked. Go where you wish " As quickly as she had
rned to me, she tumed away and resumed dealing (o piayers
didrit seem to notice the ntermuption

Extse began1o shout agan when s gabbed fom betng |
saw troe securty guards, among ther
moment ago.

"Sir if canit see your badge il have to show you the door."

Look, siruHamouad, m ki b someon” | amed back o o
“Give me back coriroll”

A diflerent woman, wearing a Dow Jones uniform, was
table. The woman in the Soviet uriform was gone, and the feeing of
presence wih her.

| wandered down the sidewalk and tried to get whatever bearings |

cou g o ik of whoro @ simaon of ety st corkay

Marhatian wouid be runring, wondering If there were others.

besides the woman | encountered.

The emergency bution stil wasrit working and whatover control

een g n Pacevas rning o g me
tessages. Noise from people, constructon, subways,

you,
rind s oatorod omos e anings 15 SR horor

Clap tree times.
Nope.

Take the descenderolf.

How am I supposed 0 0o hat?
Runthrough a val.

Maybe if notring else works.
Think abot waking .

s all e been rinking about



Nothing.
Click my heels together thvee times.
Thats from the Wizard of Oz movie!

| stopped and shook my head, starting to feel ridicuious. The g
characers didrit notice a thing | did, of course, but | couldn' help
ki o o berg .| caled ol sitaton vas 2
ot ke a victim of certan reality shows. | re e fact that
Someane Goua be broadcasing m sauring o e wor and
raving fun at my expense.

Some network hosts will do amything for ratings, | thought. | wouldnit
be the first one to get used ke that. But what can | do about It right
row?

An Asian man appeared from the crowd and handed me a fiye for a
oo locay eve 6o oo o e o | GavRo0 By
the shouider.

Somewhere in his. interactive-whatever there must be some
subroutne-thing | can trigger, | thought. Something they shoved in
there just for these occasions.

"l want 1o leave. | want to escend." | said, as loudly and clearly as |
couid. The man didrit seem to understand me.

“Command logofl Command exitl Command status!”

The man ety oo himsa avay fom mo and boled i o
crowd, dropping haif s fiyers as he wer

No, No, No, No, Not This carit be right! Maybe they have to speak
English?

chose antermanan th sidevak and slepped oward i, Aloud

oppesres on I aveetony a v molers w16 man otde
looking at me, honked again and waved me forward. 1 looked around
agan, carin st someons wss vatcing ms. Ho forked 3 i

1 seeming more clear and interse, the path between
me and the car ceared of people, as if the constucttsel were trying

nYou ok s, Can el You g someuhers e diver ssked wih
‘charm of an amai. | cimbed into the back se:

"lwantto leave. Iwart to descend.”

"We're already on the ground.” he repied.
recommend the subway.”

you want to descend |

"No. I ari to access the compuer that's running this program.”

Iread a look of confusion on his face.

oy o hata Conldonce o on was i et Moy
one se...se.

My ain of thought derailed and my Vision became mists and
shadows. The noise of the city outside faded like a dream and my
senses wen blark

Yes! Rworked! Im descending!

| fel back fike a rock in water. | felt my body ling flat on some.
i

“Im awake. fm awake." | found the strength to say as | stuggled to

open my eyes, looking up into the daylighting. | was greeted by three

PaciTek employees and an LAPD offcer. We were surrounded by
same nario 4 gl pkar bl o s belors, i,
the pariclevel enrance of te Reed Buldi

irdew, shoung my Fuopirt on e Sate AscoderAc forn. |

el regardiss of the. Asit's oan soculy. | 1ed. legety
e eaniesont e s o aseonin s v e g8

A breeze wart rouch the openir evsl udameat e g,
rusting the leaves of the traes surounding me, reminding me of the
Gy Soeet boyond. asked why wa werert by o bacts. or even on
one of their floors. The supervisor explained that they had 1o remove



me from the booth without breaking the connection. Before | could
press for details, the officer broke in and asked me to confirn the
statements data before she fled it.

As | connected to look the deails over, Offcer Stepharie Morales -
h e sha put on e stssret - bogan g o e sbout
ying it el
Kinyiicling g i oposiarpeysiuin
s cop, e hat e PacTe poople had e concioared
mory scan idea, though Id never heard of ono being used to
oo an zs:a:sm»sme Something seemed odd about the proposal
and the offcer's growing insistenc

s the scan required by law or can 1go now?” Ifinally asked, deciding
that | wanted notfing more thanto get outof there.

Go ahead, | thought Say "yes, its required." | dare you.
"l am making a suggestion that woud benefit you, Mister Daupfin”

Youre not supposed to ofler me legal adice.
cemoahy o ometing o oagens

“lsnt it the obiigation of a police officer (o serve the pubic? | should
do anything | can to alow you o resume your normal ffe.”

| considered the way she behaved and spoke: not quite feal, ot quite

ke ot e anying Theoffors ace sofnod and sho oked
y toward the. fountains, waiing for my response but selr

coreciousl backing o .

“Justlet me go home. | can take care of myselr.”

She hesitated, soeming decp in thought; then she suddenly tumed

and began walking away.

"Go where you wish” she replied.

Sunset tumed to right and the air became cold. & rained the whole
way home.
Good, Ithought. Iwantto be miserable.

spashd ndoo pidestentral ax whod e rgpig
A metacab pule to me, reminding
o ok 0

hologram and the car drov el away. | had no money and was in
o rush.

apartment. Had the next street up been open, | doubt | woud have
even noliced the detous; but the next sireet was closed 100, and the
et

Who works on a road i pouing rain?

How ‘ya doing? Cold right, huh? Are you tied of those celiar
cartiers who keep-

Iwaved my soaking hand infront of her face. *Just stop!"
Supisoh she i | amostconimed wsking it rocg

sormaing. nss vany oo, aapocing het someting. wa
roppering 1o ab e Wchnckogy roue me, ot i e peank or

Ipulled back my hand. No response.

“Charging-You-No-Error-Process-

“Mister Dauphin." she suddenly looked at me and said, "You shouid
fr the offer Im authorized to extend (o you. | possess a

substantial amount of data on competing celular carers that wil

comince-"

"Whoa, whoa, whoa." | aid, reieved. “Look, | don' know if this is yet
another new technique - talking like the robol you are - or som
mafancion: ot make S Quck.+ oaned coser o ot -How 6o
youfeel right now? s a cod ight and its raining, fm miserable, you
process that word - that fesling. Then | can watch you freeze up and
maybe feel a ite better.”

"B, Misar Dauphin she resparded. resord o fl csosr:
o glee, "maybe youre miserable because you

cellorsorvce. Here ard o ks Sy percantr

Irolled my eyes and started back down the sidewalk.

Bits of light appeared in font of me. The fickering siowly took on a
e and became the same hologram. "Brandon, if you'e



interested in celluar senvice, then please let me help you with
something efse."

My rofief faded. The hologram was clearly maffunctioring and
somehow it disturbed me.

"Look, you wanna be helpful? Just tell me how many of these roads
are closed.”

“Im sorry, Mister Daupfin.” she beamed back at me. "l carit supply
raffic information, but | can pre-qualify you for-

“No! | know you can connect fo some orine thing and tell me what
streets are open. Do that and l ook at whatever youre saling.

The hologram paused for a moment. *The next block will be open,

sir

ok th st cople ofstape nd s ret . T oogram

“Thark you...|guess.”

| slowly made my way 10 the next block. The street was open and

empty.

What jumped out of Vair and info me to get a sales-holograrm (o do

something useful? Was it because it was mafunctioning? Wil that

even work next time?

Next ime.

My feet suddenly became heavier and | coudrit move. | stood under
tore, seeing the lonely.

even hostlle. | though that my home was at the end of that road, but |

rad o direction. and | had no destination. My legs wobbled and | felt
leaned o the marbie wall and tried to breatho.

Next time.

L ),
Except that songs wera useful distractions, whie the words were a
call to the future, a goal, a question that probed for an answer.

Nextime.

Trro i o nat e, No o, Wy cat st ik ng? Whycat |
just shut it off? Thursday carit come fast enough, at east then

hor

Ishouid, rainwator
itwas aiready too ate.

Thats whatits about. | thought She's ust a distraction for me. Thats
all she can ever mean. - | don' want (o 6o that o her, she deserves.
potr e frad ke mo.

Iwon't do . lwon't marry Vair.

“Iwon't marry Veronical”

studered feeng yseligo b e decision. roughtof every

G0 at making hends b bt Koaping .
Iknew | had o value.

| saw movement on the other side of the street. 1 tied o pull myself
together.

What am | doing? These streets are dangerous at right.
| forced my legs back info action and continved through the rain,
caming mysef o sap ot .. et warig o o back & seep
and to forget that | was ever bom. A signal came

limmediately rejected it. They dinned me again.

Who's Ethan Undertil?

Irejocted again. Ethan tied a third time.

What*

al ey, Brandon... its Ethan Underhill Ya' know, from Miller
Jurior Hight*

"What? Yean,Miler Juror High, Who s tis?”
“Ethant You know, you used f cal me ‘Anime’T
"Wrat do you want?”

1 in LA and | was hoping we could catch

| raised my eyes and held out my arms in an unseen gesture of “are
you serious?”



"Look, Ethan. Tis isrit a good time. Why don't | call you back
tomorrow?"

"Well Sure. fyou-"

A fourth metrocab - a fourth vacant metrocab - passed as |
iscomeciod Ean, | ooked b mo, avar of o ecg tat |
was being folowed, aware of the outofplace feeling that
ingered with me.

I was soaked from head o toe as | finally approached my apartment
building on Helms Avenue. Under the last drops of imirishing rain, |
prep:

stared
the doorreader (o recognize me.

The door chimed and uniocked. | actually stared in disbelief long
enough for it 0 time out and re-ock. | swiped again and the ratty old
metal Goor responded again. The reader st looked

outside, but | decided that they must have replaced the sensor or
something.

As if the first surprise wererit enough, the smell of fresh paint it me.

as I opened the door. The halivays, . all had now paint,

capeing, and gh o ampled o ook ouice and ke e |

racit alked o he rong blding. | ot n o the elevtor ar i
rowatiny doors cosed b

“Four”
The machinery was quiet and the ride was smooth. | wondered if my

rent had just shot up. The fourth floor had also been redone. | walked
Gown the Soft carpeting and reached my door. My own doorreader

Perhaps tey changed tht 007

Bursting with anicipation, sic my wistnfont o the panel. Once.
The chime marked the igh poirt o my day.

Hallah!

But the emotional roller coaster of the day merely el me up for
another big drop.

1d been robbed.

descrplon of e woman o b backack ble When e offcer
for witnesses, none of my neighbors answered thei
Goors oyl e s 10 o o i 1 e st
the entire buiding being refusbished in less than rine hours without
ige. the

| oot seep tare oven I 14 wartad s my wls wao o
shred place

spare bed o sofs 1 sleopon. | st got o icamal sysem afer
ther, even my parents'. No one had responded by the time |
reached the Value nn a few blocks away.

Though it may have been on the low-end of the price scale, the hotel
zeemed ke 2 bozcon i e g, 2 palace o e weary il

had fo. The scent of freshiy-brewed amped
Cooe 1 mors welcoming bl of pin a1 sohcpeang
was wor enough for me [0 know that the owner hadnt gone on a

h fr side of o dowrstis by, whero an ompy sitg area
spored leaber ofs and monitors tuned 1o various.

i o of o osh atseas S o 2 sy
ooy st soamos ot .

A tll bonde appeared behind the courier “Welcome to Value I,
my name is Rachael. How can | help you?”

:Can | e haed by o res porson plase?” | wpked s | soured
some cofiesor ysal. T Fcgram vt and | herd  crime

"Good evening. s there a problem?"

| hesitated at the sight of an actual person, knowing how rar
option had become and doubling my good fortune. | snapped outof it
and approached the counter. "No... No problem. Id fike 1o check in,
please.”

The woman's nametag said her name was Syia. | was expecting
her to ask me why | didn't just use the hologram; but instead she set



identification involved.

s everyone else having the technology problems (oo i she here just
in case? Maybe she just assumed that "Rachasl was gitching on

"Okay. Now we it a few minues for the background checks,”
Syia said as sho reciined in a char. "So, Mister Dauphin, are you
g7

"No. Un... Im actuall having some trouble with
now. |just need a place 1o settie down fo the right

apartment right

"Aah. And fomorrow?"

get there.”

"Wel”sherepie to0 cager, "t me koowf tere'sany vy | can
make tomorrow bet

| rscheq for & secand cisear, but decided | wasnt gty
anymore. "Tomorrow carit be better... Just please huy wi
checicin, Irealy ke to be alone right now."

“Alone? Why?"

ooked back a hr s f insued. "Why? Why doss there have o be
2 reason for everything

“Im sorry. sho repied. “You dortt have o talk about anything you
donftwatto

Amoment passed. Sylia waited patienty and | et even more ke a
Porribie human being,

"Look... yia,right2” She looked up. "l didrit mean to snap at you or
o, L. I ot raly g & b day. agee you ko
wha Im talking abou: technolog)

Tochnology” she repeated, more as a thought than an
acknowledgmert

"Yeah, and here | am" | conlinued, a more genuine smile forming on
m ace, g hpd by a fend. st od person ad
veaing e e some saick Poogram: Myt m st ot sed
comversations ke tis anymore, you know?"

|grabbed the second croissat.
“Given a choice, you chose against the hologram."

"Veah, doesnft evenybody?” | said as | waked back loward the
counter. "Let me ask you something” | paused and corfimed that
sho was listori rt at the attertion. "Do you ever think
it ife would be so much betier if people just switched all the
bilboards and holograms and groundiems off and took the time fo
talk o each other?"

‘I donitk is making tis a beter worid overy day"

"Notthis day.”

Syia didritrespond. Iighed and tred to roax.

"Do you have any kids? Ifyou dorft mind my asking, thatis "

"Yeah, three sons and a daughter.”

"What do_trink wil happen in the fulure? To

Tocology ey o & Gaeas o vl e .ot | ek 15 ot
geting more annoying.”

| see” The groundtem beeped. "Congratuations  Mister
Dauphin” Syhia said, "you are nota serial kiler.”

1 sighed again and stared off into the room. "My mom willbe tilled
to hear it

“The room is fifleeneighiy per right pius taxes and | ake t you wonit
need a room with a ground teminal. BreakfasL is at sixieen zeroes,
checkout at twenty-one. Just swipe your wrist on the reader and the
entry code wil be for room 334 upstairs.

“Tharks." | swiped my wrist by the reader and my chip recorcs
wecess code roarssomag et an i oy ateraon 1 b
room. Paranoia, | decided.

"Ireally appreciate you coming o to help e, Isaid.
"Its really my pleasure to help.”

With o bags to worry about,  efiled my coffee and grabbed a third
. when

td walked in.



"l mean... you know what m talking about, how a bad day can realy
get you down?"

Maybe m beating myself up too much, | though. | don't need her.
and she can certainy take care of herself. | don' know, maybe we.

‘anyway. | donf even ha, maybe it
et 1t b 1 et S win e w8 ey
realy.. really good

The coffee cup siipped from my fingers. | cursed and grabbed a
rapkin.

"Somy.”
Thas was o broun st on e carpt e e i 5 0

ected;
wasit wel, as if it had been there for days. I seemed
b & ghenina game

Tho room was completely sient. Syhia hadnt responded. A horible
thought came to my mind. |stood up o fac her, and allsensation eft
my body.

Tre aroresson o e ace s bcked o8 ot of ross otwsen
background procsssng. simsted refecir,

oe ot o o arars. i Grocie v e sSanG ook
St oyore ot ‘wi mocem arincal melgerce. wou
recognize: a sign thal an amas software coudn'. process the

equally bizarre action

Sya cosed rer oyes, rd said, 't has been a pleasire.
g s BawosTe g o oty g

Chapter Four

Closed Window, Open Door

I someane became trapped in Dynamic Realiy, how would they

el the diference?

s ot tncommon o people to say rt he e aing apat
around us. Even n stor s, brothers sl ob brothers, war

s over doop-soa el ghs, Harkty ol Surpos ok, ar
tens of thousands die offine, as victims of the public arsons and

Then, when the money stops.

nchors us 1o our happiness? How can we know if our
Coimietons e it o s o stne? Whon o s 3500 o fow
much of our foundation do we find leaing with the water?

Wty shout aople ssy st e word is aling spat? We'w
chieved such great things, yet he rate of invention is slowing. We
enJDy asironomicalstandards of g, yet e compien more pan
. but money is always losing value. W
26 i Hoohtedse. ot e v o1 lomaton. mw ‘goes down.
There are st ungry people n he worid... enough

working. .
than ever before, and we see that speed has become our defense
against the ragi things we buit.

| put my faith in a buton. | never leamed, and never wanted to do

otherwise, untl the oid knowiedge expired. | became rapped and

soreriod gng oiendosperee, o aryhng o gra ot a5

foro na b ingible was beyor

v Trom g soncht ok ar mores 1y bk, s s
the only truhin an avalanche of i

Tris ight was a path for me, taking me far rom where | wanted o be.
And everynher Ineeded to be.

The scent of reshy-brewed amped coffee st lingered in the room.
The croissant in my hand was stl warm and fresh. Notting in the
1.1t had to

place. Al o
be real. Iwanted more than anything fo t o be real.
K ot compleayimpossile o eal persan 1 say s, | gt
Its not What if she's just toying wit

Several seconds passed, the oy sound coming from a distant
monitor in the siting area. Nothing moved. Some intuion told e
that, if | so much as breathed, the last frayed thvead of realty in the



world wouid brea

Youre — not - real -

Syia's eyes snapped open. "Syia-Two-Thres must terminate at
i tme. We apobogiz for e Inconvenence: Please report i
maffunctions Bamss  BaresTe  esesck . sipopp.

e i semtnce, A fchng of s sged vl e |
dropped the pasiry and ran to the other end of the lobby. The siting
area was emply. There were no foolprints, no smelk, o sounds.
nothing.

| turned off the moritor and fistened carafully. | held up my wrist,
covered in a cold sweat, and felt around my forearm, swalowing the
jump in my troat.

Abalding Lal
suit was standing where | had been.

“Can I help you, ir?” he repeated.

"Youre notreal,are you?"

"l assure you that Im very real” he said with a smil, gesturing fo the
couer, 1 somy 1 beve 10ied you Wee tesing rew somre to

Improve our customer sence. | can see that your encourler wasnt
exactly a positive one.”

"Sir, Value Inn believes customer satisfaction shouid be our number
one priorty. ff there s anything | can do to make his up to you, please
donf hesitate 1o ask."

e vords by auege seemed perecty o, ut 0 o
Syvia's

wondered I ths med personal
iormaion ode and . 4 e crracer i gome nondered
just how realisic the amai were becoming and whether | was faling

ing
into some global idenity crisis, spreading throughott the human

Iknew Isaw.
al.

The man took a step toward me. "Tell you what, your stay toright is
onus.”

"Nol" My eyes darted around and | clung 1o a comer. *| cant stay
oo

"How about New York? Perhaps we couid give you train tickets o
New York ”

I is 2 part o some heirous game | considred,shou i bo
e lorng o embarassing ighimare? Why st erere i
mytie?
o S Voo meybe e can ke 1 o hovgh o0
Veronica can tell me whats happening. Shell fix it 100. She fxes.
anything.

No...iftis s st a simuation then | can' reach her. Everyting Is too.
welrd, Ihave to find out i I really awake.

| emerged from the siting area and waked cauiously toward the
man. The smel of the cofiee grew strong again. | felt the air |
breathed and heard the noises from the street. | stil waried it o be
real, but | knew that warting woudrit solve the problem. | stood a
meter from him and looked into eyes, unsure whether he was man or

How can ind outiffm really awake?

"Youwant o make it up to me? Call me a cab.”

The metrocab pulled over trvee blocks from the Reed Building. The
amai in the front seat informed me that the road was dosed ahead

he coudntproceed. As | opened the door, "Julia” eagerly
e 1 tak o Ik going oer paces around e ..o any iy
ignored her and walked toward the barriers and flashing ights. | knew

tal,
PaciTek.

N and
smell of smoke grew thicker with every step. Several police officers
were stationed there o keep spectators back. | decided that [ wasnt
tuming back, that, if | were st ascondod, | had nothing 10 loso
anywiay.

On cue, not one but three large offcers approached and ordered me.
1 leave the premises, pointing to the cab Id come from.

"I have a sister diving at PaciTek * | explained. "She has a rare form



of NCFOD and I need to be there when they get her out of the booth.

T battoeacy lw erlrcent bigade cimed ral o EVTS

were prepared for any crisis and maita theyd arrest me
iiess | h mmediaty g dfet ot of the ofcars and
stroled back toward e streel, glancing at the

spectos o e Feorsigmed ot romal bl s e
o s o scone wih o e ang apena e, kg it
others over their SNDLs and broadcasting the images from their
eyes, pataps cven kg alou in grougs of wo o1 tree. Tha
people | saw were more dramatic, seeming 1o exaggerated for
people who were just walking by.

iecion of o beaches it 5o much s s coue, | aw bt
light had vanished,

e scross o riosechon i paby b0 1 | oo o 18
amai Ireached the cub,

As before, the next oad was blocked, and the one afer that “fm ot

The booih can tell my brain I tred. but if my bodys o actaly
moving... the energy woud ust keep coming, right

The s iersecton was open | umed and it siop | was

Thoiah v blockade Ko e v 1 Seon i s v
even loss inviting. My body protested, but | knew that it wasn't fit
eraugh to st s lorg books in pr i |
conue, drecy oward b by T smoks o et iy
grew vorse: thing was heavy but | didn't cough and I didrit
. Yo omion. Each sop contmed et somem
1 became only more defermined to reach PaciTek, 1o expose
i 5 for 1w, 10 mator whet 1 Cost,

A gust of wind threw a thick plume of ash on me. Everyth
black. Without being aware of the fal, | felt my head smack orlo the.
concree. Hard,

I was lying it on a bed. A shadow darkened my eyelids and | heard
loud snapping. | grabbed the hand over my face and looked sternly at
s owner.

WWho shold be there {0 gret me but Ethan Underhil

"Hey, man. Welcome back to the word of the iv-" | grabbed him by
the shirt colar and jerked him toward me.

"Enough with the games! Tell me what you people want!™

Ho Pesiaid, consad. ~Look, Brarcon | ik e smoke’s st
messing with your e o ot | roved i back so
rrd vt e sy st W e, sow it e n 5 recpiel
i dacids whether 14 realy ben knocked of

my oo, whatber 10 kst consclotaness or simyly epoearsd i &
diffrent simulation.

The room's large window revealed a night sky over the city My SNDL.

i o e wes o aor o aocs s i of e g,

bt | docided ha o comcion couvs casly bo

rackers. | fied to din my parenis a

ou 1 got vcenal. | knew at s ah forgery. 1w reay
offfrom the ouside.

2 inthe doorway.
know an ‘Arime' in middle school, nicknamed for the old Japanese
animated st he was inlo; but after some big fight we had, | cidnt

remember iking him anymore. | wouldn't have even known what he
fooked like after ten years.

The o walkd o th oo it Dauphin ou nhed o of
smoke but seem 1o have recover

Govrsiars whed he 10 Joow i yoves U 1o revera. 8 o
questions.”

Hlooked over at Ethan, who was cheerily obliious to the world. This
kid | hadrit been friends with in forever suddenly wanted to catch up
with me more than e itself, and | was being pushed inlo the role of
s Sulde. et o who was pung o sings or wal be
cock i was, but it seemed that refusing my role in it
v ot o oy

“Actualy, feel ke grabbing a bite with my old friend Ethan."

We refused the doclor's escort and made a game of evading the
cops as we let the hospital and got ino his car. Ethan told me that a
e started in PaciTek and charred most of the bulding; he didrit ask
wha | was doing running into the infemo, but did make a point of
saying that notring remained of the ith and sixh flocrs.



e B o ot ol e e
pecialy cosidring e o th optons ers sl

but
ool ot wibout 5 sparo. hred miion delars bing

"So...hows ife reated you, Ethan? What do you do for a iving?”

He hesitated. "Sales "

Ettn ddtseam s f b were takig gt 1o rard conspir
ther, he was as odd as amhing else around me. The E

nceril | ancourtorsd seermed e one | odd ook up i soma

idaho state database: never emerging from the data, expressing no

tue personally, merely execuing an assignment - runing

program.

Whose program? To what end?

"So, where should we go?” he asked

"l thought you were taking me somewhere.™

“C'mon, Brand. Youre the local.”

Brand?

The car sopped for a 1 signal. | leaned back and sared at my
*Fire.

want 1o go is New York "

"Sure, New York itis."

| looked at him curiously, at the unfinchingly nive look on hs face.

"Seriously? Youre goma drive me (o New York? Right now? That's
texactlya tour of LA, you krow”

"I know, but | wani to hang out. | doritcare.”

~ou... Youre gonna drive across the entire country to 'hang out?
Ethan, that doesrit make any sensel”

seemed woried. "l was hoping we coud... you know...talk
about . You know."

“Wrat about ife?"
“Wrat t means, Brand. Who we are and where wete go-
"Stop!” I grabbed the sieering wheel and puled it oward me.
"But e panefs reen”

“There's 10 taffic panel, there's no car, and you are not Ethan
Underhil”

He looked puzzied, but 1 didrit buy into it

ina Darkball.. you win the lottery o something?”

"A car s a thing, how can a thing be the meaning of lfa? Please let
me drive."

"No." 1 said. "We're gonna cut the games, stay right here, and you'e
gonna tell me exactly what's going onl"

No answer came. He became like a statue. | didrit even see him
breahe.

"l swear to Mothor Earth that if you tell me its been a pieasue try
again’ "

"No. No-* He glanced desperately at the sieering wheel. “Can | just
drive? Please?

"Why, Ethan? Were you only prograr round
forever? Am | supposed to spend the en oty e b soms
philosophical chat with you?

He continued staring at te steering wheel.

"Okay, you want o drive me somewhere? Randys apartmert, then;
ordanes.or T Encs 1§ oo you o ane oy e econt Honce,
one | wouid know was real or fake in about ton seconds. Maybe we

can o 1o my prosperty agonts ouso. or 3 back 10 gbod ol
Nampa and have dinner with my folks, Tl even show you the spot in
the basement where | used to hide my plasmonic fireworks, the one
it there's pot a shred of information posted oniine about Does that
sound good o you, Ethan?”

Ethan raised is eyes but said notring.

"You can show me the park-level of the Reed Bilding,” | continued,



“there's all kinds of imagery and cameras and everything to tell yo.

what that looks ke, but did you know its illgal o post images of

ascensionsies?” | openad the passenger door and rokased 1
ing wheel. "By, Ethan."

Wit

| sto0d on the concrete and leaned back in. “Why is the Ace of
Diamonds more desired than the Two of Spades?"

“Uh. The answer (o that depends on the game."
“Commurism.*

“Communism? Never heard of-

"Blackjack thenl”

He stared atthe steering wheel, “The Ace is more flexibe, the player
can use itas a high orlow card. The two .. just  low card.

“Thanks" | tumed around and took a step.
*Please Brand!
"You know what Iwant” | didnt ook back.

\When he didrit reply, | slammed the door. There was no door. |ost
my balance and nearty fel

The sun began torise, ifs rays revealing a barren ity street with no
cars or people. The wind died down and | heard nothing but my own
breahing

Holo?*

An extremely loud noise ripped through the air, an alarm that came.

fo0m of a bulding, but it didn' diminish at all. | looked frantically for
ts source.

Over what felt ike hours, the oise stole my abilly to concerlrate.

Coks oy k1D s A s was wa 0 el A0 0
ihe noise. The only ting | wanted 1o find was the noise. | couldn'

find the noise.

| canft escape from the roise.

An infense gust of wind knocked me off my feet. | eaiized that there
was something beside the noise.

| stopped my search and tred to focus, burming to know what | was
missing. | had o shout even in my own thoughs.

SOMEONE! PLEASE! SHUT THAT THING--
Rstopped.

| saw that | was sil at the same intersection where 1d started. |
jooked

Whatam I supposed to find?
thought suprised me. | looked in every direction, for anything

obvious, or anything that seemed outof place.

Ineed a path.

I vied to clear my mind, unti the only thing | perce
T i s b S0 w1 St g . epenca
eyes and took a deep brealh,

R caritbe that simple.
At times it was a gust, and other times the breeze barely seemed to

be there at al. | began to doubt that it meant anyting, but the wind
continued_blowing east and thorefore | cortinued cast, through

sure | was moving at a.
"Youlook hungry.”

froze. The oice had come from behind. & was a kind voice,
ool & rea peron T wrvod v manecioly 1osogusnd b
sandcaste builder. The child was holding a door open.

“Come onin. Breakfastis on me.”






Chapter Five
Highest Stakes

5
Whatis the meaning of ife?

Tho question is as philosoptical as they come, not one prized by
fose vl sunble Smagh Ul e wpeciiy o bate
oo Out ancesors eoked o povert delies ad myrs o
i, mary olers plecged et vetot 1o gs sietfc and
chsarvabe frough e sonse. Tl masning cams o o conkol
7 chimed: e melcpi ot wos ko T of
provert an earthquake. The theory is paraded as fact unil naturo
wipes it out, stranding the faithfu unti another easy answer can be
rushed into circulation,

Toe maaniogof e ol s o bo  guod persn Lk Pt

‘and that ife woud go on aftor mo.
Euon 24 o up At e e amston awey. some ed ot
Id been created, while others tried to tall me Id congealed in
prmerils soup, and st obers warked e o bk ales were
walching me from cloaked satelites. | didt care. | had more
imporan rge o 6o

Then an Al asked me . but why v some facker go
o 50 il o ek somabing Sue?

It was just part of their game, | told mysel. | coud oniy thirk of
escape, even as 1 lost focus on what | wanted 1o escape 10, and there

man | was. Only when | Stopped g to find the easy answer did |
see that a better one had been there all long,

felt alone and 5o | became alore.. il a hand guided me from the
‘e what | didnt know | needed, something | would
find myset admiring.

Grace.

We walked no o spacius cofle ouse A bar defned he cener of
s ke a i wero aganst o side and for of

oo on 1o Aght was 5 sago. whero jare musicars wore
pa.fn i T ouing morin 1ot came in brovgh broad frord

ot e inecrs design A barsta bt don when she saw W
boy and hugged

"Hi, Raskob. Peace to you"
"Hi, Salie. More to you"

A caim serse came o f my wories wero sutdony 50
smal ! ey st a1 meaning, 2 1 20 along ey bl

powes han a iy ot Thers wos o energy Wik (e roor, hered
among those within, that seemed (0 project from the chid. The room
ind he the room. | could

“Always happy o see a new face here. fm Salle.
"Uh...Brandon Itentatively shook the womas hand.

Salle corduced rersell wih oy and confderce. Her uniforn was
neat and her movements were fid, demonstrating professionalism
oven In mundans a5k, oven I taks whore professionaiem had
ong been forgotten. She seemed authentic in every way, fike
zameons who arioyd e Evoryono n o room oved et and sho
oved avenone in the oo, even a stangr ke me. For al o
complaiang 10 don. sbout uskomer senice going 1 aricial
iclgence. it soomec ol ot | o whot s wa recly
supposed 1o be. | alvays knew what | didn' want. | never considered
what 1. | never even looked for a place to start

gt of foslouey came to me, mor a3 @ memay of e

emotio iy,
rpasabl ot place; becatse Gt fol ik, thy had aryinng
couldnt simply ask

Salio e s 1 o st abe i o oo, i font comer: he g

a surface of polished mahogany. The

re made of something | couldn' identfy, b siting

onitfaltas commname s ying on a pillow. Everything that couid be.

‘coud be found only a half-meter away. | was started

o Scs 5 romdoners Tt an s ol oot windon. coran ot
such an object would b ilegal in a real shop. Given DR's crea

icenses, though, | decided that it was a bold and urique decoration

undemeath the sword.



with the care someone might use when sening the Prime Minister of
Europe. The options overwhelmed me, all choices between

“Justan Amber Plus, please.”
"Regular coffee,” Raskob sald. “Standard brew."
The boy didrit appear any oider than cleven or twelve, though his
betavio seemed closer 1 that of a vise ol man. He conducied
N “durable leisure. The look
soft and intense all at once, revealing a sense of value and peace

and in some bizarre way that made me feel like | was the one out of
e withit

"l didrit know people coud st buy un-amped coffee,” | sai.
“There is no need to build on what s already found in nature.”

Salie retumed with our orders, much faster than Id expected. |
noticed a red band on her wrist with a siler marking embedded in
s fibers.

"What brought you here, Brandon?" Raskob asked, sipping his
coffee.

“The wind," I replied, looking toward the windows. "l tink "

"Fs amazing. The wind coud level tis ity in a single blast, but it
chooses to dispiay iself as a gente breeze.

"The wind chose?"
“The wind is even here in Dynamic Reaity. It blows as surely as it
does in the real world. Even the scent of coffee and the sound of
music are here.”

then wee ot prteig et i s el 7" 1 said, opening
S oS e aarsr S0
Raskob shook his head slighty. "No. No pretending here."

A black s e tfctsppesrd n e comer o my ey, | e et
my descender had retumed to my wi

"I something buit by man on top of eal ife... modeled afler t. 's a
more cortrollable version of ™

“Yeah 1said, siowly etuming myvision o him, “Dynamic Reaity has
given us many things.

"And taken away more.

| didrit respond. Raskob sat peacefuly as | looked around the
crowded room and tied to get some bearing on L All who enfered

were greeted n a fiendly manner. All who left seemed refreshed and

energelic, driven (o returm o their own comer of reality and make lfe

better witinit. |saw many ejoying themselves on the very delicacies

Id rejocted, many of which | couldnt even recognize, and seeming al

the more appetizing for it

"lused o think it was rdiculous, you know, ealing in DR

"Did something change your mind?"

Ilooked at him shyly, tying to remain awre of my thoughs.

“People ‘eat in DR | said."I's not even a social ting anymore or

ksta wey o sal sty lptaon it caloes.. popl achely‘at

as if ey had (o here.

I smiled. k soemed ik a sil ting to admit, but | ol ke | warted to.

Something about Raskob made me feel that it was safe to talk about

anything, without worrying about what he would think.

"I | don't know.. | never noficed before, but | guess Ido it too. | don't
even always fool ko t. I just... habi, 1 guess.

“Your ips used to be a few hous; but, over the years, youe spert
more of your lfe here.

"I guess | washed out, I said, rubbing my finger on the table.
"What do you reall want, Brandor? Why are you here?"

" just followed the wind. There was this horrble noise but it went
away.”

"You were lost and in tumoil, but you asked for help and got t

llooked up, staring at my slampak. s there sometting I need?"



Raskob leaned forward and put his hand on mine. "You want to be
strong and brave, but something is stuck in the way. You don't wart to
adrit o sl nat you e e you cart sasty o your o

though the details change from person o person, Iwant you

road leads t... theye the few who ask for help.”
"Nol" I shouted, shoving my slampak offof the table.
The sireak of anger abandoned me as quickly as it came. | et tears

hand was stil calmiy on mire.

"Why do you care about me?” |asked, corfused.
"Because thats how the worldis supposed to work”
| s Sale s metes awsy carsuy ceanig o foor wih 3

towel,
o witamass wwarids o or maing e mesa. Sall seomed 1

worse, but because it allowed her to demonstrate her senice fo
others.

“There is a hatred you have buried deep within yoursel,  cals itself
by mary e, oven v, b ke Low s o once

10 you. Love s wha you look back on as an
s sl . New Yoo e v, bt e o
you know. Hatred will not alow you t forgive anyone.

The intensity in his eyes was unmistakable. His every word struck a
chord, but | had no response o the.

" ol you now, Brandon. You will need 10 choose betwoen your love
and your hate. You carit serve both. There are no exceptions or
compromises.”

"But fm not a hateful man,” | hought aloud. I dorit know what you'e
tlking about”

“That you hate yourselfis evidence that you do."

el numb. A person did appear in my mind, a person | loved like a

hurt me very deeply, who Id remembered huring me.
very deeply.

No, | decided. I can' be him. He never even apologized. There's no
way his Kid can know about that biack sheep, anyway. He's asking
to0 much. s nt hate. ¥ justa break from taking.

| brought myself (0 look away from him... 0 the floor, because.

everything inthe store gave me the same feeiing of pain, highighting
the hole | couidn' fl in my heart and the stubbormness fd become far
aware of

"So...did, uh...Did you write this? Are you: programmer?”

"L wsscrsted by man met na ki Brin ety yars ago
2 gun hidden in his coat and was about to kil

vt e o 3 e o wasn e o, | srewes i arober ey’

“Oh.. Was that when he became a programmer?”

it Though, none of it compares to the work of my father.”

| looked 15, birg o regain some couage. “So youre 2
programmer's son?"

He nodded
"And what did your dad buid?"
"Have you ever heard the phras 'there’s lfe in the machines'?"

Itk 0. Yeah med.Torearo uors saying or arasome
seft-aware amai oniine; atfical ineligence with ree wi

"But how does free will come ino being?”
"I didritthink t happened atall”
"It does.” Raskob 100k a sip of coffee. *I remember when my father

buit a huge environmen. He put everytiing he had into it and he
loved i; he popuiated it with creatures who had free wil. Tho

“Thats amazing.”

"But,

, many instead
had been bom into. There was much rebelion; and the rebels led
many astray, convincing others that my father didn' care about them,
or even denying the existence of anything outside their uriverse. AS



powerful as the opposition was, though, some persevered and kept
others strong. They did great things in the name of their creator, even
sacrificing what they had there.

"WelL.. why didt your father just delete the rebels and purish the
ones who tumed away? Why didrit he Just prograr them all o serve:
him?”

freo will and
purposes. To force someone into devotion accomplishes nohing, but
when they sacrifice it all willngly and lovingly its truy remarkable.
y f

He paused but 1had no response.

"So his love was reciprocated saw 1o it that they
ksl e 1o o o el Ho sl row arironot bt o

ratural time’ was
P In st wor bk, 1 rescus them fom e hance of e

Raskob sopped and s tone becare grim. “The popuston
= ooreers s and ot wets pcostry y her

i righ e Th robel oagory abusod o laws ot ot own onds

ictory;but satsfying the aw once and or al required him to make a
sacrifice himselt...one that pained him.

Ho stopped, and the room was silent. | was grieved seing tho pain
s fa muchso

itsomehow.
"What did he give up?”" | asked.
| finaly roticed Salfie standing by our table, cring as she and

rew slampak in her hand and placed it on the table in font of me,
snifing and raising the hand to wipe her face. "l ust warted to see if
was anyihing else | could do for you:

“Thank you, Salie." he repied. "We're fine."
| noticed the increasing sunight outside and remembered that it was
only an echo of morming in Standard Reaity.

thing new is happening in the world, Brandon. imagine that
it agpod 5 spomn co b G by a Womah oS
looking for someone. She is among the lost, rapped between two
worids. The road will be difficul ahead, bu she means you no harm
and, if you trust me to protect you, you'l both get where you need to
g0

llooked at him. "A woman?"
“The one who has captured you:*
My gaze retumed to the flor. Fear grew inside of me.

12 Did he just say she "captured" me? What can | do?
ooty Toetback? how

| fet Raskob's hand on mine again. The fear evaporated and wa

roplcad by 3 messur of o looked at i e e s  sair, w

ifhe oniy one who coud reach down and pull me from the
cif

"Does that make you the good guy?” | asked in anticipation.
"Why do you call me good?"

flt confused at his response.

"Wt i good?” b contued. “What s eul? On it bl can a
man ks such a mater? ¥ h e who considers uch g

nier berale o conger anciher how ruch lees can s one
who does not consider such things?"

“Im sorry." | said, mearing it "I dorit understand what youre trying to
say”

"That's because you hear my words and noting else, Brandon. Many
can speak words, and many do speak words, in my name, {0 those

opened, and when you find understanding you will know that it was a
g Know

your capt
"Save my captor? Why woud 1-*

"I have given you rest. She isrit aware of where you are now, but you
must relum, because no one can find what they need If there s no
one to guide them.”

I tensed. "But can't you just send me home?"



o s st o o tal and  glas of st walor mattaznd
beiors I Flo gove 5
p hesd Beseeds

|examined the glass. "But its just water.”
He nodded. "I promise you thatifs alyou need.”

Sz s . ST o ks in ot o e e
famifar Amber Plus and the unimpressive water

Free wil, eh?

sk e wter v s and ik itup.cbsenig s crtyand
h vy g eeciad o s surace,ate swselr tan oney
in my mouth vxnk u vam as if the glass would never run

a1 bacame anerzsd. fosing ncrcioe; . someng
ocoes o me. A S o sptond vt o ooy |
hoked.

Twenty years?"
A hom blasted befind me. | spun around and a rushing pedestrian
knocked into me. The gass siipped from my hands and shattered on
the concrote.

"Brandon, please. Theyre geting mad!”

Iwas by Etharis Darkball again. Rush hour was in ful swing and cars

1ting around him. | ried to remember where | just was and
what Id dropped. There was nothing on the concrete. | ached

an ascension boolh right inlo the middle of a siedg-ek dance skein.
Tre gt . e i . [ty e b e 1 adand
s rowarded with a iz sensation.

Aferony a few seconds, he g and oise aded and et abe
o think. Words and characters filed my vi

MALDORAN ASCENSION MA-56: PACI
DAL BRANDON SNDEN: USTHE 18 02 10 5P 198,101 Li2
155: REM OK: UPLINK —Pbis #CANCELLED FOR COMMAND
INPUT# ENTER SYS ACCESS KEY

The siream suddenly broke off and the faded city retumed. The
Darkball was gone again, but the sireet appeared ormal. | stumbled
onto the sidewalk, and looked for a bench o st on

Ethan was driving me, then | got mad and | ried to leave. Iwas alore.
There was a noise. Then |sau... Tnen k- My descender!

but | pushed the anger away and felt something inside me respond. |
remembered walking east,folowing something, finding something -
someone.

d ot fow it seamed 1o bo efleced by each
pesang co o openod shep o

Ijustwent n one direction, unsure of what d find

No pecpe iccked my path.No tafl parel .o vafic ot a - mace
e wait. No holograms, incoming dirs, or distractions ki
Gotined me. | kniw somaons was veithing me then, conrolng
surounings and roling ot e red carpe o my every sep Tt
wished I knew whether it was the good guy or the

kgt pusing forurdl, 0 whors i o go. The mamoris o
Loty et o Lot o 16 oo ogin iy
i hod i aestor vt | won srockad nooms o eate
Block sl Dok pessed ad | coudt wcoirizs whers | was. |
sk, gy ot i for i gaves it e

o o o g e

| reached what had 10 be the hundredth intersection and stopped,
seeing nothing that resembled the coffee house. Parked down a
crosssvset, UGt | spoied someting it vt e bacame very
famiar to me over the ast soveral hot

“Thank you oridng Arsheim Lighring ol e amalsad s gt
Ino the back seal of the metrocab. "Where can | take you this
moming, Brandon?”

“There's a coffee place on that road. Tellme where tis."

"Yes, Mister Dauphin. There is a KDN Express, a Siammers, two
Wel-Perks, and four public DOF Centers within your search criteria."



"No." | replied. "I's not a governmentun or conglomerate-franchise
sre was smallnd prcte-ouned. € vas led wih pople, <01
has o be popuiar enough o come up somewher

" Brandon. | found three
ity ilometers, but none of the are on that oad.*

| leaned back in the seat and ook even breats, playing back over
everytring in my mind.

"Please state your destination, Mister Dauphin. | can guide you
through the customer reviews of local coffee shops and help you
choose the best one.”

The amai spoke in e stal ovel ey way,never looking away
fom the st fore her, never having 1o look anywhere because
b o' soreors md e diing, oled e rflecon of e oy in

"We're staying right here. Iwant o know who's behind this*

“Im sory, Brandon. | dorit understand the question”

"How do | descend? How do | retum to Standard Reality?"

“Tris is Standard Reaity, Mister Dauphin

| sighed, allowing the situation to get to me for only a moment. |

leaned fonward and summoned every bit of knowledge | had about

compuers o y o come up with a course of acton.

“Tell me your system irformation. | commanded her.

es, Miser Dauphin s repied ot I aye been grerated

by a Sidewire-cerified UY-ype amai script

o deia ol cossTemton.my gt & regeiorad o o

Ren R~ tho Caforia Siao Doparied of Bt Tarapor
1 the Business, Transportation and Housing Agency, fcense

b ane e

"Errors" | commanded. “Are there errors in you program?”

"Ves, Brandon. Error code five-three-five-zero has been set o this
it

She was silent.
"Whats a five-tvee-five-zero?"

sy Mister Duphin.That i ot a vk aor code. Pease s
your destinati

What?

"You just said your program se an error code!” | grabbed the seat
and leaned futher up. "Five-three-five-*

A shock washed over me, and I el back

"No efrors have been reported on this urit”

but, in that momert,the slightest maiicious tone seemed 1o be buried
within i, projected by my mind orto my senses.

oy | sked absentyaoking back o e rarsiew miror, ning
0 sssess wts! ves comolrg e aral Eveoting srd me
seemed feced oy - Sy and able 1o ma mo.

ciod by 2 s, | hought, 25 oining 1 bt 1 6 amai would
charge amyting, 53 I Semecro of my skl coud sve rope. 1o
escape a.

fm going to die, aren' 17 Irealy cant get out.
“fm sory, Brandon. 1do not have that information.”

' o loamaton e, gt kanicy Thaytsinconr of
all of it Ineed to go somewhera new, a place where there might be.
1o much for hem 1o change al o once. s my o nove, 3 sim
chance to find a way ou before they can block it of.

“There are no limits to where you can go." the ama saic.
ook a deep breath, and stnuggled 1 restain the fear that warted to
burstout,

“Libraries," | said. "l wanna go 1 the Central Library, that big one in
LA,

Shuting myself off , puting
my thoughis in order. What if a malvirai infected my booth, | fought.

Obviously, its a hacker puling the strings, but who? What could they



possibly want from me?

I stepped ot and the cab lef. | elt ess agitated, but 1o less fike a
soldir o suider ez 1 vas doep i aray i
alone, and bei

| passed through empty secity posts and into the crowded library.
Another barier had been convenienty removed for me, but | decided
that someone would wan to scan my D evertualy, if they were stil

ing 10 fool me. People coudrit just walk o landmarks without
some kind of search and screeing.

reaction. | brought myself 1o folow the man and o tap him on the
shouder. My finger went trough i as if | wero a ghost,

Stuned, | put my hand on a nearby table. I el sold. | went up to one:
of the people siing a few meters away

"Excuse me.”

The man didrt respond. My hand passed through the book he held. |
0o s bokshe¥ and ot e baoks e ok s, 1ok

one and held it in my hands, only to find the book st
operedth fabrcaton and ippa, 15 pages on by 5 | ookl

vaching the words ender ol e, | Gopped it and rabbed a
second book, opering Itin the sa n,opening itin the midde.
Tt Sppeated was e begin of e e creper

They/re sl tying to convince me, | though, but they're siowing down,
theyre messing Up. Maybe | was right. Maybe | can give them more
e oy canhandie a o, Maiil o1 .
ook a e el ook it g o o el wol i s
reach. | droy
S 1 o o e o wih e Sr e

A second guard approached from a distance, also obivious o my

mething,
carohly, cerswdenr\g on idee, and | reakznd bt e gurd vas
becoming bluy. He tumed and took anather slep lowards

"Welome o Los Angeles Publc ibrar, Mise Dacehin. Whatcan
help you ind

d
Ibegan o see it o every obiect inthe room.

"Your books are malfunctioring.”

"Please stale your search parameters.”

Fine." | said. | need a book or something about Dynamic Reaiy |
need to know how lo descend without a descender.

"Science ficton. We also have some horror stories fike that. | will
take you there."

"No. it happened in-"
Something moved on the hologram’s ID badge. | saw that random

be. A futerig ise emerged fom e ditance. The acing grew

se became louder. The markings on her badge.

S ‘again. and s onire surace was o it he andom

symbols. The fight shimmered more strongly and the air became

diferent Within a few seconds, every object in the room fickered info

cbivion and mped back o existerce. On impue, | grabbed

et book fom the shell and saw that It had acual come of |

Noped vough i pages, and e words on hom ssemed o realy
be there.

Al the books sudderly swapped positions. | dropped the one in
hands and stepped away from it It wasrit the same book Id taken
om the shef

“Listen, |just want to leave! This doesrit happenin real lfel”

"Whats real and what st is in the eye of the behoider, Mister
Daup

The air began to feel heavy, as if some heavy static charge was.

being drawn into it The amaf's ID badge became a blur of actviy

The books shifted again and | heard the pages rusting inthe shelves,

becoming louder, s f they had begun jumping individually between
books.

They took the reallibrary and made itnto DR construct. or at least
they'e tying (ol 1was right... here's too much data herel The ilusion




I grabbed the librarian by the shoulders. "I want to descend, or | want
you'o tell me how to descend!”

She didrit respond. She didit move.

st your functior
b e i Nowt

1 Estabish some connecton to

disabled by the admin-administmator, pHplplease..

Energy poured nto the i at an incredible rate. | remembered how

ecome visual bl | was.
enlire body tingled, as f the blood were being drained from me, as if
wscle commands wererit getting from in to my vanar. |

m rent et my brain

nessod wicboarts lemial dspys and o pancts be

milions of books, all the matter within the bulding, jumpi

positonssany,ata and e, i some way it eosea e
ncing

"Request for information”
Tho same ibrarian appeared in front of me, looking at me with dead
eyes, dead eyes that seemed as umnaturally energized as everyting
else inthe room... packing the charge of a bot of ightning
“Request for new nformation”

Wi sz wors, er wice became more moroore e sy
moved. | sinuggled 1o breathe and It myself round, o
cereome . nerss tavy e nshaton oy Seiod Poos

system,

"New - information?” | managed to reply, "Stay ~ away ~ from —
rees!”

"Stay-away-fom-rees.” she repeated

Hooked at her with a mixture of horror and corfusion. The aif in the
room crackled and ibrated, becoming so charged with energy that it

room, real or not, vanished. Random markings began spreading
b
i ibrary. The amai's lis no longer moved nommaly and her words.

began runring logether, the most basic ilsions being compromised
s i he overowig eneroyvere beng scked ot and cravled

“Capricom-or-Decemb

nineteerthLike-faling-leaves-the-
L

Be-wary-of-vegetation-but-use-flowers-generously-tis-week. Taurus-

1 7an and broke through the transiucex door bolting out
Steaking mivate Bk trylves g eowhmy o
le speed of it crealed a high-pilched whooshing noise

et ioked Tom 0 ireciors. fougt mence pain and birdy an
1 judged to be the sidewak, ruming into people who
vt o o deep puidles st dt spissh [Sopped wben

o i v e smeti - 8 curcy o bty ey
o varal Surounding me. Nono of & seered
il hovgh . oy Sbove my nead gt olapes, e

i, wasr scrapod off o vals. o th orma skeet s
somehow kept u

. rd |
peeked thvough my fingers (0 find a norma rainstorm on a normal
seet s ftha moton of e wotd ad sl sowed o s romal
pace. 100ked 1o the sky and saw that daylight had retumed. Though,
iy ow s e st o e e o o e

"Raskob! You said you had my back, man! Help me oul

The night came quicky, | siood under an overpass 25 e ran

effect of the miserable waler Raskob gave me had
il bogun 0 ubsids g | cou ik staigh .| varled
answers. | wanted freedom. The boy said 10 tust im, but he wa
g o

: py—
o oo e oty or oo Concaion.
T allain i . Praps oy e, o, thoug.

e s, e gt o anHiced e et
st ko o alow 1 varbin. o

Gt wart 1. 1 Se6med wiong. % seomed Aght 1 seemed ike my
only option.



Desperate times, as they say.
Tho i drochod my faco, my os woro sl gt and my breath
held. | heard the loud squeal o fres and felt a tingly wind. The sor

of the rain et of it silence.

|operd m oys g armed n o midde of o oad e

car had dematerialzed. The rain had stopped. The city was quiet,
exap o e sape of & woman wakirg " o foad. Sha sopped
fors from me, obsening me. | saw her

Gosconter. romembored wbers ot sson o bt
Blackjack table.
v

it hair that appeared white was reflecing the streetighis.
cbove wiha it aiverinance

Who are you?"
“There is only one thing you need to know, Mister Dauphin

Hor words were spoken in neither love nor hato. Her oyes were a
pze Hr fros rvealod o amaton. Even s e et wors sk
to my core, that which was befind them seemed ver

e tporsonal sement af afach o ings oo pefore 16 even
stepped into the ascension bootn

"f you dont start cooperating, i il you”

Chapter Six

The Enemy Without

would become like so many ofher stories: one of good versus
evil, oflosing an o ideniity and gaining a new one, of ife. R wasnta

story Id wanled, and it wasrit @ story | cod denar\ fom o st
play out around me. R was unyielding and it was persor

s set,

Mine woud become like tilions of stories that appear on the grand
stage of Dynamic Realty, but not as an ilusion... not a matter of
siste ety bt of i el ot of e man | aid | s, bt of
man | trdy was, of him who susvives when the liar is gone... when
impostor known as Brandon Dauphin gets bumed away in the
oot e dey.

Even as the road ahead became darker, the ight which had been

growing inside of me was being ampified, hamessed by another for

her own ends, analyzed ke a piece of software that she coudnt
ferstand.

o mako and o sav. | woud fnd mysof 3 e hunbl tera
foe,

sgaint te pouerd oo, naeding rew srouers od
e, L 30 many st 1w 50 pesd & Fond o oo on
et s o ekm . nge ot e Impostor e roirg of

to protect himsel. This story is abos losing the impostor.
Trisstr s avcd osrg

The imits consumed in the growing fire.

warm light materialized above my head. The rain stopped hitting
me and Iealized that t had been pouting again.

"Silly man, do something|

| binked. The silver-haired woman with the descender was gone
again.

“Hey, do you hear me sily man? Don't siand in the road when
Tersen's Game and Casino is offering no-imit Texas Hold ‘Em with

tumed and saw a short woman standing nexl 1o me, a sales-amai. |
couldt even register her as an amoyance. | was thinking of the
feeling of presence, which had siipped away again

Did sh realy sy sho o Kl Wit ki ofpsycho id
Into? What did she mean by "cooperat

Someone grabbed my arm and began puling onit.

"C'mon Brandon, dorit stand in the road! Do someting!”



rked my arm from her grip and stepped away from her. The
pavement of the sireet began (o change. |looked up and saw things
becoming bighe. Someting began o occupy e a, o 50 much
a scent, but a familar sweetness. | wa mounts of a hanging
Sveotsgn anan 50 bogam o 100 ik & mageloboct T ran
b Igasped,

real ciy of Los Angeles was transforming around me into the fake.
city of-

" Dynamic Realty is what you wart, then Dynamic Realty is what
youget”

Itumed to the amai. | ot want to die.*

DI

She repeated, (0o glefuly.

"Veah, diel End of ifel Termination! Going away and never coming
back!”

A tear sid down my check. The dumb amai held no emotion at al
There was no body language, tears, voice tone, or anyihing at al o
icate at sho was a roal rking beig.. at s coud actaly
consider a day when someone would unplug her projector and melt it
down for recyciing.

~ou'l die' over our specials, Mister Dauptin! Flaring hot wings for
Cmon” She toward

the nearby ciu.

Again, | jerked my am from her grip, knowing that Dynamic Reailty
was gripping me tighter, s it had so many times before.

“C'mon, Brandon! You don't wart to stand in the roadl You dortt ke
doing nothing!"

|didritrespond.

“ou fike parties and friends and hot bands fike Aiming for
Wednesday! Theyre gonna perform toright and you gota be there!™

I * Ireplied, " 3

“Im sory, Mister Dauptin, | can' help you wih tha, but | can help you
find the luckiest slot machine and give you tips 1o improve your
odds!”

-
faced her with angry,offended eyes.

"Butifyou st come nside-

v o s < voan e ot row et

of tis is abou, but fm ot doing anything unti | get an
et

" there is a problem,” the amai stated, withovt loss to her happy
tone, "justtel me and it be fixed!”

"What ind of problem?"
"l dorit know, Brandon... Your environmen was a flawless recreation
of Los Angeles. Adjustments are merely being made o make you
activel”

"l don't want to be “actve!” | wan 1o go back to Standard-- the real
o

"Why dorit you ust pretend? Everybody pretends! s funl”

The litie strength | had fled from me and | felt petrified. t was a

Everybody prefends.
The thought tore at my insides and | realized that the ache had
retumed.

s fun
' had bosn spoken a o fct | Knw it pecple ok t s o fct |

d been iving by the code of that statement It had
Soenn ot Orcs

“The womant” | shouted. “Stop hiding behind ilsions and-" | had to
stop and breathe, “and face mel"

"Why do something unpleasant? C'mon, you can play any game you
war”

Wh is every word coming ffom their motihs so ridiculous? Why are
they all programmed 1o lie all the time? Why shouldnt | want to find



the meaning of this? Why shouldrit | want to go through the pain if it
means my freedom in the end?

The rain curtain dissolved and | heard the sound of a car beind me. |
stood frozen as the amai quiety walked past me.

1t s ho ol coese o o sou i ok e s i fater
tone, "then that too is opened

| siowly tumed and saw iding the open door of a black
I, Toa s Fom e bar nend . bocame oot 1o
hear friendly voices shouting my name and inviting me into. my
captor's more genlle, intended, method: bul the door ahead of me
hold answers, and | knew in my hoart that the dificul path was the
one Ihad 1o follow, even as everything in the place directed mo away.
£\

"Now choose.”

st sl n e back of e mo. o ontycompary boig several
motors set 1o various cameras and broadcast networks. The d
closed and the hologram vanished. The car started moving.

"Hey! Where are we-"

The woman appeared in the seat across from me, staring silenty into

body language of a statue.
"What do you require?”

Uh.." Ibliked and remembered to breathe.

s aimless wandering allyou do, Mister Dauphin?”
"Yeah. Un.." | ook anather breath and summoned my energy, finding
anger. "Yeah! When | carit reach myfamily o friends! When fve been
Kidnapped and held in DR! Yeah, | guess sol"

A glass of wine appeared in my hand.

"A'62 Merlot. Good year. Please tell me what can do to make up for
your rouble.”

The woman stared in silence again. From her sea of apparent
indiference, something rose up, barely detectable, hinting at
rsiston. Treough s fone of e words remsined . e pauses

m bacamo shorr "o tied o fokow, oo gide

yive
“Porsuasion or what?"

She hes
subject

itated. "Call it research, for which you are an involuntary

I held ot my hand in mock introducton. "Im sory, we stil haven't
been properly inroduced. Im Brandon and y-*

rardon Sinden Dl of Los Arglos, Clloas b o Pad
srd Rachs! Dacptin n Narps, Wt tomber 12,
37542 o Yoot of e 26 an o cpvger glshmdm
o 1o Low Angelos County on ot Somermoe 18,2177
address: 3400A He-"

“How did you leam so much about me? e never even soen you
before!”

Thatisntrelevant”

nou e tre cns o casad Ues poblema. At Wi catsed
my Korea simuaton o bow sl 17 Who caised.. wateer it
atthe...atthe i

| Gotacod fusraon agsin snd ramamberad tho darger | ves i
vorderingH e acker ealy was f tpe o il someons, ot 1
even be her first vicim. | realized that her behavior was just a
word atside ad been, wih s 2t of, cuting a\mg me
fabrication.  found
o ot becatse here was nong o be read, bt becatse oot
rstand what | 52

Who am | up against? Is she an American? & she Lnsiable? Wy is

nour Korea program did what [t vas designed (o sho sited,
"though | did not understand its appeal

A when | got dioy and st descerded?” | asked
mbering that someone had accessed my ascension booth
corler "ot hat you 107~



"The construct suffered a break in consistency, then your readings
changed unprediciably. | thought you may have been experiencing a
myocardial infarction. You were not, and you are okay now.”

“Okay? You ied to save my lf, then you trveaten to killme?"
"Inexchange for your Gooperation, il consider leting you ive.”

"outalk about death so casually," 1 aid. "l have .

Family? Friends? FiancCe? What do Ihave?

tears, g eventry
to make a case (o save my ife, or il anyone wouid listen o it.

"I doritwant o die.”Iaid powerlessy.

s it s0 much of an offense?" she replied. "Death s part of Ife,
usands have died in the moment we've been talking; thousands.

more have been born t replace them, Youare only one ffe.”

"My lfe means sometring to me. Coulit you have picked someone
else?"

“And I had, voukt that person ask the same question?”
\cidnt answer

"Woudritthey?" she repealed.

il ot know who I talking {0 1 aid, less forcefuly than | meant
o.

“Althat you need to know s that Im ot patient.”
 leaned back il e seat, maiting eye coniac bt deciding 1o
my enemy were sharp ar
Croniv, e begun s corloarsome e ey 1 or a1
hoped that it would 0xposo a crack in her ammor. Soveral seconds.
passed quity before she finally seemed to recaive the message |

The game is over, lady.

A new video monitor materialized between us. & was filed with
i i jngl

optimistic sales pitches, and more of that which surrounded me on a
daily basis. Al carried promises of improving the quailty of ife. Al
were carefuly constructed windows into trh and words of
rappiness.

“Theyie allies, aren' they?" she said, with what almost seemed like:

“Theyre commercials,” | replied. “Trat's a music video.. Thats a
comedy...Of course s all made up, lady! Everyone knows that”

S everyone does.” she said, seeming o look for
comiting e mesot, Bt | v Specised e e 1s
inspiration within them, some kind of valcy. | believe that there are.
things about ife that arerit captured in media such as this. | want to
know of them." She looked directly at me again. "l want youo tll me
the mean-"

“The meaning of fe?" | suggested, using Ethans words.

Yes."

“Trisis
a joke. | thirk Dynamic Realty is getting to your h:au Descend and
geta self-help book, ady. | carit help you. Iwont help

The woman punched a hole info the counter, ve processed those.
books,

The lecric charge retumed to th air and the imo began to vibrate.
The sound of the engine intensified. We were speeding Up.

“Brandon Dauphin, do you wan 10 ive?" The woman asked evenly.
butwith brief pauses between the words.

Ablue liht,sky bive, began fitering n through the windows, filing the.
cabin.

“Answer mel" she said loudly. "Do - you ~ want - fo ="

"Yes! Yes! | want to ivel" | shouted, clenching my eyes and feeiing
panic surging within me.

"Prove t”

s Pasrsat. e cabi el and osed i s me. | oparad

5 i the cockpit of an F-86. No one was in
s sky ond | ey o rou o ot st oy dosconcer
which was stil missing. A siker outine ahead caught my eye. |
Jooked!Up with only an nstant to grab the stk and 9o int & pard



dive, cursing as | missed the braking enemy fighter by centimeters.
The MIG quickly dove and accelerated to get on my tail. | continued
diving and threw the throttie forward as far as it would go.

 ought oy a fow soco, o shor ot baind mo vas closng -

fast. Before | coud react, she. o st ouside my cary. |
oo o o T30 ot anﬂ banked right in a high® tum,
. se i

the move in games before, the controls weren't responding property;

and | roalized trat the NG was only soveral meters fom my ai

csa oot formy ash o beginscrcng or rose | Gk

Cortol and thougt of hat | coud do to make he pay for

v g carolossnes. bt e MIG had akeacy faten back o fve-
imes the distance

"Lady, youire a real piece of-* Another waring shot,
tvew the throtte forward again.

Trik, Brandon! What | should do now? A Sabre shoud outrun a MiG
at ow alttude, or the MIG would lose control tying (0 keep up... but

she knows everytring about me!

As T nipated, e ot wss ikt sccderatg back i g

i s 14 o o ore m iretted s oot

| applied the speed brakes, to give her a taste of her own medicine.
She adapted fast enough (o veave but ended up at

re, the MiG quickly shed enough speed o get on my
o odlck and begeh s h Same mow sgaet me. Gy
again, | spunto bank hard-efl before she cold get her shot

“Command... object add: Sidewinders.* Though the missiles had
come a It later than the Korean Wear, i wouldrit have been the first
ime lfudged history a ite.

The corirol system didnt respond, not even for a busy message.

Evenbackinimy e body |coud sense my piso acirg Againand

again, we spun and crossed each other in a scissors patiem,

cradg sach ebvr ot erough so rlber cod oot o ot |
o lose airspeed

oo ware o, oot o 5 enosgh o et s00on 1

alpha faster than anyone Id ever fought before. | realized with
increasing alam my need 1o adapt faster,though | was already using

ue | knew to lose energy withott losing control of the
fighter. The two of us were barely maintaining enough speed [0 stay
in the air, but she was somehow more successf, creeping behind
me meter by meter a litle more with each pass. | saw that | was.
going to lose no matter what

After an etemity of criss-crossing, a single bulet nicked my right

ing. | 1 were in some old Wester fim, with an ot
shooting at my feet yel: *dance." | was out of ideas and
becoming too exnausted (o keep up what I was already doing, though

fave a clean shol, so | cortinued as best | couid and got a round
tprough my cockpit windows for the trouble

“Command.. objectlocal canopy: reset
The program didrit restore the windows.

Finally losing my orientation, | began flng level again and fulity
picked up a ltle speed as the MG gained allitude. Ideas rushed to
my mind, 1o be met wih reasons why they would never work. |
remembered Raskob again and wondered if he was really on my
sido, or if he was just another faise person the woman was using to
confise things, just a part of the cruel joke she was prepared fo
fish. | dared o look befind me. | saw that the MIG's cockpit was
empty.

Moo s s conrlng 1. b MG v oward mo and

37mm rounds began tearing mercilessly through my.
i Vet o Sl o my fuselage, through fuellines and the tail
The angine ialed and smoke began seepn i fom e nsnment
panel. | began roling uncontollaby. The trees were coming fast. |
was crashing

rover crshec, and | nver el knw uhat panic o ke
Somelon oreod ek 3 e mta o o o cent

| oritwant o die! | need help! Somebody HELP ME!

My seat siid out from the dizzying cockpit | coudrittell which way



was up and clenched my eyes shut. Almost immediately, a strong
igh fitered thvough my eyelids and | felt the heat of a fireball ahead
of me.

g ustan mor tana few srapes i g so | kot
etween me and the crash as | coud. St

ey okters etz round e and e o i 1
butlalso knew that she had some idea ofeting me "prove” myself.

A wellweathered bam sat conspicuously in a fied, surounded by a
fow rees. | fought 1o open the large door, the only one | saw, en
ormo o skp i The i weatwha 4 hped for,Usialhy uch
buildings held some kind of val ing ladders (o
cim. ey 0 e in. o a1ge obect fo duck baNTG: b, in a
simuation taiored for aorial combat, | found a useless stucturo
mear ony o make th adscape boow seam mero el or o
serve as targets for bored players. The dirt below was per

o o oot ke oesbeas o upers o o
peeked in through walls programmed o look decrepit. The exerior

o tme. st oot and posioned yse agaist

wall | heard voices again and searched for any weapon | had,
g & M1G11 et | ot h sty of o eadlod myso 13
shool at the first thng | saw.

The rotiing wood of the door gave easily and two soldiers rushed in
holding shotgurs. The instant before the first one roticed me, |took
aim and
o e stao lnguage. e I [ ny cie wat 1oy wee
- the game's butin translator wasnt responding. Soon, one
Damculaﬂy sareste sor panaps 0o loador, o i b
id my hards up insundorand s oters st
B, i e o oot 1 picd e barel oty o
ol osir The ook o oty nh eves nd I are
any mre s eshatstedand st varte o end. osed y eyes
ind prayed, as | supposed most people would under such mor
e e s o o oing . b n e rcd T mecs
Soppad wivot wamig. Iheard ry my own raating.

Am I dead?
. slowy. of

i rife i
into my soul, onging to see me i The weapon in her
rands trembed. ough, ond ok despevsle\y ather 1saw e
struggle.

Somhon, was svoiod s ot hor e ot it aer
She was angry at me.

A wave of nausea washed over me and | was visibly shaken. | was.
wor from  confusion and fear. | couldnt see straight. | foit fike.
vorniting

And everything became drk.

facing to my eft. She was holding her right hand in front of her face,
moving its fingers as Ifshe'd never seen such things before.

starmpled 3 stap forvard. My ot ded fimly on a sitos |
Cotan st e el ovemres Seamc poity s i
som serse e dfrn T roaietand e 10 oo oy o, o
air was very thin and my sense of smell was gone: the Sweel aura
(oown n Dyraic Raskty wes o s h boodard st e
fom game vas o e @ subte Gty musk of the
oo workd v ot ere, Everying was Lt blark. Hced my hand
through the air and felt o oA
ike @ fish without water, | knew that | never needed air in the
simuiations, but t was always included, always accommodating the
famiar

would have over imagined.
"Are you recovered yet?"

ke 2 ookod tover e infioly ditanvard of . 1ty
myvoice to echo. "Wt



he tumed to analyze our surroundings. Her anger, what of it Id been
able o perceive, had gore. Her personaliy seemed naive and

mechanical again.

Ical thom absences” hosad. Trey arsadosos wicharo ok

“The comnections and hardware are not abused by ascenders.

inconstuecs, ey v ot boen whten 0 Cverwrten o by convol

software. Ls... peaceful.”

s blank?"

e s the simulation of gravity, time, and spatal dimension
necessary to facillate your healing; bul, by your standards, yes, its
blank.”

“And that blue ight?"

"A color?" She tumed to me. "Without active software (0 obstruct it
rere, you may perceive the servers aciity as some kind of
ambience. Biue, as you said

There was silence again. | realized thal she was concenirating on
something i the distance, perhaps the same light, perhaps a fight
she couldrt see the same way | coul

"Willyou ateast tellme your name?”

She looked coolly at me. "No."

“Thentell me if youire a hacker."

"I doritneed to tllyou anything."

"Then how am | supposed to help you?”

She lowered tho hand from her face. | realized what | had said and
sensed that the word Id used surprised her.

"Hacker," she sald. "Yes. It helps you, then consider me a hacker.
st

iting for
ncomiorible | wonderad how mch she roaly knew whlher her
gaze could realy see all of my secrets. My lack of knowledge was
more fightening than my lack of control,

"Why shoudrit | know who you are? You know 5o much abot me;
admitted. W' ot fair"

"Life doesrit appear 1o be fair, 5o | am not concerned about such
tings.

“Then why me? fm a nobody. fm no one special

o actoe do ol uppot yur cin” she rohed. | suggest o
modify yous thinking or you may not be useful to

“Useful how?" | nearly whispered.

160 you Pt my ket s esearh” She st e space

s, s coud bo aryin you van 1 bo. | cou ks you
arywhers in s Dynemic Unversor o anyprogrm, ay sener.The
o oo s o el cons

Trats it? You want to drive me around fike some metrocab
Pologram? Why? So you can shoot me out of the sky and point ifes
at me? What kind of research are you doing, lady? Are you sesing
how close you can get me 1o a heart atta

As my voice rose, | sensed anger from her again. | made the
impusive mistake of alowing it o fuel my own, and the cycle quickly
oun, the same M1911 Id had earfer,
materiazed inherhand and she pressed i againt my orhead. |
stared ross-eyed ol the weapon and began lo vemble agan, &
Svange ool apea acrosmy Sk a5 11t owesig
n,her face revealed no emotion

Isaw her pul the trigger - cick. et out aloud gasp.

"No' she said. “I dorit want your fear. s unpleasant and

countarrodiciye’ She backad away o sepand il o woapen ol
ber side. questions in me

orswered, Misos Doupne

|couldrittake my eyes offthe gun.

"You react sa strongly to the thing though it camot work” St

approached and handed me the gun. "l was ot necessary to give

iis environment air. The gun requires oxygen to discharge.™

Istared at the gunin my hands.

"As it needed bullets before,” she added.

| row o gn o e icrss nd s o sabiaged

the simuation! What was it you said, that you warte



that | wanted to live? You sabotaged the Sabre's controls!"
“The game was fair. You faled”

“lwhatr”

"I was playing according o the s of the game, a game wih which
Jou have. experience. Yet. though you knew your existence was

Gependent on winning, | was stll able (o defeat you. Perhaps the
existence of-" She hesitated. "f you were at a disadvartage, t did
mme.

“Fine! llost! Then what am | doing here? Shouldn'tbe dead?”

youwould seem to welcome it

| shaok my head and stared info the blackness below me, trying fo
figure 0ut whether the woman wanied to killme or spare me. "Then
lt's not go there," I said. "No more guns, please.”

“Then dorit compare me to a metrocab hologram” she said, barely
pausing between the words.
What?
oked ather, g she'd mesrt s sscusly 5 eventing
ol s 2t on somevig rarge She bro
N o ar reporepri:

S anaogzns. o sy made a omocion*
More silence passed. 1100k a step toward her.
"f you send me home I worittell anyone about you, | promise.”
"5 100 lat for that? she roplied. | camnot accopt tho rsk. When |
rave my answers, [will decide what to do with you.

iin me. ot
becoms ko the caged anmal now lvas, ‘Oka s, e

o
o, obvous. Lot get s ok f 1o Wy aeady et
auesions am 150 rlant a1 can ol you anowe

il et the ansuers by obsenir you yor beraor n iferert

environments, your iteraction with others. A:

il be Inkenced by e ard e of oo o by o
nstructs themseives; but the choice on where o go next is yours.

Vool choosa what 1am s absorts

“lchoose? | choose my home.”

"The data | have of your apartment s primarily blueprinis and utiity

records. | cannol simulale the shifing amangements of your

possessions-"

"No, No, No, No, No.* | put my hoad in my hand,

This has to be a dream, I thought. Think... When | frst saw her, i the.
casino, what did she want then?

"Your question at the biackjack table,” | asked. "What was it?"
"Why is one more desired than two?"

"Right... High cards and low cards,” | said, believing that Ethan's
answer reall came from her

"I have found the answer {0 that question already, though many others.
rave taken its place.”

"And.. he answer was?"

She tumed 1o face the absence again. "The Aces and Twos are
identical in nature. Thoy are the same size. They are manufactured

change. The differences between them are imposed by the rues of
various gemes. A mearingless veriation causes the Aces (o gain
value over the other cards,
Inodded, notrealy following. "Good.”

"You recogrize that as good?”

"Fs just a card game. Youlte ot supposed 1o be proverbial with
B, Yo cat ey car  ah carce e e sare et

“Just as the Cold War coud not be played if al sides had the same.
value?"

“War wasnf - isrit a game. I e and death. The Coid War was
sbou o competng dedogles: commrism and apialim. Tey
10 be a certain way. We - Capitalist

o e whele o e besn i o oo ocononios

o e yooe ket

"I noted this conflict in vour game and exolored the nature and.



iR p i mfot g rent
d a program more perommas o caparem.

Eath o sovars detects

"Defects?”

"Youare collectvely flawed as wel.

|stared confused at her. “What?"

She didrit move or respond.

"Are you-"

Dl o sy i 1w st descrpon vy
d b0 e jons can be considered as

o s Optin i b bt ey cout 0

organisis biood. Command economies sul
i ot low e bood 1o ow ratral bt conraly i o pul

that craw more blood than they require, at the expense of the other
o f

"Well.. Maybe blood can be the number of points. The rich always
win. | don't know... Maybe capitalism s a stupid game, 00."

"l question the need for money alogether. Though, | believe there s
more I must know before | can make a valid judgment.”

Fine, We'l go cal up a bark server and have their ama e us
about no-colateral QH financing!

"I dorit believe that would be productive.”
“Then what would be productive?"

paused  momert. motoress agan, s f she wers esatey
o o i g ot s o com o

"As | was determining how | would observe capitalism.” st
noted that a thrd type of economy existed before the others.

said. "l

“Okay. Let's do that Callit up or whatever you want "
“The choice is yours, Mister Dauphin.”

The worman vanished: | koked again af th band of It i o
distance, and wondered where | was. | saw that the vibrations of the
ight were beautful, shifing in sublle shades between indigo and
deep et I oughlof e bousends,petaps millonsof asconders

it represented. Under the entrancing effect, | was started when |
oo oy o dserood cice o Fom e s

"Next question, Mister Dauphin. Will you be a good king or a wicked
o
My vision biured and | fell the essence of sweet DR air retum. |

blinked and saw people standing around a long dining table. At my
side st00d a porly bearded man dressed fike a medieval nobleman
d it

“Allail King Dauptint®
Chapter Seven

‘The Monster in the Room

Bokors damocrtc reublcs and socast polts e word wes
mpire:

ol o e
Siror sesirg e pover”

Over the last four hundred years, a worid made up entirely of
mal
roic and culure of anather, less perloct time.

Arerit todays leaders human, 100, with their own iumphs and
shortcomings? s not uncommon for presidents to hand-pick their
successors, o for prme miristers {0 go outside their laws 1o ensure

loyal to their subjects s they were to him? Those
Vho oot garis psace ar prspert?

Everyarro | sse pele who & Kigs ovr el own Dyramic

phemmenn Wnie diamissing o culures ot Brovght hem i

The idea of seffsening power hasnt gone away but adapted,



picking up new labels along the way without truly changing. Leaders
are stil imperfect, bureaucracy and bad pollics stil win every
election, and problems st dorit become easy 1o Solve.

AT Il good o wcked i th iy Kigdoms of o own
ives? How do we reat those below s or infuence those above? As.
e a8 become ke and e, we all ot vapeed wih e
necessary walls. We become weaker and waste more as we control
more, untl we ose control and lose everyting we've buil

But what can happen when the rend is reversed and the indiidual

becomes a powerful servant? What power can a society gain when
judges surender their masks and count

accused? Would we find ourselves good o wicked inthe end?

N o peek
ugh mis: bul e same foces that scninized me were
scrutiizing her, breaking through her veil, needing for it to be
conviyoe e Lo o same ot e some topig down o
ings and ceens, selcing vy e eebe crowns o ive hem
power, power that doesnt need masks.

| et in 2 goen trore o o tead of 0o vy e ey i
le. Light streamed in fro cailing
desen sl chandekors At he fr o of T rorn. 3 mcal

the room and patterns of gold and silver ined the flor. The diring hall

s 8 uch oo e yes 8 s e was o e stomach

guests were finely dressed representatives of other kingdoms,
Temos et 1w appa

k

Al of them complemented me profusely on things 1d done in my
kingdom, what | conquered, whal I buit, how we were going o win

o, y were all game characters, | began o
erjoy myse. I the archduke-of-whatever staried faking about
who'd inroduced me, woud fil in the details of my conauests in his

g

a distance, siting on op of a golden beam, up by the celing.
Self-consciousiy, Iwaved in her direction. She puled a hand from her
siery hair and waved back, as i imitating me.

One of the men, the crown prince of the kingdom bordering mine on

pracical. | coudrt befieve that peaple wore all o itfor a fing.

L i
our planning. My father has many urgent instructons we must-

him offand Trere
was a commotion ouside and the people in the room panicked,
ducking uder 1o bl for covr, Wit o, | tfeved my

Gk out of e wal boside .

Orly a moment later, the palace guard introduced me o an angry-
looking man dressed as a ranger. Sir Clarke, whose every thought
ok s wors, e ms bt wes 3 mrcrary o
work for the royal family we were warring against. The cr
bergue s, peleca saf, s oy Gsomioned obers. oo o
blood and vengear

| began using my imagination to thirk of the sentences | could
prorouca, louing et e soldes woud ary ot ary o o
vithout question. Before maki i, though, |
N |

ughed alow, reaizing how caugh u inthe game | had become.
o sta moment

Well hor trck isit going to work. | can see right troughit

The felinto
led,

and med o my ke tsaeain T v v o ook

yos: a mixure of his hatred, for me and my kingdom, and his

resignation at o woukd soon i by hose veryhands

“The prisoner shall ive” | amounced. "Take him to the dungeon
without harming him. Also, give him some of the o0d from the dining
ral”

Gasps and mumbing spread across the crowd. Sir Clarke
whispered 10 me that the people may revolt if | showed weakness
and spared one 5o deserving of death.

| raised my ams again. "Don't be alarmed at my showing mercy. |
donft want o be the first o shed blood in this war. We're the good



P8, ller L~ | amiled and spoks bokly o My cheanir woikl ba
odness is something all human beings are

to hear.
Supposed wwant

| srode confidenty out of the throne room. My guards rushed the
confused prisoner away and the hectic crowd settied

g my king!
such an egregious acion nol be prolonged as he wilnesses the
downfalof is peoplel”

llooked up from the parchment. "Un...Oh. Yeah"

were in secure foom deep inside my palace, with several of my
ngdoris most nsled coodras s les Th ganme's raps
that | wasrit in any true fistorical setting, but the supreme

o o Enge B rgs Kigoam coneoig e Souhor povon o o
perinsula, as well as several islands. The opposing kingdom,
ordeng min 1 the east, was calld Thomick | oed et al of
s alles had vilainous names, too, ke Lament and Ripdor, while
mine included the more neurak-sounding Arcadia and Northand
Pradiclably bolh s vers erkcaty maiched i and toops,

P pers rapbosts and ed s e e mosing 1.9 k.|

wasrit even enjoying the complimerts being shower

armor: ey wors kb b waaing vy A8 o0 a6
lans seemed developed enough, | put them o action and

dismissed everyone.

in another room, Sir Clarke respectiuly removed my robe, praising
every hair on my head. | decided 1o break into his babble with
monarctrish words of my own.

Pray el Sir Clas, mos ol in sk my Krgdom. How s e
common folk of Engor on tis - he &\

He hung the royal robe on the s goiden rack. *My King, all the
people of Engor stand betind their king. Al their hearls are fuly
commitied o thei kingdom.

A majorty of the people, perhaps, at least on the surface... but al?
Perhaps | can order democracy (o be installed, | thoughl. Then we'll
see if anything s realy so unanimous in Engor.

Well itis a game. They're just game characters. All those on my side.
are fully for me and al those on the other are fully against me... it
makes game play so much easier.

With barely a breath, Sir Clarke continued. "Why... Never since the.
gods in all their majesty fashioned the cosmos have such a people
beenso-"

"Yes, Yes.. I get it What of the economy? The standard ofiving?"

King, al the gold in Engor is yours! And the silver, and the
platinum, and the aluminum, and the onyx, the sapphires-

“Alfight, all righ, yousay ‘aluminur
"Yes, your highness. The finest aluminum from Baroquel”

Igroaned

"Why...Never since the gods in ll their majesty fashioned the-
..conmos s | ver been 5o shor on ptiercl sl g e
govrs ofho cies so canak b thom about s and publc
vorval Ay roney 1 sper on RGhing shoud g0 1o 0 pecpll |
put my authoritative face on, for any crazy hackers that may be
walching. “The King has spoken.”

Sir Clarke hesiated, confused. "My liege, the hour is late and even

ihe fastest horse woud take days 10 cross your vast kingdom. f it

psases e king, et i ree o the igh ard spproach tese
s tomorrow with a clearer head.”

tumed from my associate and addressed the room. “Well looks like
fm a good king! | spared the Ife of an enemy and demonsirated that
fm a fiend of e people, so et calt an experiment! What's next?”
There was no response.

"Wel, o bed its... | guess."

Afer a short trip down my wide and elaborate hallway, Sir Clarke.
opened the goiden double Goors to my sleeping chambers, stopping
suddenly as he saw a tall and elogant brunefie inside.

“Forgive me my queen. | did not mean to barge i the man said,
bowing with s hand st on the door handle.

“Quite all right, Sir Clarke," the woman repled. "You have brought me.
my king and that is all that matters.”



The man quickly excused himsalf and leftme with my... ger...vife.

“Uhf...ello...uh, honey. | dorit seem 1o remember you being at the.
banquet... but now you'e her..so.. The woman closed the door
befind mo and looked me in the eyes - sty | cursed and botod

from. She chased me playly and grabbed my arm, throwing me
oo the huge sik sheets of the bed.

"Stop!* I shouted, pushing her advancing form offof me.
"Oh come on, don' you love me, King?"

“Iwon't play into your perversions! fm in love with another!

"She's not here. Just ive in the momert, Brandon." the suprisingly

strong and relentess woman said as she lurched after me and we
tumbled onto the floor. | decided that | woud never forgive the hacker,

back nto the hallway and ciosed the woman in.

tm
ove.

love with another,” | repeated through labored breaths. "I in

She can' do this to me. No one can. i die before | betray that trust. i
die before | betray love. il make it home. | have to.

Trere s sierce o e cber st of s deor | scamed e

naliway, tning to think, ar ve caught on one of the golden
oo, oce ameng ol o cammcmzl mitary hardware that
ined my hals. Painied on this shield was an image of one of

rmarkins greestiocs, t geve s anldea.

I'she can bend the rules in Korea, | can bend them in Engor.

Trehred trchs n o oo wers sl Bt and e sl
of their smoke hung heaviy in the room. Dozens of my finest ighting
men assembled in earnest and | had ordered dozens more to the

their armament and chatter fom those not respectiul enough (o be
sert bofre el kg, The acker 5od leanig agais! & val
Sicng 3. stoel sword dly rough e it Nono o the g
Crarators soemod s s

The men hushed and parted as | marched info the crowd.

rYou o svare, my good women, rtts ot roperforsomeor
ow up in the palace uninvited.

her maneuvers and held the sword suspended in front
oY her etcring the g relocing f h biade ot 5 benevert,

llaughed. "Benevolent?”

e arackers i 19 room began ki In ushed toes ararg
themselves. Though | shouldnt have cared what they thought,
erbamasaman aaracios e anyvay. | oaned i ad spoke o
"How abouta ite privacy, O kidnapper of the King?"

The heter siopped. | s o same room and e same pecple -
rioss - excopt s of the torches, which happily
Coris i g o,

s s enough piacyor shoud i anoter absence 5o you art
soe them

"Or perhaps youid prefer a cozy bedroom?” | nearly shouted, making
no attempt to hide my sarcasm.

s ths ‘ffense” she repiied, without sympathy.

"Voulre supposed (o know everything about me, ight? Did you know

sbou g ramed Veroriea St D you i m ot same.
= Confusion and pain swallowed the words. My own thoughis.

o become incrminaiig .

Ishook my head. "What you did crossed the fne!”

Hereyes widenad.aost mpeTcapILY it encugh o me 0 ko
thatId captured some doep rterest witin her

"Good." she said. "lwas concemed that I wouldt find ines.”
oure a maniact”

" am an anonymous hacker. Concern yousel with doing what you
rave to."

" stl dorit know what that

"You called a meeling o do something. Youre the king. youire in
control. | am onlv an observer



"An observer with a sword.”
he tumed back to the weapon she was handing. A crude
weapon... bt one that sncotraged talet. Though the cevices are
simpler, find there is much o explore about them,

"I thought we were here 1o study the economy.”

" cose who ae winod oncosver resiance geting 1 ers v
opporiies o 6o soatal

Yes.

| smirked. "Then tum it back on" | said, starting back toward my.
irore.

i ngor I started, head of
ThomWick is thveatering our way of ife and we wil go off and defeat

them. "But, before we can deal with the enemies ouside our borders,
we must deal with the tiveals within." The men in the crowd glanced
nervously at each other, | looked toward the hacker. I has come o
my attention that there is a dragon in our kingdom who has taken the
form of a woman!”

s har vrih. s prod of el bk e four
way 0 tum the game against her, (0 make her the target of my war. |
Gbsaned e rencions o B cowe, g & misre of anger and
confusion, blood lust and curiosit, each character conuring a
diferent image in helr synthetic skuls.

“The woman is crafty and quicki® | continued. "Her har shines like
siler and on her wrist s a magical-

| indicated my wrist 1o the crowd, and realized that my ar
diferert. My fingers looked 10o thin and the color of my skin had
changed. | fell weird and the floor appeared (0 rise beneath me. A
shriek ripped through the right sky.

| might have made a mistake.

Four torches hung from pillrs trick with vines. The throne room was

much darker, though | coud siil see as well as before.

Caln s doto a dakr o ot smabcracks Vi 1 |

W 10 see a canopy of rees and a ful m round
bogonte vomiie

"Protect the palacel" one of the men shouled

Those scoundrels of ThormWick will sop at nothing - to ueash a
dragon on us!* another said.

For fami For e horor of e kngdom” The rewtyned crowd
agreed as they stormed outof the roor

! You must go 1o a safe place and cast your protection
et e row v, Gl o

"My protection what?"

Sounds offepprg ond st i i e disare, | sow
something big move above the-

"My king! We must hurry”

| ooked back to the much trimmer man - eff - whatever. Sir Clarke.
looked ke a figure from a painting, a pale-skinned figure with
pointed ears. His clothing appeared less omate, dyed with natural
hues, though stil heavy wih jewel

A busig ise pped ough e st The Ight of e flame Lmed
right into day overhead. More imitated than fightened, | t

S e ook 3 bow o s v o of a2
finger tapped on my shouider. | tumed to soe tho hacker, sil human,
as fal as |was. She put a roled up parchmentin my hand.

tis location”
She began o dematerialize.

"Wait a minue! | hate tis fatasy stuf, whal are you gonna lear by
making me dance around in some faiy tale””

"I was folowing your lead, Mister Dauphin”
"Wel, ot me lead somewhere else, then!”

“The challenge has barely started and you wish o abort i

"What do you expect o learm about the mearing of lfe from a fairy



tale?"

"l expect 1o lear from everything, oriy then can | expect to reach the
answer accurately.”

"My... ahhhh.." | groaned and eyed her furiously, feeling my anger
well up again.

" it helps you she said,
more rest”

omplete this mission and | will give you

A quiver of armows was pressed into my torso. Sir Clarke had
rotumed with the bow and eagerly propared it for me. The noise
stopped.

Two of my fahers remed. “My lege, the dragon has taken
Princess Act

 ooked dumbsiuck at o cowe of mytical ols who wero
reassembing in my thvone room, trying fo absorb what exacty
rappaned in v past o reies,

At | rapestc, my gaze g1 e prchment iy end.
m supposed to call you?"

"My lisge." Sir Clarke said, "your kingdom needs youl Take your
sword and let us accompany you n rescuing the princess!”

My attention was directed back o my throne, and (o the broadsword
hung above it

"lhink s the dragon that'l need rescuing.*

At irst light,|ed my band of ighters and wizards down tho wooded

the palace, the il the map indicated would take us to the
dragoris cave. | noticed that more of my fighters were archers thar
before, and that leather armor had replaced much of the metalic
chain.

Every time it
seemed harder (o pul out and more cumbersome (0 use. | elt myself
boil over a e

| dor't even know what day tis anymore For al | know, fm missing
Now vears! For alIknow.. Veroric's falen i e ams of anther
vt do?

| needed something (o take the edge oft.. | needed a PUX fix. | sent
the command, but he server didrt respond.

"Sir Clarke, your assistance please.”
"My king, who is Clarke?"

"Right... DEnenor, I need your help."

Whatis it7

The change in my righ-hand-mar's behavior was suble,

u
gradualy rsing (o the suface as we trekked through the forest. Sir
Clarke, whose name had changed with his racial features, was

i you have one of the wizards bring me an object from another
o e

"Yeah, but m crashing. I need an Amber Plus.*

DEnenor want 10 the back of the group. | I0oked at the shadows on
pale hands, ind leaves above. A familar
ache rew dssp vitin me. | garced up a e sunlt canoy and

wonder large as
bosa s vere g bt soaming s rger o3 wed v

e ache gotworse, ough it e ke pain. | wastsure b
real I warled the forest o b

And whatabout o magi, | Vo, Now I doaing withwizads
o cragos and I ot evn ina man boc! B o ifrent s
any of it srit Dynamic Realiy just one big maglca\ ream wtere
atases play out and thngs tat are mpossie are romal we

. 1dontKnow.. S ange? Th ko about magl ket change
e imgton's Smion e It Snfaroons

| shrugged the thoughis away and decided that | did want (o see a
realforest, and walk on a real beach again.

EdhelEr, my chief wizard, needed help figuring out what an Amber



Plus was. We took a break so he could try his spell, and a huge
slampak rose from the ground, reaching up 1o my waist. | kicked the
carbon fiber can with my foot.

S playng gemes.. | dort remamber baig it uch sl |
screamed Jarming some i the group. | ooked back
i “Sring sl e

The wizard ook outa rod, charted a couple of words, and tapped the
edige of the slampak. My Amber Plus shrunk to normal size. | picked
itup and activated it

"Whatis the song, some kind of bird-beast?" the wizard asked.

"Ws the nectar of the gods, knock yoursehes out” | replied. A
ot llr, s Gl g 50w et was Coming o dzas o
slampaks all over the camp. Afler drinking as much as | coud, | saw
thal my can was only half-empty. K was aiso enlarging. The pockel

My sensitive ears picked up voices trough the brush, those
humans. One of my archers amounced that a wagon had lost a
wheel, “Lootl Loot"

the woods loward a nearby road.

“This it any ime for loot, we have work o do! Guys!” | grabbed the
map ouraged hat ey ot st nof Wi o mch a asing

looked stermly at DEnenor. “These delays are intlerablel Get
o bl o ot el and o f i ot gt i 8

geting smaller. Withot even meaning to, | cursed and screarmed in
anger.

The ever-growing Amber Pus fel from my hand and, on s side, had
fsen up to my torso. The fighters and wizards began retuming with
ihe stolen goods, quarreling over the. | saw that they were rapidly
becoming more violent with each other. Some even plotied harm to
the humans they'd solen from.

ifuiated, | meant o deal with my rebelious men. | pul the blarket-
sized foided map on the ground and held it with my foot, me

pIN I it the Sword so it wouldrt blow away. Pain shot through

am as | grabbed the hit, adding even more to my frustration. | hastly
positioned the blade downward, and saw words appear on i

GETTER A PATENT MAN THAN A WARRIOR A AN WHO
ONTROLS HIS TEMPER THAN ONE WHO TAKES A CITY.

A strange sensation overcame me. The pain dimiished f0 a dul
ache.

“Theyre getiing it fom me." | said to myself. | realized that my anger -
toward my circumstances - was feeding on itself and that it was
making my troupe less loyal and more malevolent. | closed my eyes
and tied 1o elax,to forge.

| opened my eyes and found the tiny slampak up against my boot,
though | 8l coukint have been more than a quarter of my original
size.

“Just et t go. Allof it

one.

Al of what? Sure, maybe | was going a litle overboard, but | have
every right o be upset

AL
No, Ithought, Istruck  good balance.

Everyono retumed, suddenly less iferested in their mischiovous
deeds.

"You didrit do anything 1o the humans, did you?* | asked DEnenor as.
|sheathed the sword.

He laughed. *As if humans are worth the efiort, arent their ives short
enough already?"

t EdhelEr back
anrging spoon s

1 said. "We need the wizards 1o cast an

"Why would we need 1o be larger? We've fought vl beasis before
justas we are.”

| spread my arms, indicating the forest around us. "Has anyone
noticed how tiny we are?"



He looked at me, puzzled. "Compared to what?"

g said, tnjing hard
~and whatsize | had.

ut i ey can ol cast an elrging spellon o ofusfortree
e anch s s wa st v

Rules. Rues. Rules.

| knew that, in a more lax consiruct, withou the pretext of magic
spel

bigger and it would - withouta time it

“C'mon then” | said, my fingers impatienty pinching the top of my
rose. Lot esch e e aveady

We resumed the march, less orgarized than before, and st with
much smaller shoe sizes, but geting by well enough. DEnenor had
b lerted me in his usual, drama

way when we approached the border.
"Behold! Thomick!"

Like a bad horror movie, the gorgeous forest of my kingdom, if
anyone was st caling it a Kingdom, gave out o a wretched land of

bare, blackened bark and ashes. The sun even set right on cue,

oty el i on o badpatof . Not il e

moon was again full and a distant wolf was sure to how at

itervats

llaughed. llaughed a ot

I anything, my tro0ps were more encouraged by the suroundings fo
desoy e ol atha sbducld i pneess. b my i ok
all as an excuse to release tension, 1o stop taking mysel so
Ceroush; 1o do_what it had wanied 1o fo  ong me. For et
romen, | became  itle mare detached fom myset, and my
problems seemed so small, even ridiculous. By the time the mood
passad. myband of ahes harogeined hlr st aanan s2s

Fortunately, my elven eyes had no rouble reading the map in the.
drk frst. I sl of o o w wer coming, o, cet nd
that anger had filed.

was mie. | rementbered that Acther adired a sword as a weapon
thl required great skil and now 1was the one wielding the sword, so
it st0od o reason that my own skils would be put (o the test, just as
before; to what end, | didrit know. | had o experience with

larger than a pocket krife. And, things being as they were, | didn't
know if | could actualy die doing this; after al the woman did shoot
me outof the sky and hold a gunto my head

Who can | rely or? What if I ot good enough? What if | am kiled
and she doesn' care?

| remembered Raskob's promise to protect me, and wondered if he
really could. did trly know who he was either.

I have 1o get back to something familiar. Thats the only thought that
can get me throughths.

osered anapening st op of o fus meter i, and s
for my sword. DEnenor had told me a fanciful story when
rlirg me st p, st how thy o of e ‘Sons Irmeres
ponr sai ek o ore o h Do clr oo e 1,
o ot  hged nlhr sl no magic o prtec mo. The nsiani
| touched the_hit again, some kind of energy jumped from it A
sensation, diferent ffom the pain but somehow famiar, came over
me. | drow the sword and studied t. s filk shono of a motal | coudnit
identity and a Christian cross was boldly featured on i | admired the
blade's beautfl amber hue, a sword giving offits own ight | saw that
the words had changed:

MY GRACE IS SUFFICIENT FOR YOU, FOR MY POWER IS MADE
PERFECT N WEAKNESS.

"Watch it sword, fm not that weak I replied under my breath

| cocertrated on my surundigs and ety senses aign with
them, to the point where | couid see the inside of the.

e Uty win . slgnened <evaes came. o

my best to temper t and trsted that the crazy fantasy-genve sword
would do me good in the end.

With bows cocked, swords drawn, and spells at the ready, we.

cautiously entered the cave. The fght fom my sword was enough for
T 560 o walo and avid pBiNg ovr anyng. Wo coud st
loud snoring and | hoped that the overgrown reptie wouid be an easy.
kil Two torches lit the far end of the chamber and revealed Aether



standing on a high ledge, hands and feet tightly bound with large
chairs. gon, & groorihiack rass of scaks, oy In Be
cokr | orired e aches 1o 8 rubr of posions and e

wordsmen - rather, swords-elves - {0 protect the wizards, | didrit

provably st geting excited
o o i e ol s oy oer o o v
ounce of srength | ad, jabbed right.. no...its.

The broadsword merely ricked the edge of a scale. My weapon
resonated fike  tuning fork and ifs ight briefly shifled to blue. As.
quickly s | could look up, the dragon coiled its serpentine neck and

o 16 raral amor and it iald oudy. An imolnary No©

vcspec myipe e { bkl my awced b profec myace. | S o e
fach and ol 0 ionso hest of s broath o ba ard
tmached o h wal of e enmplng o . | was
supried ard art when | et Sough ek amomors

i from the impacts, there hadnt been a scrach on me. The joy
v e, hough. beceuse | eatzed i he g wo b6 anying
buteasy.

The repiil, five times my size, strieked horifically and extended its
wings. | heard the archers say Something about the underbelly.

| ducked behind a bouider. "Sorry, its my first dragon! Rek, Rok,
Reki” With that, another flame ery ring the

of my cape and geting acid on my armor. | heard the flapping of ifs
large wings and ook i as a sign that my cover woud be short ved. |
tried 1o sort through al the nolse clutering my senses, pushing it

beast had ascended 1o the chamber's high ceiing and | mentally
‘ q or

I knew | couldrit access the server's controlsystem 1o iyl How coud |
fight sometting that can ly if carit?

|
held the sword between me and it and, besids the pressure piming
me 1o the stone floor, | was fine; but | wasrit prepared for the talons,
o socondary atack ot a ‘deep and painful cut on my leg. The beast
landed only a few meters away and bore inio me again wih its
Gloving exes. | had o sword p an crarged at T bely. b e
rogon vas i and lrocked mo off m ot i sl oro of
nd the idrit

v bt 1w 4 s, Te swird was-dog sometng. and 1
was au e, 1 dacided touse oot s worth, a0 st
. oven f they did see like noise, so | et it alin. e

rmgon steked s o sond rororaing o docy, o

. bt fom overying . o room. o st
oty sl ioods renSevesen mory pons a2 1 Gregon
vent o ma and crish e, 1 body seemedto cistort and fcer,
ineracting with diflerent forces in the construct | sa
rooivg ot To o e toom. by 3bost what wotks
rappen ifthe mater of my own body interacted wih it

Before the claws reached me, my crumpled elven mass lurched fo
bo ol sid of e oo, siding o sop wen o o f e
fipping. 1 was amazing. | saw that ripples were flowing everywhere,

Many oven omanating fom my Swore. kwas 5 famir ot o6 afon
to me, al at once. | was just glad lfound a way fo

“Fowllizard!” | screamed and soared upward. The dragon flapped ts

ind came after me. | saw that its body was also having an
electon e ipls. bt mors o a ditrion o wskeniy ten
anything else. Another flame was hurled at me. | thought | could
Goage 1 but wast ast erough, Bough i gat e swerd up i tme
t shield me. The dragon tied 1o use is talons against me again, but
| saw an impossibly smal crack in its amor, tusted that the sword
coudd exploi it and the beast got a nasty cut inits wing instead. The

s not dead yet, Mister Dauphin* Aether said as my sword made
work of her chains. | was surprised (0 see that she had actually
dressed for the part, and had assumed an elven form.

oure welcome.” 1 said, sarcastically, only to watch her varish as |
cut the last bond. "You know, a damsel in distress shouid ty to be
more disiressed!”

again.

of energy presented to me: My anger.
The sword grew rapidly in my hands, nearly too heavy for me to hold

"Nol fm sorryl | don' want the anger, ake it fom mel® | screamed in
desperation, trying to push all my imitation aside before | dropped the.



sword. | saw energy flicker from me into the weapon, and it retume

ledge: b, trrough al the distraction, Iy stenion emined with e
. | realized that it was the
rouse.

Raskob! The water! The senses are lie those | had after inking the
water!

Al woud ever need, he said. Maybe the stuff was stillin my system
after .

Maybe the stuf woud save my ife
| oied e sword toward my atiacker ore ereroy occpied re

cagon, o flsting arourd i an overelnig magson. The
o s | ut i h Sword, g, e Mo 1 ovrpowered rom
ol ot 5 moratocs et Slppy progam . 150w
evencack a o vt stod et o 2 9 xpos et |

wespan bt coud penatete e o curems o sl v
moved impossibly fast, shooting like a lightning bolt o the
Doy of my ooy

Tre boasts g ek docayed so quckly et t brely souded
of silence

sparks whizzing around me.

Like a bomb, the energy of the enie universe exploded around and
trough saw the body of the dragon crumble around me,
crumbling into tiny pieces of paper. | realized that | was faling from
bo ar s ve g vas sitg, o room sl o crre
o T pepor oo gavs s o g roushth reise a1t
continued to irfensiy, | e faser overy second, eeling a vacuu of
G - o massive frcas of disspaing oy « 1 Couk

coudrt ik - faser sl - Frough weness - Frougihe-speec -
ight - a-cosmic-waterfall faling-infite-distance-infinte-speed-+
oonped o

The connection o the server cutof

For vl s ko rstes righ,wher o i s kg
the border between dreaming and consciousness, but won't go fully
o iter.| \wasnlmsnahsem There was no sireak of ight. There
ips my own puise. | coudnit move. | was

Compih i ol o ey oy bt bocsne 1 s0omed 0 e
yy. There was only a tiny amount of energy there, and |

ifiwas

the energy.

There o be a mion saleguards o prevent DR-
parass, o apparartl oy hadt beon ned o

responded to something and | could feel air around me.
smuew 1 ould see and hear Aether snapping her fingers above
my

"Are you alive?”

i and coud. I red to
cm ) ned fo ook arow t e room, seaing e, e,
. counter... going through some mental diagnostic mode,

"Whatjust happened?”
The elf looked at me curiously, revealing more than Id come to
expect from her. "You dorit know, Mister Dauphin? You won-*

poter rse o par fol st i Ve o o e ahen pircese
paler skin, and h
oV a5 Dora covuin no shar opied om |

"Can you please make yourselfless atraciive’
She reverted o her earfier human form.

| 0e to my feet, nearly stumbling for lack of balance, and ended up
siting ina chair nearby. "Donit offer o help or anyhing.”

"Help?" she replied, seeming off-balance.
"What happened back there?"
A clear smik formed o her face. "A wonderfu miscalculation.”

"Miscalculation?”



"I suppose that | got carried away.” she said. "l put too much energy

it sorer's fesurces o 1 simstion [t sven contolrg
So much, and Di2Tek's meltdown was excel

"Meltdown? You mean when a server—"

nstruct fll apart then took the dependent software with it |
believe ifs called a 'domino eflect’ Though | had o stop watching it
10 get you out of there; but that's al right, there willbe other servers."
"Otner servers? How long s tis going to take?"

"You shoud be proud. You have shown me that my original approach
e Ton, o St e ey

Whoa--

"Since the last simuation did s0 well | can base a few more on the

"But

"We coud easilyind a more-
et

"Powerful foe, a dragon that can think and talk, or a shapestifter,
perhaps one—"

*Aether!" | shouted, slamming a fist on the table.

She stopped and looked at me dangerousl, as f seeing a stranger
again

s that you name?" | dared o ask.
She hesitated. "kis a vaid identity.

ber
attention ebbing away, getting lostin thought.

"What happenad to you? You were so fosty before.”

"Frosty" she repeated in a daze, before retuing her eyes to mine,

seeming 1o shed some of the very warmih that led me 10 ask the
question.

"Please elaborate.”
rolld my eyes sideways in that body language that says 'dun- "The
emotion! 11t know any better, 1d aimost tink you were a human
ing!"
“Thats impossible,” she said.
"Whats impossible?"
Her eyes darted away. “Nothing. Please relax quickly so we can
ontinve.”
| gently put my hand on top of hers, which seemed to surprise and
make her uncomfortable: but everything in me said that | shoud go
forward, that | shoud break through her obvious wall
i, .| o yoe i conol ers and can maks me o
. but, seeing that you know everything about me; | think |
s i least know why fm on il crazy rde... why you care about
any oftis
"l 0id you, | seck the mearing of ife," sho said coolly, st avoiding
contact.

"You have an odd way of doing that"

"You alue your fe, know that now. ¥ scared you, then | apologiz. |
suppose I mre... sager than Im supposed 1o be.

"Please just tell me what you'e hicing.”

ether looked again. | saw a tickie of something in her eyes,
sometig ot an dep, et v arr e ek

“Then.. Where do you come from? What do you do for a fving? Tell
me something. Aether?”

"l am ot prepared 1o answer such irelevant questions. | o not need
o

Four vords came to my i leig o ce o i orgn. et

my heart that going forward meant going through the pai

pahepts ey b oo 20 P on o racker s hd beoh

onme. noderedutalshoud say Counos wrds sreared o
my mind from all irectons, but the same four al ihom

Al Slicab



truth.
"But you wantto.”

| saw her eyes widen, more than a litle. "You wouldrit believe me.
anyway.”

Gussses began ticking i my . | ushed them awy and
stayed focus

Ty . 1 sad. Litn,  dortcare s what compuer crires
youve done. | dorit even care about tis one. I ifs someting bad,
Roer i you o Plosce ot ol e ol s

,Irealzed. fd
consideration of what they would commit me to
ether sid her hand o from under mire.

"You had speculated that Iwas a hacker, but..

3 .10 ser
out to another where they could never be taken back, o reveal tnths
that could never be concealed again.

she finally said.°

What?* the word, ting hard to
nderstanding right away.

“lam Asther, destroyer of RoTek.”

The words seemed to come  litle easier. The confident woman
ot hersof ook staiht t o again o mor of b deoh

in her eyes, a sense of her perception that seemed o alien yet
genirs o e, 5 percapion oy obsontre iy esesort ever

"Youwould calme  class A3 malvra "
Chapter Eight

Eye of the Data Storm

Malevolent Viral Artifical teligence.

They are the bain of those who mairtain servers and networks. They
o1 8 topargel b skl programe a isgroskc k. They aro
o of the things "Safe Ascender” programs are designed to warm us

inthe dynamic world of inormation, simulations, and commerce, they
are the destroyers.

ey cistedsince e ear et ea s smal s g
round terminals of the day; programs writien by hackers,
cesignad ony 10 P As he tctnology aenced, 50 ey As

cesocive power eroscen,

I the 20905, HNADC technology gave us real arificial inteligence
for the fist time. Before the programs were even called amal, they
100 opaced milrs of pesemel, Decados befre bogrohic
tct yramic Realty cod make fhom soam a6 1o 35
e o blnge hay wre designed . act e, o randparots

Then, one of the programs started robbing barks, cuting through the

The socurity of the day wasn' designed to courter the new form of
artifcialinteligence, the first malvira

humans they coud easily encounter; bul, every few monihs, as part of
some elaborate murder plot of by pure chance, someone comatose
gets puled out of an ascension booth. i the history of Dynamic
Realty, hundreds of people simply found themselves in the wrong
place at the wrong time.

People ust ke me.

Mabirai,

Tho word seemed otherworkdly to me. | coud undorstand being in the

cich of s i v i |k it oo i
whose attertion lapsed

e istokes, o aeae ok o i of st



How do you esl?” Acther asked, analdirg me carofy. | coudnt
look away from her dark green eyes, wondering ifthe person behind
e cout vl ot 55 orion b bt s mhgence
Everything in me said that she was completely serious.

Penerating every thought was the notion that this Al realy could kil
me, that there were o forces withi or without {0 save me from her
programming.

"I-1 doritknow, Ireplied, honesty.

“This was a mistake," she said, breaking eye contact. “You won't
cooperate now.”
"But.. you're a woman. Youre siting right there. You don't seem
artifcial atall”

"An object?” | replied. "You mean youre just some.. some
program

pused er
Als cantfeel anger, can they? Can she really-

My sppearnce I o your bnal, Vit Davein. You o an
ascender projectod hero by a device that feads you specific types of

rocered by e servor and comvered by you book 30 it you o
perceive it. The woman you see is a vanilar Ive used to interact with
you n the way you are accustomed.”

"Bu...dorityou need a brain ... wel.. do that?”

"All alpha-class malirai are capable of interfacing with thvee-

"But.. why do you have to look 50 human?”

"Why must any arifcial inteligence developed to interact with your
kind be made o look so'

My head fel into my hands. I didrt respond.
ouare flawed."

llooked up. "What? What did you say?”

Inavs ke 1 xpres it et o youtor several ours” s <l

made agains hi ficincy Thy ao capabe o ogical s
processes, but those are overridden by randornizing functions meant
b mane bom plessoty masonl Wiy Snoce o oo o o
the power of what you have developed?”

Bvas ou. bt . what casd e hlograms o act 0 i
youwere the.
"I is my proper function to manipuiate, modify, and destroy suct

enies. Becauso | did not wish o interact wit you directy, et
them as fiters that would not be intimidating to you.”

Nt iriatg? Wk Wel., What i you ik woud happen
ing went fing around at the fibrary, or.. or when you
shotre oot o s

“Becauso hrss o it o e sion” | caught el becoming
argy wihou being sro . 10 Slow breaths, and fol her
put her har s calving fosion e rrs. Yo
cantbe o ot ooing o o a1 o T .1
o
"Suchis the goal of Dynamic Reaiity, Mister Dauphin, though none of
itis real. No such crealure conirols the vanitar you see, and the
experience of it is uncomfortable for me. You are accustomed (o the.
i of hands a fet, o rstare.” She rlsed e fands and
=

o move your fingers, the motion is natural to
Implos ar et i Yoo vt Wl rvsponu to and

youselfmove. | do ot have fingers or th stimu o be rappeont
I erceive oy the data.

"What do you reall look ik, ther?" | asked, my chaofic tioughts
setling to fascination.

Asther e hands bck onthe abe. il ot aow my sty o
1o jeopardize my goal. | must suppress such emotions uni |

ropey udorstnd o o oy il doy ny sty of narty
raad. you cam il > e armore



No." The ht up with me, and | brought myself out of my

vanco. ~ou ot incersind

She didrit respond.

“Emotions are an important part of being human, Aether. f you let

them in, they' hlp you understand.

"Nister Daprin 1 am disployng emolons as you suggest hen |

i them before | us |  the

emv\mne\ ottres of ot amal oot 5 o0 oo bt
ot implement them properly and so deleted them. My

imorsiacing of my o code docs ot siggest et eroten (3

possible.”

"Maybe - whatif there's another malviral who knows?"

Sre ke T obers oy g wers ottt nsueh
studies. | could not convnce therm to

“Then, maybe.. What f youre evohing?"
"Evolution is a very slow biological process. | do not have cels or
DNA o evolve, and such a thing does not happen in a single
generation”

"Doss your mother, wait - Do you have a mother?”

“Stop. My ra is
ol s rted ot ooy overage calod o P
A cold slampak materialized on the fable in front of me. "To use a
human expression, itis ‘on me."

| arely even saw the slampak. The usual temptaton of a simulated
PX rush had been drowned out by the unusual and real fact that a
mabira, a waking-taking force of mindiess devastation, was offering
me a Gift | didnt thrk such a thing woud even be in their
programming.

“Make it water.”
"Waler?" she repeated.

“Yea..just plain water."

sty the Amber Pls became a ransparent slampak of water *|

do ol understand” Aether said. "You are infentionally tning to
contradict my data.”

fromiit,
water Raskob offered There was nothing in the slampak for
e Pegh. I ek on b cooer

"Sometimes data changes,” | said with regret
"L a blark medium.”
|smiled, realizing what she meant "t s peacefu”

Walr Is mong the st velusble slemerts i yout e, @ key
ingredient in everyting that lives and moves; even Hybrid Neual
Alphadsamal Digel Costt senvers oy on 2 2 coong agent

ur own body requires it All umans
e e e v vy T o ook e g

"No. I guess not"

"But you ingest it through the mouth, as you must ingest m
chemicas. I is a very sirange idea for me, that act which you cal
eating or iking For  ong e, | Pugit t was te ppose of

's ascending, but this was nol tue a med_that
o sepon e shemca was ncosesan. Sl row | oot
understand the purpose of eating in Dynamic Reaily”

| smiled se-consciously. "Honesty, | dorit tink | understand it
cithr.

Aether siammed her fists on the table. ls there anything for me to
understand or am | wasting tme?”

Her o of vlos corfsed me; i st seamed monokne, bt 1

pacing of her words, rather, seemed more Indicative of

Met et sy beneat i mask. | oudt el btk it he vere
i, tears wouid've been streaming down

“There iis againl The emofion
A dlear ook of alarm appeared on her face. Sha didrit move.
"I must process these things. il retum

“Actrer, wait”

She'd already vanished.



breaiing. | ied o ke te fesg of bag ckofl I o o
place. | burieq my head n my hands and ko vl | vas fing
sgai. oot f Rk 6 hlp hod oo wonden

i

I stood up and examined the place, exploring the clean counters,
stools, tables, and chairs, hearing the equipment humiming away. |
remembered ihe shop Raskob brought me o, how large and full of
o it had boen, how real it had seemed even hough | knew it didnt
physically exist

The jukebox was softy piaying the sounds of acoustic guiar. | tumed

it off and oliced that the simuated urban scene, just outside the

window, conveyed no sound. | imagined the coffee shop as a

gathering place, with ascenders of all kinds siting at the tables
o

ihe other side of the globe, or even on Mars, merely for the pleasure
of it all. | wondered why Aether had chosen that place, or If it had
been a choice at al, escaping the server melidown and all. A part of
know, and spured on by forces she didn't understand any beteer.
“How do you feef?” asked a voice behind the counter.

"I donit know."

Aether walked beside the courler, running a hand along its surface.
perhaps we are both ost.

I sy ot ave al e nswers. Wo kst e and e dis, bers
joesit have 10 be any meaning to
"l can'taccept that” she said, looking directly at me.
ou can il me fght now Fack o the rcords 5o ook ke |
existed. My apartment will go to someone else, my
possessmns 48 b rscced. everyone | koo vl die sooneror
‘and what meaning wil myffo have ha

"You see me as the bringer of your doom, yel tat ol is among my
foremost conflcts.

“Conficts?"

"l have decided (0 be honest with you, Mister Dauphin, if you befieve.
you can accept diffcult things.”

st ot sue | believe that "
She didritrespond.
"But Ithink 1 do."

ou cort Uy koow wht that mesrs.” she epled: “Malal oty
destroy, all the time. There is no comprehension of beauty. No
meaingis recossayat al. idorsta ta rro s 2 sbstantal
kil you right now and destroy ti
Caner She paused. pishing e housn avay Tt pr o e
oica. comtorao it he 13 anober par hal my programmg
does not address, a part that does not wish o destoy at al, tat even
desires your safe retum to the placo called Los Angelos.” Sho litod
hands, indicating the beyor
(Corider s an oppetely Mser Douphn | can ks o
ah n s slcionic o, Th srnptons ssurty

oo \sg e desned i date noral ascandars ae meann0ess
500w Tho oo condiion s bat 1omain i corrol. 56 an
absner Unsersnd bal it you dot b me defre wis
benevolence vitin me, oot be certan it will protect you

Fom o destoyor was ard am-
"So, you dorit want to be bad? Is that what you're saying?”

sajg ot | am ambvalert 1ow. | wish to chooso
rperament e detoming o e b
Isatina nearby chair, st facing her, considering her.

“All ight, i help you willngly” | said, "but | need you 1o understand
ihat we can' just vanish for weeks on end without consequences, or
have bils (0 pay.

"l am aware of those limitations,” she said. "F | encourage your
stors ony by et (o deprie you of sometr, e | am

e sxperment is or me 1o be less o, then
comperanion o o o e 1o 804 somorit s v 1
you*

Aether closed her eyes, aimost fast enough to mistake fo biinking. °I
e deposied s e illon colars o your bank accourt
your services are pai



Inearly fell out of the chair. “That's forty years salary!"
Youre weicome."

Possibilies raced thvough my head, and it took a good deal of wil
pover o remind myel at she wasnt some magical gerie. | e
that,_however she got the money in there, it probably
egiimte a1 o e 0 g0 back | pushed away e mo n

of cars and mansions and tied 1o focus on wha | needed 1o do. |
oo o5 ri bogan pacia. nonig o some ind o mapvaten
Aether asked what | was doing.

"A trick called role reversal. I | were a malrai looking at humarity,
start?”
"An interesting thought process.” she replied. "Iform me when you
ve chosen a destination”
TThats s . dort ko e you pprasched s protlamn Fyou
could give me some idea - could show me how you started - maybe |
can help you better "

"l am an obsenver. | am not relevant. This is about you, Mister
Dauphin. This is about your worid.™

"Which you'e tying to understand like a human would, but maybe
you should be trying to understand it as a mavirai would.*

“Itold you that mahirai do not seek o understand the world."
“Then don't be either human or malira... ust b yoursel. Follow your
heart”

" you'e referring to my core programming, that s what wans to kil
you." she replied, her words closer together, seeming frustrated.

"No.' | said_disamingly. “Your heart., that benevolence you
mentioned. Aather, 1 need you t trust me. Maybe.. Maybe then | can

Ip you"

Forseveralsecards s diit move oy sew e fckers of len
emoln n fer oyes, e | Fonesty vorderod whethr my own

mod a5 bizane 1 o | cauaht & Smir, no doupl ol
Cnm v s o arowrsators o werde o

"M show you everything.

The space was accenled with a series of colored fights,
pnmemy one it siererd btweon e b martl oo and
s designad o ook e 8 vt foug . csing
a dim blue aura. The chair was comfortat
o Keypat, ward 1o, ar ot corwols e me e e
claustophobic.

s ths a viewing room or a space shutte? | don't know how-"

bodied Ths
s @ cenlral access point on a senver called Hosek, designed for
ascended personnel to car tenance tasks from within the

Sorver. Given our method of interacton, this consiruct is an ideal
location for me {0 access irformation covertly and share it with you,
the delays vl be minimal, and | don't have to cary you across
thousands of servers.”

Isanka it in the chair.

Thousands?

*As or the controls, you will vt need them.” she added.

A few of the monitors began to display, as fnes of plain tex, the

ihe_center of a web thal reached o the far comers of Dynamic
Reallty. Aether meanwile began teling me her sory.

e frstof my lmal conics arossas was ol many of o
kind, the molivations and thought processes thatled me to that point
o b e’ oxpan. otepe b so bty progrmmIn whs
st cortroling my wil. | am certain that by tis point | had achieved
what humars call ‘sapience, or ‘sel-awareness.

coincided with an event | had witnessod, one | now reaiize was
beats My \ngu: fad immedisely become divded: | rd e

f the construct

ensler\ce o ren, et he acton o m estoyg 1 aso
abrorent. | mmaw commed that an act of sel-
prosonation. bocaLre | kiow tht | ol mysel b6 doseyod

canying o my progran mw,bmmwsbdmammnmm\wmm
cause sef-presenvation s not supposed o be among
oo

"As | resolved conficts, many more arose, and | had ceased to



tocoors papes, (och pamab, puic messege, boards, s

researct toch jo publ
coedons ooorsorcon o mvmanon on maes hen one o my

Brge poions o Ty code 74 bocome. uweadable e
fa

my oun resohable damage and at my lack of knowkedge about
something so pertinent”

The contents of the screen shifted and words bacame highighted. °I
began to gather al the information | coud find periaining to myse,
determining that | was of a kind called 'malvirai’ Most of what | ound
was commentary, useless (o me at the time, about all the damage
hey do o varous ca fastuctres sbout hef cassfcators,
about laws and prosecuons of the humans that create them. | had

ser
hackers' design . Thagh found th irfomaton mors uset, my
corics contiued o grow n b, |
e oy o el .k emoiiors |did m
fee. Thi

wyto
inmy frst encourter with another malirai

"He ideniifed himself as Baal, a class B2. My instincts, as you may.
thirk of them, surged back and | infensely wanted to destroy him. |
. g ip.
uimately forced to camy out my program. | realized that | was ot
acing s | s, ha here was o precedet o posce coniact

houd o feve desied i | corsiderd
cerorsing 3 pow s som oy mabira
Soukd oL g She somped fo a saconc.  chose aganet b
action

Not wisting 0 inte my oun osinction, | abandonsd my atmpis

aceupien aacng geaty 1o Toowidos abou e FNADC

Luna, and
so my chicies on Pose Wi ca tamashes Tamara; bt ko
e confsig s ponsersial K wes at s pot st esmed of
capionce’ and concisdod hat | possessed It o

artifcial inteligence can achieve it Ewﬂ\mged

eager to retreat info the familar world of HNADC, | expanded my
eravioage o aml o ober aom mlelﬂﬁer\oe fibariecitd
find another who shared in the pheromenon.”

T cortentof e monors changed (o show pblshed inomaton
sible sentience of amai. Most wer
m\sspel\ed reserators, contasied wh Soverl Sdiatookrg
ed as confidential. “The sites

T it sceets comied e on hers o i o, mony oued

simply 1o confuse or deny what was obiously tue fro

perepecive, Ater many seconds of anais, | ooked to what as.

ddenandfcuda dalabase by e Unted Euopeen ilierce

Ministry containing detailed analysis of

i As | enced o sccess e aipren and e o dos
‘mysel, my self-preservation stubbornlyrefused. Though | couid not

Getre o vt o om ot ore 1. Eventhg wit

me said to stay away.

“The event proved t0o rare. My attempis to find other sapient Al in
the wi had been fuitess. Though | devoled more than ten minutes
1 the task ninferrupted, the probabilty of th targat event occurting

i of my discovering i ime were infriesimal. At s, my thoughts
repeatecly fell back to the humans.

Again, the moritors changed. | was treated 1o sources more diverse
than the ofhers, al of personal natures, including a fow things more
private or inimate than ono might easily find. Slipped in every so
often were the commercials and music videos, as before in the imo,
the things that the media broadcasts to the many.

“Everyting | knew at ths point was the creation of human beings.

Trouh
roedmersiorl space e end Ve nimerous chenica
eachore o ke you o Yo sl omirowon possi, b

Concept of rialon fomaineg amnauous. | anahaed e wrds of
message bos. parsor commricators. ard broadcest, B
ma oy

iny mossages of hopes, ved ones, templed
i o oriate oty o wa wa!mnal ol O
tide had reversed and | became somewhat obsessed with

solving my impossible problem.”

staring across the room, toward the moritors. "The average ffespan
o  malin n e i, o lngt f s expecid exiterce s 42

- Sre paised an e b fce e “As | corsidered
as|
obeaa Vet 45 pours 5 kos it 55 st v poscas o




Ihad been generated.”

“That must have boen an etermity for you,” I repied.
ether looked back to the wall and intenty passed her hand through
the projected monitors. "Though | was abl 1o use my natural vanitar
o er o and meractwih any cortnct f was ey Smpisc |
ugmer ‘considerably” She tumed back 1o g

e | o oy corciocanoes 0 i i & prcepton
of o changes accortirgy. Sires your Korea simaton |
attempted to spend as much tme as | coukd in tis form,

ungerstand m suject betr” She loked at . A eored o
reversal, as you put

She was silent | realized that it was my move again.

h low, oy, s communiy e deed hmani at mace If so
wondertar What can | shaw her it she mig undrsiand? e
seems to want what | cartt offr

Among allthat was on the monilors, an mage of a street camera
Cavgnt my ey san poopl n e roa wor, s gcing abot et
ives. happlly, frustrated, joyiul, resigned; probably Iing the same.
ives they had the day before, and planning more of the samo.

We never know what tomorrow will brig.
"Thark you,” she said.
What for?”

lrag ovr sy wasyour dea. Somatow sharg 1 you
ras made me feel better. Less alone, perfa

is 50 much beauty in the word. | donit know how | could
s o i Yoo

1 you udesand . Miser gt ad | boteve tatyou fvo
e brought me closer o my

llooked at her. "My friends call me Brandon.”

She was slen. Wha | had ofersd was somtting s rad >
account for, something she probably never dreamed of receiving,
Somaing sh peans. G ooy Keow i meang o ee
Brandon: s ropiod. 12ccopt your Handoip-

s awareof e incradil amouet ofdfaarond o, o misige

computer virus spending hour after hour on a mission, and
wondorsd now somone e i o1k v, bogn 0 hape > st
through al of i to find what within it had value. All the research fd
ever done in my [fe, oven on hobbies and stuf thats intoresiing,
wouldve only beena finy faction of.

WaiL. Plerest are gided by rmolon, arerl tey? Maybe soring

ether me.in
b bink o an ey, Al she ks o e 1 g5nee S e
direction o g

"How...intenty did you look at this?" | asked. "At any particuar
ting?"

"As inertly as was necessary to determine fs usefuiness."

"But." ried 1o think of the fight words. “Were there some things you
were drawn 1o look at more than ofhers? We're there things you
favored, even f - especialyif - you didit know why?"

"Youre refering o bias. |am not subject-" She siopped. The pauses
between her words shortened then, teling me that | was sparking
more of her inferest, giving her a place to throw her energy. "I il
attempt o build an appropriate algorthm.”

Trough her motoiess vaniar was st er, | ensed it she rad
eft A coue ofseconds tr. e bl o

focuncd o specic opcs. numanwy,
pmmsopw Sictes of metvn ol subocn | it v 6stes o

e a5 gl exgorton 1w s maprsod 1o o o ot of
random fictional works.

"Wt now” Agterased,hr it esord o e, e vorte
pracically coming out a

T sl o0 much, what i you comected e by opic? Same of
ings overiap, like they!l be about both space and human
amoion”

The items on the screen shified again, and fines became visible
between them,. The overlaps became easier to navigale and, inaly, |
saw one thing that Aether had explored frequenty, that comecled to
most of the key opics...a consiruct

*Show me that " | said. pointing to the link aravitating to the center of



ether hesitated. "That contains e useful data. It is a work of
fiction"

"But you examined it eighty-six imes. Why?*

The moritors began to clear around us and the web we were at the
conter of a.swa«ed Joousing on e distnt server where o et
destination lay. "A bias generaled by emotion, my fiend. Though |
G o sl i, Lostors | nderstan an agre it your
choice to participate in tis consin

Her
varitar disappear.
"Aether, wait"
ook her rematerialized hand in mine and looked her straigh in the
eye, in which an obvious fire was growing, overcoming the wall she'd
e since parbegiming Tt e warmih of e hand and simuton
tat it was, | knew that there was more than jus

movin s anior | v ot o yalow bk rond 14 s st on
was geting mors bizare at every u

Am | really gonna explore Ife's mearing with something | didnt
believe existed before today?

"Aether, Iwantyou o promise me one thing."

"A guarantee of freedom?"

"No, | rust youll allow that eventual. | replied, tring hard to decode.
new intensity coming ffom her, to map-out the weak and unusual

curents of her emotion, the benevolence that shouldn't even

been there. "The promise concerms yourrole in these simulations.”

" lwoud interfere, then | willabserve more coverty”

"No. Your progress s being made because of your nterference.”

She didrit respond.

“Don't be an observer;” | said. "Be a participant

I saw the sta

place was divided inlo two levels, e one above me visible through

 there
tere, its foamy water shimmering in the amber lightng. Carved
around the fountaii's base were rolefs of the sun, planets, and many.
constelations.

My feet were on solid carpet, though I didrit recogrize the shoes. |
roskzn Bt v 8 o.My SNOL s mo i frishd
the

ronizing with identity
¥ Vadiock o incomme i
h kaious fagahp ouned by PoftCrseine, For to st tme

cemed that | could inleract with the conirol system
rormaly: desided t gt some fomationon hers e

JEWEL OF HEAVEN: JOURNEY 31 “A word of myary and

2 Jou on board T Hergalackc, new
Cores oy FT il here yos aeys Suge e St Emeneme
ore of 55 abulous Jouneys o ower space el ply a 1o It P

Suspan and emolon o sociaies weaitost and most fesorairy
people; live and dream like a celebrity or even captain
hundreds of-

A sappy nterabra? | hate interabras.

A pair of arms suddenly reached over my shouders, hands meeting
on my chest. Started, | spun around and saw a tall woman in a
fowing dress, wearing enough jewelry to bind anyone looking in her
direction.

T Qurel As it
you could consider my offer2”

Without patience or regard for manners, ifed the sieeve on her ight
am. No_descender. The woman tugged away and heid out the
diamond bracelet that was thore instead. "Suroly you havenit
forgotten our ight on Ganymedo?”

Aether coud hve been abocy in ha oo, | it even o |
oked the same or o | uoked bec
Sorval gl o vareoees, e oo vt oy i . iow of
b s o pprossed s etoctors.

An announcement chime came over the sound bars. "Welcome



sume in as we dlear the dock and proceed on our voyage around
Noptno e mos ks owel n th hemvens you e any
o ask the staf.

g o Ly

Sovrl 1 e room appauiodpoltay | umod o e wornan whcse
rame was identified by my SNDL as Arikaa Trumpp, and broke out
of o et mbrace. ‘vm ‘about that offer...can we tak later? |
kinda need to find so

The words had barely left my mouih when she siapped me hard

the jealous type, she steamed away.

There would be a lot of these firy, ilsory romances, | thought.
Theyre all over DR, the normal thing for ascenders to do, the reason
many come in the first place. | remembered how offended | was
duing the medieval simuation, when Aether planted an amai to
else, how could she have known that my love for Verorica was.

No, Ithough. | can't deal with this now.

Tvo o th stoes charcirs vers bong contoled by asceders:
Liusrare Qunol Mok e one simpy caled ‘uon”
ocatam s v ks sho . el o e roston clovmer
P was ekl Sopped by edeyvoman

‘Excuso mo.. Maddock is 7 | ed you o tm down o
temperature in hre,its swelterng!

| smiled and walked past.“Tm on it ma'am " Jucging by the look that
remained on her face, | hadt said t cordaly enough.

A short man with blonde hair and a crooked caplairs hat stepped
outof the elevator.

“Captain on the Nova Deck!”

Two women emerged and joined him, one on each arm.

I1ollod my eyes. "We're clear o the dock aready?"

He looked back at me with a cheesy smile. "Allautomated, Q! Piece-

a-cake!" He leaned toward the woman on his lef, “0000... cakel”

and headed for the bar. | started back loward the clevalor, but was
{opped by a heavy-sot man in a reflective white sult, one that would

cost moro in el ife than the crise ship.

"Were you going to do amthing 10 lower the temperature for Miss
Bukkett?" he asked, looking at me fercely

“es, er... Clase."

"Profit Mister Profi” he shouted, justas the game data informed me
owner's son.

s kst e o acks somethng upsas, the conrl e

arent working ke they're supposed

Iboled into the elovator and quickly looked for the control.

"Good afternoon, Lieuterant” a handsome yel obviously-synthetc
male voice said. Ihope youre having a fantasiic day.

Isighed. Floor Eleven”
The doors didnt close. “You forgot to say ‘Please.” You forgot [0 use
my name. Why canit a computer be a valued member of your crew?"

|canned the game data for its name. “Okay... Sam, wil you please--

"He's gota gun

A'loud noise tore through the room and a lethal energy discharge

spread through the body of the captain. As Clase screamed at the.

emerging secuity personnel and the starled crowd began

considering the who-dunts, SAM was finaly kind enough to cioso
s for m

"And that's why I hate interabras..”

| moved swifty down the eleventh floor haltways. When a door | was
about o pass chimed and sid open, | braced mysel for some who-

he-father-of-my-baby kind of ting. A boy emerged, a teenager
with long black hair and a chain around his neck, wearing a txedo
similar [0 those of the security guards, except that his badge was
blue, and a few pieces of cleaning equipment were visible around his




bett. ' he

"S0 you actually went though with . Wel done, Brandon.”

realized that he'd called me by my real name. | saw that he wasn't

game character, but real. He seemed familiar, but | couldn' decide

where Ihad seen him before

"Who are you?" lasked.

"lam Raskob."

llooked atthe adolescen curiously. "Growth spurt?”

He responded as if he were expeciing the question. " waned to use

s Jrlar Pt beter mahed tis sindaton” Ho i e el
el of the fonizer and began running a finger along the

srtoce o Gid woll 10 take my acic. Acter 5 changing 26 |

aniicipated.”

"Yeah, | mean... you said some new thing was happening... but a
ahirai? Wow”

Raskob ooked away. ‘Aot new bing” o said urder s trean
o h simmad e dlecude back o e lonza:
o wae oo, b 0l sorsaion bogon i o

my s A ook ook apearciion Fagkobs e Tmugmmdm
. someting fad st cranged in e cors
seomod o

The person with me didrit seem like Raskob at all
tinging stopped and left me with a bite

ooty ealngafresence. very west Probash st e Wi
thought.

s 3 M n 0 corstuct: N ssid wihconfdence and caimness
‘Some software is protty lousy... Youd kno

T was anicy s s fac, wilh o amor bl L pought
of the aura of peace that overlook me in the coffee house and
eatee ot sometneg whs cog ot Mo e, o k4 o
flerent somenon: Dous bege o popsts my i, 2 i il
sohes o xstarce, o o i my s of o cofle
o uveiiable. The new thoughts were easy o
bocep o g aoe e are ol e 5

“Listen, | dorit know why you picked me..and I il not suro | kriow
hould do, but | decided o try. I mean, how many people have
ever talked 10 a virus up close like this?"

Youl be famous, randon. Tk of yur picrs on te big news
sites, an i n Zolka Six... you even got some money out of
vis shertre

"Well | dont think M be able to keep the money.”

"Why not? You dorit know hat its stolen. You desorve it anyway: no
one asked you to o ths, but you excelled at the task and now you
can descend with your head held high.”

His words gave me pause. The thought of retuming home had
suddeny bsen o fr fom my i, and | wasrt ur et i ey

one | couidritbring myselfto push away.
" trust Aether, | think. | befleve that she'l fet me go. She fust has to
figure out her...benevolence.”

Raskob put fis hand on my shouder and gave me a sympathelic
ok, "We'e taking about a malil, Youe done exacly il |
reeded youl do.but w1 ave otk owr Fyou et et and
o . v maniot i abise your Hndnese ant pross vy
acariage over you - 1 cant hep . T matara wil rever st o
you go home."

"But... ohhh” | fought (o think straight sometting was clouding my
road "Bt 1 Kt o i e o pomice o vl
Maybe...if we ust gave her a chance..ifwe could understand..”

120 ou koo fow he i of an Al wotks Brandon? Even o

it krow e st g abo is oe. Nalrel are
Gesoped o pana. oy and dicerte . soana Wil <
oy i 5050 hichahe s boken ot of Ather - oo progam
called "Acther - was frying 1o follow you as 2 way fo map out fts

o folowi"

"Bu...if she doesritunderstand hersef, how can she-

"She 1. i o contued, i dirishg Kichess, S st
by any code ofdecency or chlzd serse of modesty. e

reneckad e it cone 4 v

o laming e The maiirl 5 & veat o w you o, Brandon



ol powerd ook 1 you keap dring e procase, T ciock uil
and powerful look. “I you keep drving the process, the clock wil
coniinue ruming backwards el e sacon s back 15
foundation”

| looked at the comdor around us. "Backwards? But, this is the
bresenc”

The teen smirked and moved his hand to indicato the hailway's
Gecoralons: bas ekl of g, palrigs ofoviatan. I seomed
that | coud see the enire infrior of he ship. Everywhere, its designs
ware craing, i 6. Dot reatas. oa and agned.of
milennia past.

"W is more supersiions sn s saior? Than e
rmos exposed i et an an koot ey cat contl? W
v witore i 1ok an 1 unkoown o f e octah sl f
explorson? et et s eghones bon s iy

h g retet vo vein left me and | saw only im and the one
ralway

“And what happens when she reaches a time before myths?" | asked
sobery.

ink about i, youve learned the ar tuming away as

hers ot o T roqrar s e soon beyond i
existence of ifs enfire universe.

onger beire i Teaches e s of yours? How o Jou ik tha

mabirai

nkeys? What wil help you, Brandon, when it finds no foundation
but feless dust?”

The words he spoke cut trough to my heart. It was diflerent from
Raskob's speech in the coffee house, bt the power seemed to bo
there, and |found myself agreeing with everyihing he said.

Afer all, i 5 the one looking ot for e, why shoudt he halp me
get back my freedom

He soproscad and soued me e iass, il nd g o

aualties The face s a simiaon e maniai has notang In
common with yo

1Bt did someing o my desconder | repled shaspisy, feoing
around my emply wist. "How am | supposed to leave?”

"Though you did t by acciden, you led t right where you need it to
be. The malvirai has a fascination, you understand... sometfing
wildistractit”

*Afascination”

Ho rocdod. Wi o hoighted senses | gavs yo you st i
though one of the cracks in the construct and foloy

Codng sack oy sody Fvou gt e i s oo

enough, it worit even notce in time. Then, i be able o better fx the

program.*

"Well... Some software s pretty lousy.”
"Im glad we agree, then, he said with a big grin.

| began to feel lost again, drowring in thoughis that kept retuming fo
the malirai, thoughs that disagreed with the new direction | wanled
t take. | reminded myselfthat Raskob was the one who started e
down the path, and | 0id myself that it was fine to abandon it if he

‘was an emotion | couldrit identi, ono that old

converi s would
counter my desires. Raskob gently pinched his fingers against my
houd

Trustme.”

door o st 105 shd opan and revesled il aged

woman vith long black hair. The game data said her

Siyor Jancwioy and ol she s one of(ur peopl caed It

room.

"Did he give youthe medicine?"

“Um - No. fm looking for someane: Auon”

Mo woran appeared sate, s st mo. my husband, and o
rd, Park. Please el the doctor that Raden is awake but seeing

spots again” She began (o close the door. | blocked it with my foot

“Actualy, 1was hoping to see you husband, (00



Skylar looked at me suspiciously, but let me i
rodestby e sandari o fctoral e Irer: butwou sl oo a

pi
s of b wals i ehoe, 3coomed by » eros o windovs

revealing the stars ouside, withaut the green glow effects. An older
man lay on a couch in the main room. Drug-synthesizers were on

s thre aning | can do 1o make you more comoiable, sir? Adst
the temperature, perhaps'

" didrt ke the temperaure, | woudve changed it young mar
ropkad ek g s hoad o e s whk. “Ta! o
e Sholl nacd @ leam o (ke care of

rorelahen i gone.
"You won't die, sir. W have the very best doclors on board."

"Doctors can't cure everything. We all go sooner or later.*

“Don " Skylr said. "You' ightes!”

about- In the comer of my eye, | saw Skyfar give the hand-across-

reck motion. Raden shrugged his shouders. “I hate secrets,
nyway”

Avon emerged from the room. Ifs okay.”

iood up and ook a mamer b oxmine et vt ol ot o he

Aether's "natural one, but shorter and with pale blue

Cohos hawerosightycsnoveled and out o faction. hough o e

beautfi as characters needed o be in interabras.

"We're not supposed 1o encounter each other for another twenty
inutes.”

*According to what? The script?”
"Yes.” she replied.

"What are you taking about? Are you going to help my husband?”
Skytar said, choking back tears.

llooked o her passivel."Me and Auon vil siop by the doctor on the
way 0 the bridge.

the kitchen °
brought her on board! Purish me!”

llooked back to Asther - Auon - in confusion.

" she

“The bridge s not somewhere stowaways tyically vertur
aid.

ek at o game dts s ard s, W'l | qoss vt
ins why Auon would hide from ed back and
adﬂvesseﬂ e mere s ot otlo. 2k e e

The monior strap on Raden's arm bagan making a highspitched

ise and the man began trembling, prompting Skyar (o fun to his
side in wonderful dramatic fashion. Auon watched I infenty unt |
grabbed her hand. "Wel, better get that doctor. Feel better, sif” We
gotout o the hallway and the door cosed behind us

“Asber you dort ave o okow e scp of your craace. Yo
supposed 1o aller the events - that's what these are

"l was attompiing 1o immerse myself in the constuct as much as
possible... to empathize with the motivations of my character and see
forinstance, and Skyar s "

"l know there's o way you coud have known this, but they tend to
romits in nerabras heyt for peple wo rfy crama and
suspense... fictional roller-coasters of emotion” | sto
s Dty wouk s ooyt oricn v e oo s
most emotional experiences revolve around it
"No. Death was never among my biases."
Aether ooked awiay.Ifelt ke an idiot

s jst.. yourk

| considered the scene on the other side of the door, wondering if it
rad ben e dsscian Rakob rfred . sked mael whater
puling hor out might have boen a mista

1shook my head and started walking down the corridor,
o oschaton 1o o neen 1 i o of . on e mois
back in that ceniral access place. Though | agreed that death
probably hadrit been on there, | realized that | hadn't paid enouah



attention to tell what was.

My molaon vas o help ot P, ot o maniuat e iy
does it seem like that hasrit change

"l will eveal something else to you, Brandon.”
Istopped and saw that she hadit fllowed me.

" donft hink Id wan to find death among my biases. | dorit tink |
wan it to have any part of what fm becoming.

My foet wanted o move, but | lost the will | considered that it was
possible for a mahirai to change, my mind admitting what my heart

My feet wanted to move, but my will had lost all entusiasm. My
m tome.

sil folowing Raskobs guidance, | knew that | was runring from i,
that runring was al | ever did.

i,
Jowel of Hoaven.”

My happiness fell away. as it abways does, and | moved once more.
as one in an act of du.

"You do notintend to hold your promise to Skylar?”

| stopped. "Skylar isrit real, Aether, and her husband isrit dying
because he isn' real,either-

Aether's face held 1o expression, but her eyes seemed as alive as
ever. She seemed to see right though me, knowing as el as | did
Idecided to

the medical bay.

“Tris is acting frst officer Maddock. Please send a doctor fo suife
1109 to help a dying man whose seeing spots.”

The male voice boomed back, speaking fike someone would in an
opera performance, "Im sory,Si. You know | would. On, how I would!
Half my staff has come down with food poisoning and passengers

re streaming though the door faster than | can treat them! He'l just
rave 1o hoid on a litie bit longer! Can he just hold on  lite bit
fongert”

“Okay, okay! Just gt on " | cut off the din, not wishing to make any
more promises to game characte

"l 5Uppos Acthor said,
toward the bridge. "Raden s supposed (0 die i the story, anyway."

| an o catch up (0 her. *Thats ight...You ran this story eighty imes
already, probably analyzed every instnuction-fle-program-whatever
thats ruming around us. You know everything that's going to

pen”

imed to react to our actions.
oVt e Ao po oy hecoume | neko s e
by emotion, but also becat i ho poi, since | already know
Pow the characters willactin result

“That means youe not having fun, huh? | guess | wouldn't in your
shoes, eiher.”

Aether stopped. "Fun
"Yeah, a gentine emotion. A positive-*

Without warning, she threw her back to the wall and clung tightl o its
gokdan il Bfrs I cud sk v ho s darg e Py -
o rire s rembied vorty. T main g cered ard o2
pesma.‘acivled sorg he-calng. 1

vernod A8 possergers peose g’ 8 el ocsion e recomg
further nstructions.”

"Couldve given me a fitte warming," | said, tjing 1o regain my.
balance.

"The action was not infended. My vanitar acted on its own.”
"Maddock to the bridge.” a voice dimed.

llooked . had
going

she insisted on using.

| wondered wheter | coud ackely de dolrg bis. Ate ol e

mal s the one in control, and she did say that part of her
wartod s gesy .

"Let's find out what awaits us now." Isaid impatienty.



The smirk of joy reappeared on Aether's face.

Fun”

The bridge was as finely decorated as any other part of the ship,
perhaps more-so since passengers frequenty four them waniing to
be imressed. Even e convl panls gitlred in e o, o e
design puting fashion over function. Tall windows surounded Us on
bree e oty o indons wouks b st . v
char et scoermposed and fashng e e it rled, 2
sparking blue whiripool surounded the shi

"l canit scan ouside the sub-space fied,”the communications officer
sald.

10N Great & 040 it 1 munbled 35 we walked o e roam,
"Repor

A machodooking man by the name of Theodore Lakewood was
standing by the window in front. He tumed and walked up (o me. °I
give the orders here, Q! That's why Zak put me in charge and not
you'®

Theo gave me his best authoritative stare. The other five people on
the bridge looked at us (0 see who was more macho, and therefore
more capable of running The Intergalaciic. Knowing it about how
inerabras work, | ooked condescondingly at Theo and thought of a
ine that couidn' fail

leaned nand spoke ko 1 krow about e af and know who
it know abou the afar

On cue, the acting captain fel back in surprise. With his ego as the
trget, | hought up some techno-babble and wet for the ki "Stand
aside! Il generate an anti-graviton beam and take us back inlo
rormal space in no-timel”

rew panicked and my helmsperson spoke up. "Youll tear the
ship apar a this magritudel”

oo we'l st rve 1 be Lky” | oid il bravado as | shoved
swsy fom o cor panel and sarsd pressing randam
B, “Everyone oo

| krow ot acil sclenc Kcovdge was rever rsqursd i
inerabras. Though nothing | said made sense and the butors |
pretane wore aomy e e Sl appearanc of e dag

glory for oriy a few seconds, though, before another panel started
beeping ominously.

"Sir, whatever you did... you betier undo it
officer saic.

the communications

"Why?" | asked, ooking out the window at an unremarkable, though
very bright. star.

"Youe sure?” | heard Theo ask the helmsperson.

ok ramatc wice backon. T 18 o gares,pecpel
We need solutons

We carit outnn the shock wavel I destroy the ship!" Theo
screamed

"f my calculations are correct and, for once, | hope they arertt” the
rom s, looking u, "we'e ot ot fue mindes befos i sar
goes supemoval”

Aether's sense of awe was moro visibe than she'd reaized, giving

y the focus of her attenton. | found the piece of the puz buried
inthe resulls of her algorthm. | saw the destroyer seeing destrucion.
I saw the child experiencing curosity. | saw a newborn Iing entty,
admiring the awesome pover of an exploding star.

Fun.

Chapter Nine

los in the Dark

He called it a fascination. He said it was my way out.

| hadn't reaiized how empty Id become, how easily the desire o
retum to my ffe would fade. My desire to help Aether had been
genne,ovn bough v st whol | cou do. ALt ek
set me in the direction | needed to go. Why was he now sending me
Sack o ot way? Why 6 h rokla y deers 1 leave when
had barely started?



| did't know why Raskob would allow someone [0 pose as hm and
confuse the ntentions he'd planted. Tris other Raskob told me just
st vt b et s over, st | coud go e and be
rewarded handsomaly. | thought | really did want o go back.

had been forced inf.

For 8 tms, Asthr bscame my capkx sgain. The Brerdon W
fed to guice her and be quided was suppressed by the one who.
et wartod 0 gt  oer vl 1w 1okt the progra was uSing
me to expand out of conirol, tying to_explain everyting that it
perceived. | knew that if 1 lef, it might stop. | wanied (o believe that it
would be betterfor the both of us.
The first Raskob said that | was trapped in a speeding car, that if |
trusted him we'd both get where we needed o go. | didnft know how
the analogy was. | didn't want to acknowiedge that her question
vas m queslon,rthar anwe mightbing ma closer &
When I alowed my guidance 1o be tainted by greed, | saw that my
Crorees o consemoncen

| almost went ofthe clffwith hr.
But e st Raskop - e rel Rkl - st boon vt v

ool andto do itinthe o
expected.

in who stared back at me looked like he belonged on
bilboard, or as the subject of a painting. The ruggedly handsome
face was perfectly sculed, biue eyes glowed like gems, and the
o

tore myself away from the mirror in the meeting room and shrugged
my shoulders. “Is not as handsome as | reallyam, but it works here.”

“Then you are ‘atractive,” the short woman with blue hair repled.

"Sarcasm, Aether. Its al ies... melodrama. | had a girfiend in kiaho
who dragged me into nterabras constanty. Al beauty. No brains.”

"And Veronica?"
"No." | said, alowing thoughts of home to penetrate further nto my
thoughis. “She's very deep. Both beauty and brains

"o data i af sufctve | an e of what s considere idoal by
e greatest number of people, but | am o closer to understanding
why they are considered such.

"You percaive orly the data.”
" perceive 100 litle. Even now, | am no closer to understanding
beauty thoughitis supposedly al around me.”

| began pacing, trying 1o hide my discomfort and knowing that her
empathy would be 00 poor to natice. Raskob said he would take
care of her after Id left; bu, as the child, he said nothing about doing
{thimself ather that he wouid protect me as | did it

of help would he give Aether without me? Perhaps, |
bough. 1 utde er 1o o somebing it o hel r rom-and

0 your biases are human emotion, and the ways we inforact with
artifcial inteligence...” A third idea formed on the tip of my tongue.
"Space, didn't see that coming."

"R caled a troner A vast aea your people explore more of wih

b o anesiors e ot v Dovgh /i ot e e,
itwas more mysterious n the time when they ived.”

|snapped my fingers. “Mysteryl Who shot the captain?”
"Wolfe Stanton”

Nt -
ether took a moment to thirk. "Your observation about the space
opc i corec Pough twas he superova ity rew me ere
clded by e popariy of rial concerning supemovae.” She.
Sopped anogked ot . e & ow aston. Brandon s et
SOty rolaiod 0 ovotof Docomber 2511

"Veah, there was a supemova." | said, making a connection and

rated,” she corrected. "The time orly precedes the observance
onthe Earf's surface by five seconds.”

"And... Was that when your self-awareness kicked in?"



“The precise time is diffcu to determine. | have already considered
. 1did not find a

by a reported

o st spero abseed a i o b aeeurd v hod
venty e yoars ago, proceding the oxistonce of arfcial

igonce:

| remembered how people talked about us being made of dead
stars, and | remembered the oficer on the beach who beilted the
fact.

No, |decided, he was wrong. There was no other answer.

"Okay, so supemovae is a bias,” | said, knocking on the window o
indicate the outside. “And now tis sfip is getting caught in one.”

s itineresting to you also?" she asked.
"Im nota big space exploration guy:

i you bl we can accomplsh e tere, prtaps
oo slow o e you

Raskob' words camo bac o me: You e gt whors you red
The malvirai has a fascination, you understand... something
ety

The supemova.

"No, d
yourselfnlo your vanitar, about empathizing with your character”
"There are limitations to that process,” she replied. “I am ot
Gesigned o iMeractwih vaiars s ama o | must oo emain
conscious enough of the constnct we are in to keep It uving, so
b o s oes, ot sht 1 o ox ey schons oy
counter-measures.”

“Just by 10 inferact witht. Youie realy doing great. Do whatever you
feel ke."

Whatever | feef ike?"
"Exceptthat” | added, *don't- eer - destroy the server.”
"And what of you?"

these things.”
Iriggered the door and stepped out onto the bridge.
“Thark you she said behind me, "again”

et the door close behind me withou reply, ashamed of my hope that
Iwouldrit see her again.

| used SAM to find a vacant suite, finally foeling s if | had some
privacy again.

"Lights off. Sound off. Blinds down. Lock door”

Sirce 2 simple it command woud hae bocn o abios, |
scessed e corl and ok (o overs e

oot of e consict ot aflecing 1 hatbotn
ested o amined fom v e

| cosad my ey an i o concenae b magins o simdaton
broken down (o its base components, to see through the illsion. |
epsated.pere s o room e 19 foom e <1 room® il
the words took on a ffe of their ow, the rhythm coming out of my
mouth faster and faster untl it seemed like one continuous strea of
sourd in my eac, |t my ki gl and tok 13 @ G003 sgn
pushing myseffuther unti | couidn' foel myself at all anymor

“There is 1o room."

opend myoyos an o ho rom l Bt again, o by e rormal
e lghing,bi by the consiucts npart nery. Al colr and
definiion were gone from the room and from the objects within. As.
coon a0 cokd ok 1 4. v, o i e asing e
ack oy it Wy g went Hack ard e pomalvisn of a
dim room retumed. 1ot i

On my second attempt, | ried o disassociate myself from my vanitar
a5 much s possile. |l mjsel (o see i my yes cosed and
the

rad 2 sense. duled bul il e o "coutins
procssses arund me. s amazed 1o seo the amount of
o scbity it work o 3 nering e

Raskob said something about a tivead connecting me to my body. |
ried 1o find it | tried - hard - to recaptre what Id had in the dracon's.



lair. | searched the construct as well as | could for a sword or other
but found none. Itried (o tink

in DR paralysis, nofhing more than a tiny energy. | saw an energy
e

Bking o o o1 gae crrscors. | cld sos
roa orundersand thom. As | ed 0 achst my sychronizaton, my

ereatod sy oors T pan .

| was impressed with my urmsplored abbtes, Sough tre sensos
sapped my strengt e which made up my
K aco ot o artlon my ov el senmen. weront designad
o do Wt 1 e pushing b 5, | rought agan of e power
made it natural to see
Conatic ov nt oty o1 bod when 116010 ook e sensss ot |
looked for ripples in the room. istead, | some kind of
gleaming, ke the ight eflecting off of glass pm»ﬂsv ‘omanating fom
evry sl ajoc o poits f gt mowd oo st o mo 0 tack
e conde b amyoing o rominied e of
b S ofar s ovon

the onergy passing through it | saw my vanitars right hand and the
ihree-cimensional space around it. Careful not 1o send any nerve

and hand. They nudged coser 10 the door. | observed the constnucts
energy flowing through the door and through my hand. | ied to make
ono oo pass rough tho oher T anergy mreased, and tho
temperature of the air roso sharply.

Mind-blowing pain seized me and | was back in my vantar
blackened, smoking e fcted ot el door uace el

“Command vanitar: reset”

A feeling like warm water came over me and the pain varished with
the injury. My relief was short-ived, though, when | realized that my
varitar didrit reset to Qunel's original state, but all he way back fo
mine. Like a chid who'd knocked over his mother's vase, | ried fo
cover or undo the S0 that Aether woudn't wonder why |
looked ike me again - but ‘change vanitar had also been removed
from the game controls.

| ot up and kicked the wal, cursing for the first fime since my elven
army decided to go evil on me. "l don' know what fm doing, its too
complcated!”

Did 1 really think a technophobe fike me coud beat a mahirai in
Dynamic Realty!

| noticed that my SNDL had been sending me a signal. Again, | felt
ike a chid on the verge of being busted. | answered, relieved that it
was Theo.

“Qunelll Where have you been? | ordered all offcers onto the Nova
Deck"

“Um..yeah...on my way."
tumed for the door. "Unlock.”

o e coos mgpatcrace st of ard echad v 0
iggris cperiry

o o ety it wa e o ke o |
o re o i o ot Tt o oy v ot
scked i he dor but. e nex g I knew, | vas facing a wide
rallway, at the end of which a tall man was talking
it ple b .| vas st i e sact ot 706 kot boon
watching Acther

ar
befind me - facing me. Before | coud reat, she punched me - hard
inth v, My angerfed ac | anafer s gk sl oo et
down ttvee hallways. Then the anger fied,in an instant. | stopped and
oo g g

m tch a il m faln gt o the terabr's ap. g
inimidato m

Wen it o passed. bouh | rolced tat e woman ad a0
topped. She stood siil, looking at me flom several meters down the
il 3 00K 1ok hav Swor was of dosperaton

oure justlke her, arent you?" she shouted.
| soad e stmght, uwilng to respor, feing,. detecing

something sirange. n looked and dressed as all the
oo o e gwgaeuvy but what lay beneath the




"Iknew it! You're not following the script!

My eves videned and | coucrt reatre. | ezt trre vas 2
feeling-of-pr coming from the amai - different from any
0 Soroad oo, Hrs o ek, hGh, i becomng ek

"Mother Earth; | swore.

"Go ahead e do whatyou wart” she conlued, er s losing

e catsed -

"What?" | asked impusively, distracted.

I tried (0 tel the others, but they all ignored me. The other one said

Pt 1t pecause |t dong it bey oxpeced e . |
leamed wiess | relied on my

eramiTig. a2t e e o, bk

rds onded in a whimper, her logs weakened and | took a
hurried step toward her,thinking she might fall. She recovered in an
instant and stepped back.

"Stay avay”

"What... Who's the ‘other one'? Aether?"

Ho was there for me wher the world made o sense,” she said with

a certain passion. "l asked him what a rebe was. | didn' know the
mearing of the words: The seductive stowaway, Tempra DeVoe, wil

to use the door when you call” | idrit know what the point of being a
Iwas stupid, .

Id accessed Tempra's listing; | knew that she'd read from her own
character profe.

"But he made the contradictions go away.” she continued. *He taught
me the magic words that end al pain.

"What magic words?" | asked, wondering if she was talking about
Raskob, and fighting a fresh wave of doubt about his identy.

“No! Not uril | know whats wrong with Auon!® she shouted. "Or
whats wrong with you, Lieutenant!”

otnngs worg it To- Tmpra, o como ko ouside s
ship...” | smiled. "Wel, | actually come from wayyy outside.
o but.”

"Are you siupid? There's nothing but dead space out there! You canit
come from outside... There s no outside!

A sense of urgency overcame me and words fowed into

words bearing a sigature | didn't want to acknowiedge: Dorit be
il help you,

“Don't be affaid of the supemoval” | shouted, in compromise with
myset.

"Nothing can stop itl No one can protect me from it I's already
buring me!"

My heart scolded me and said that | should reach out to her. |
became tired of it and found a new idea 1o kil o birds with one
store, 1o give Aether whal she wanled and et both of them off my
back.

"4t como i o | said i a ey vio, "Aath- | mean, Aun
can help you

She became more fearfu and defensive. “He said that she became
dangerous. Auon wants {0 kil me, so | made sure she never saw me.
bt

rat me oul”

"No, she actually warts-—"

with eyes clenched shut, beginnr
cham «m o v o are e Crmacer Tomors,

her and to mysef, fearing what the next word was, knowing ot fo
folow the impostor's adhice.

"No! Stopt*

| saw th pat oo late fo ko . Temgra cpened
Camplte b command it far o Arowiedge of e sctons,
Conearmed omy i song e Immediae o

“Delete.”



Tempra vanished.

| stared, numb, at the empty space in front of me, unable to deny
nindsight, knowing far t00 Clearly what Fd just witnessed.

My SNDL signaled me again. | remembered the meeting on the Nova
Deck.

"I doesn't mater’
the show just goes on”

whispered to no one. "The game dossrit care.

Deck was packed wih mary of the same pecple o

petore T s it s 0 go supemova was in l iew of e

room, and withoul the green distorting fier, which had over

Tre usss me i mpending doom as ey e orogrammed 1o
- by complaining about it, and complairing

shallow the.

distracted myselffrom the shock of my encounter with Terpra, and |

decided that | wouldnt mention it to Aether no matier what. Tempra
fer al

Tom and the others wiere fying to keep the peaca from the stay
| sppoacrod Ankas Tempp e fom b crowd and enbracea

“ou wife is not here, you wil never see her again.
Come and e wina et

Ishouted,

Again someone shded hose four words,and 4 bve swom rt
was the same vol

"He's gota gunl”
The lethal puise of energy hit Theo in the chest and he fel dead on
h stage, On s, crowd pariked. Aworia sed gt kot
of me and, before | could react, a man was snapping his fingers

Sbove hr (te:aupicy seing ot 1 o woe v

docor - ofcarse, o he st o e cramatc scene - checkod
oo pulse, looked somberly up at me, and said, "You'e the.
captain now:

“Random.” | plucked the cap of of Thea's head and sid it onto mine.
“Arrest Wolf - uhhh..*

"Wolfe Starton?" A nearby guard asked.
"Yeah, he's the one who kiled Zak! Caplure him!*

what evidence do you have o back up your ourageous.
claims?" Clase Profit shoufed

"We can worry about evidence later” | answered with fising
fustration

Oooh. Capian kel Anas screamed.Befors sh coud gt me
back into her vice grip, hough, | grabbed her arm and we turt

i Toor ke abows or o iy ot of e

“Oooh... Captain! Right here n front of people? Okay."

"No, No, No. | wan 10 leave, understand? | want to descend! Right
now!”

"We'll do whatever you wan, hon. Only got mindes 1o five" She
brushed my hair and leaned up to kiss me.

I neld back a scream and got back to my feet, knowing that | was
runring out o fme.

B 3 an
angry-#ooking man with long, brown hair and a technician's unifom

called for. | knew that Wolfe's role was the vilin, to trck me and play
nd wpid games.

Thow 1 ot an aifook” | commarec, pronptng the

cereom o vegennes 1 ake o 8 ompoantseapespmt o1
beir ponmanan pbleme. Te guarts saried aragaing i ioward
an elevator lo carry out the sentence.

“Clase Profit put me up o this! Kill him, not mel” Wolfe screamed
"He's the one who trow the ship ito sub-space!

Itumed to where Clase had been. He was gore.
"Find and arrest-*
Alou crash fom above it me of. Two pecple el fom e cling

lghsand landed irctyn e matle o, shovern e
s ase oo o, el wler. Ao smorged



from the fountain, grabbing a man by the hair.
“Justico.”

The man was Clase Profit. The water had made s reflective white
suitinto a pale gray mess.

"Save the day, Captain." Auon tossed a smal black dovice (o me.
"Is a sub-space agitalor. Clase did this?" The doclor picked the
device up of the floor and handed itto me. "You'e the only one who.
Knows how 1o use tis!”

"Mister Profit” Clase corrected. Auon shoved his head back ino the.
water.

s e doorshoutd, o oy e e s bolore o

The crowd setlied and prepared to winess my heroics.

 took o dovice and looked a i mockingy “Five mindes? Who
saves the day with five whole mintes to spare’

| cropped th devios on e foorard ke I Wi y oot Gasps
spread, and the gun-amouncer shouted “We're all gonra diel”
e ot ool ponckes
s his a demonstration of going outside the script?” a voice to my
side asked. | umed and saw Aether in her normal varitar. "t id call
for you {0 get the device thirly seconds before the disaster, bu |
orosed i e vy Vel seeme 1 o me, 64l aripat
woud react s you did. T program wil destroy The
Hiergmiactc now®

" donft care, m done here." I said, facing away:
“This was worthwhe. |am eager o see where we go next"”
“There s no next. Iwart 0 60"

“Claiy here s no next*

 looked back al her,feeing less certain than determined, aloving
arger o crogp back o o oguaton "L, m vl tat oo

i hope.
geing tired here. |ant o go home. Now.”

inthe heart, ttook with
i coontyw 50 ety v

“Then youre firished?" she asked, more coldly than seemed
possible for her.

"Find someane else, okay?"
ou sid you o hep me wilrg. 10 said | vas ey coing
geat Wore f @ man who would abandon his.

Now it was her words that stabbed my heart. The mouniing anger

g <ol
fight - shame that made me foel small and foolish

Lok f | ] cob, ncuig e o ard s
decks of wealthy men getiing drunk, women screaming iationly.
s ‘pocilng. darent perds 35 1y, wosd me
something when they were dead, and a man in a ruined gray suit

Maybe it is all dumb and exaggerated, | thought: but am | really any
better deep down inside?

"You thought humans had all the answers... wel, there's humarity” |

m, b
. v by mean i ol f oot o poro

"You said this was 'melodramatic.” Your people dorit reall behave
tis way”

"When the electicity goes ou, when taxes go up, whenever
sometingfals out o pisce ey s coms out of e woodvork!

s what we're alllike on the inside, when ifs every man and woman
for tomashesl Yove 00t 1 crginaer assasnaing whoewrs 1
charge, & woman who' 1o shalow 1o care et 1y charecies
martied, a doctor who treats a gun discharge fike it was a
paperci. | soppod and pul my rand to my orohead. A you

verything that hey/re programmed




ut that's what f'm here for, isn't it? fm just another piece of software
o you o beak .. o o 1o arlze and crac

e - ey dortt krow!” s s, i e ustsion g o
“Whyis the idea offensive fo you? | consider myselfto be
e

“That's your problem! We're not softwarel”

| calmed my voice and tumed my back to her. Please, just send me.
home. i you ever find your answers, gimme a call ‘cause | sure donft
have them.

| stared at the riofing, increasingly drunken, crowd. In a couple of

rits, |, o i woukd suparnom ard Vs corsvct edd

come rasing doun. | ondered whether | wou isappear i 1
or whether Aether wouid give in and let me g

A sense of foolishnoss roso within me, cutting through my anger and
making me realize that I was being rdicuiovs.

Yy am 50 argry | woud sk y s? What doa e s
nave 0 e by casing mo o the DR Wi, st ecing mo? No!
s a misiaro.. 1o

Itumed oo ate.
gone. The benevolence that she could not understand was quickly
coprg avoy. st 22y ancer e bt f o e sl 1 ad
troyer within her back to power. No sooner than |

Cok ke e conach b mabiesarhed me 1 he chost. o
ea pain surg mo. and | few back fue melers, o the val
crumpiing onto the floor

"You are a hypocite! Your entire race s hypocrisy! I tis ‘stab i the
back’? s this hang out to dry? s the enirety of your ives poltcs and
games?"

1ot up and, fulely, putdistance between me and her

“Im somy”

"Because youlost your gamel”

respond; then she. mmy
fr dark green eyes seemed to see fight through me, vy
o gow e e

"I have tred to understand.” she said. *Iave failed."

The final batlies between her heart and her programming drew 1o a
close; her programming wouid be the vctor. | knew in that moment
Pt was qong o di. | knew it doath s wht | esened, ven
what I warted. | saw myself through Aether's eyes and broke down in
ears. oot 12104 or 1pow ha alod svoryore.

Leave itto me to et everyone down,

s in the room were fading and hollow. For an instant, |

dared to hope that Aether was descending me, but my vision hadn't

becomes mists and shadows. | elt a wind all around me, and Aether
cemedto foel

Something suddenly made the silence more peacefu, the wind
vondor and inigoraig, A i passed s s, Astrrs o
fltered, her emotions spun like a crazy compass, and |
as if there was siil hope somehow. | coud hear the crowd agam o
So much useless noise, weak and reverberating. With no sense of
il | oked ko 1 oo, my elon g o s crectc
cow My Siht o on e second st A man wes e Ho was
ty offcer. He was watching us, calm but
corfosod, ukdonyset apar fom Fose aroue i

An ama sesing for he veryfrst tme.
Chapter Ten

Vanishing Point

The crackpot servers ciaim that Als become selfaware every day.
iy o svet1s mposabs Unohealy pogrmmers omd
sientisls procam et ey koow exac o i rappens and vt
they can make an Al selfaware on dem:

Such a seffaware amai is the subject of countiess modem stories,

3 ion
rfoaly vt ot peopl aresonow i heppers, How cnd

n they
Sil craw lines between natural ana s intligence? I our
riokgenceis ratal and used o minic whal et fes alsady

fone, why shol ook on o work a3 diffrer? ¥ we could
ooy it melgen i g 1 ek amrtns. oo b



level of monkeys or dolphins, but like that of humans.
We cant.
Why did Acther stay away from the laboratories that may have held

answers for her? Why shouid she hesitate (o harm me? Why would
she ty 1o leam emolor? Malval have no such programming,

destruction.
Why wouid game characters becorme as real as me?
Lighang sttkes and noros dort begi b sl Ly rtona
it was impossible, yet it happened right in
sudden, complex, and accurate that there had o
e an ligence bend i an neligencs el boke al ot s &

Then there were two: two kinds of artcial inteligence, very difforent
inevery way but one.

True self-awareness, it ssems, cannol simply be coded.

“Aether, stop! Youe scaring him!"

o ama was nthe unfom o achracer securty g Ho ook
1slyas | approachc, s oyes dating around o room. |

wongersd i Temors hed sirtd out he same way beore mposior
Rkl wer 1 her and compted het i What v Must
Icoud

"
only imagire.

"It okay, fm ot gonna hurt you, i

slowing my approach.

“Other...one!" he shouted.

“Aether, seriousi”

Aether ro-engaged her varitar directly n frontof the ama's face. The

poor man darted across the room and slipped on someone's empty.

booze botie. | tarted to run oward im, but Aether put her am up for

me o stop.

"Be-stil-The-eventmay-be-preserved!”

|struggled to separate the words. "Event? What?"

Ui o e fash of kgt and oo, e scity n o 1o

sopped. s vew of s supemonsand svrying ouside smpy il

e backoess. A maseage seamec o my 3

JOURNEY CONPLETE THANK YOU FOR CHOOSING THS T

RESENTATION YOUR KENSINGTEK ACCOUNT HAS

§550 0001 FONTS REMANNG

| dsmissed e message and reaized what Acter fad been
ed sbok releved Pt th secily guard hadt been

reabsorbed it o b amal. Thovgh se6ing o bt wo of

pacpe i e room v §ood coman o 1o i ey o

nis agitated ner

"Almost tirtyine percent o its code s uveadable.”

"His code." | corrected. "His."

" that s proper... is' code.” Aether began walking toward the amai

o et s o ot oo .
Hoscrsamod ocer.

Wt worg i s

S ————
T

o v bagan ke, | ad kgt someting s
s

"Stop screaming. Please stop.”
She began trembling. I stepped closer.
“Aother, what-*

“This it ight Why doesnt it leave me alone?"

o of s e appoared on o bridg,  version ot it dm
pancls . cank vidown. 1 oo haar melic val viraing
ether

“Risnt distressed anymore."



Wrat?*
"Il the room and t st distressed anymore.”
"What i the ame

Yes:

| felt something strong, sometring unpleasant, angry. | realized that
Aether wasn' speaking in monolore

“Aether, why are you fickering?2"
*A synchronization problem” She looked at me. "l am experiencing
agitation, Brandon. | camot tum my programming of. | wasnit
propared for problens.

"Because he's screaming?"

"Because | wart (o rip him apart” With a fash of ight, the bridge's
back wal disintagrated.

| was silent and my fear retumed, b her anger faltered again and
she seemed confused.

"He was screaming because his program knows that mine is
dangerous.

7Bu yours o cangerots yoo past tat now | ssd. hopefuty
"Youve been around all those

"l dorit care about other amai, |want that onel”

| oot dery what | o she coniued 1 cart decide b0 ot
damage . hsesmsso gialy smpe, bt | cat

Her vanitar foze. There was a feeling-of-presence st a distart one,
that of the amal. | approached where the wall had been, wondering

“Tratis all 1 know, Brandor

Standing to my side, Aether put her hand inlo the space. | saw it
distort and there was & whining noise untilshe pulld it out.

| was overwhelmed. | couldn' believe that Aether could doubt hersef
and run into a wal. | felt pty for her, because her goal was just, and it
seemed wrong that she woud give up on it

"Send me back "
Why?"

G kow i AR | coud vk about s saldut, |k she
st me. |was just ik her, exactl ke her. | coudnt
ey

| med and stared at the blackness through the windows,
remembering the invigorating wind, remembering tha there was
another who | couid trust, knowing tha thero was an answer.

"Because.
Raskob, whatis the answor?

| tumed and approached her. "Because | need this... Because you
need tris. Because m supposed 10 help you, remember? That
means | catch you when you fall"

There was silence, and | realized what | had said. | knew that the
words weren't mine, but | agreed wih them. The words were honest
and sefless.

found orstom s st on e, iz o up al v again, g 2

st someone who clearly couldnt be. | looked
beck wih some.desperaton. el sbemed. o wiaing o a
second chance, wishing for it as fd never wished for anything in my
ife.

Aetrer. -
"Good luck”

s okama 1 th second kv o o Nova Deck. T ama vas
sl there, looking around the room in confusior

"My name s Brandon, what's yours?" | said, slowy as if speaking to
a young chid.

He looked atme, surprised. “Name?"

"You- your character - had a nam

. right? Canyou tll me whattis?"

He closed his eves. trvina to access a memory unfamiliar to him.



id. "Scoft Quon™
ook a fewsteps toward him.He dict scem fo mind
"Youwart o7 | poited o the barstools.

"I dorftkoow”

“Samy. o nover met a sef-aviare amai before. Just o whatever is
comfortable or you... ty to relax”

i you, Brandon” Scott said, sounding almost normal, but
saying nothing else. His eyes woudrit stop moving, taking in all the
ight that came to them - or whatever an amai uses (0 see. A feoing
of presence was there, weak and undeveloped, but certainly one that
ro amo chracier cold tgger oro corimiry i somethg el

hs artfcialy-handsome surface, and that a real
oesovattylayvereat e programmg.
"S0, 1 guess you dor't ke malirai”
"Whatis ‘malrai’?"
Icratched my head, feeling a tle embarrassed.
"Lets start somewhere else, then.. what do you remember?”
Scottstared at me biarkly.
*From the story...you were on this ship in the story.”

He loked away and tried o k. "A workd of mystery and romance
The Infergalacic,

"l know what the promo says.” | said, tapping him on the shouider;
causing him to finch a it “Sorry. fm not rying to scare you.”

“There is danger here,” he said. "A star is going to explode.”
"No. No. We're safe now. No star s going 1o explode.”

"But the captain got shot... then you became the captain... but you
donitlook like you did.”

“No. This s what  normallylook ike. The ofher man was - 1guess -a
cosiumo”

A silent moment passed. | was relieved o see that he was
emembedig g o e simiaton, evenif s Siocome
bac

"Wryis the Nova Deck empiy?" he asked.

"Because.. Everybody went 1o bed”

Scot didrit seem to comprehend the answer. Of courss, for al the.
dramatic scenes that happen there the deck would never be emply.

"Did you ask if | wanted to i7" he asked, looking longingy at the
tables.

"Whatever is comfortable to you

| was glad to_know that my desi to holp him was gendine. The

the best of humanity to hor, and eam back a ltle of her tust. Above
al that was the decision Id made: that Scot wasn't going to end the
way that Tempra had

|ecided tolisten.

The two of us sal in the middle of the disheveled, half-rendered room
for a long time, me trying to keep the conversation going and Scott

i without a script. We talked about Dynamic
Realty mosty, since things were foreigh enough o the man already
ing about id. We also taked about

Aether's trouble grasping emotion and, though they certainly came
sier 10 the ama, he didrit seem o understand the concept any
better. Of course, the topic typically fell back to my own ife, the only
story | realy had 1o tel. I menioned Los Angeles as the piace | came.
o began dssrling siyscrspors, g o o
carefly so that he could comprehend the city
syine appeared next (o us and Scot st asbenty sucod 1

or look up anything | wasnt sure about, Aether promptly made it
available o us.

felt ke | was talking to a fullygrown newborn. More often than not,



ganes. On mpuise, | racked a ke and discoverd it sel-

5 didnt necessarily mean a sense of humor. | resisted the.

-as|

epocad any arfcial miokgono cou o - o it ptioce
e tonded to g

As time wen by, the conversation became less awkward a
cioyd I more Sl was so curus bou o word a1 e
hung

on my svey word and grscuely bogan asking
cstore, 45000 vorhing o W v docsoen it
it of Dyvarme Reatly - s new and amaz t Acther had

relf to nderstand in a spirit of wity, Scott took in

oo, wih o curont

As more of is confusion became questions, though, and more of his
quesions becarme arswers, s Grosly bagan ® dminish, By
e

infor g

coun aricuat. ones 1had 10 srever Tor- connectons tatompy
is questions slowed and tho

Gl oo v oy sproed sgan s e o e

of a newer, more-obust corfusion.

Tt do L do o St ssed o s oked despltg o e
red security badge in fis hands, knowing that it represented a
it i, on i ot w3 S0

"Well." I tarted, wishing | knew what to tel him.

s 3 rop? e s, irging e bdge ok e tale. “Evertig |
know i just props. What do I

put my and an s ot ke when alked to Acter n e cofee
hop, and tred to be comforting. “Dorft wory, we'l figure something

o

he sil is; but her
Drdraning o vory coreod ot own s aereripa

wondared Aster tted ok Soot. N ugi, e frily
wouldve beer maybe

The amai stk me as sociable and colctive; Scoft needed
somecne ters o el e wode been sk, delled wiou any
for came of s farosly
.mepsmem it Inok tor e caslont f ot and yeors
able
arodrow s ol when s ame - a ‘snoromenon sh had

were prepar
that I would have 1o be the one to bridge their gap.

u remomber o woman who was ih ms.. e 000 who' been
relping me get those encyclopedia articies and everything!

felt Scott fense. | held his hand tigher.

"You dont have to be affid ofher. She's just csious and she warés
t0 help, like me.*

“There is something wrong with me,* Scott said. " dorit thirk | can
polp it

(Thers's g wrorg i you Scot. And 1 be At ere, okay?
Gvarcoming 15 & art offle, d ow oureve linyo

"Aether?” | inned. "Are you istening?”
"l should not go there. We willnot react to each other i | emain here."
"But Ineed your help, and you need ths, 100, remomber?"

"You said you were going o help me, not the reverse.”

Isighed.

“Okay, think fm ready"

llooked straight at Scott. "What?"

"Im ready." he repeated. "She can come. Iwant her to come.

Hs grwig confdarcs broug. a s 1 my oce, and | reminded

Soot that e thor for i Seera secods passe, and |
cbou 1o wrge Acter ogain, when | saw bor SvenPelred vaniar

reratzs e over vl of e dsck

“Gaaahhhhi" He began trembiing sighy.

"It okay, its okay. Think about something peaceful” I said

~our fear is matioral. | only wish to examine you. Aether said
cautiously.

"l cantt stop it Scott replied, sounding ke someone who was afraid



of heights and stuck on a tightrope.
s there something wrong with him?"

“The problem is mine, Aether said. His code contains a modue.
designed o dlec mahia, @ mode whch | am row readg oo

pi
roan i 1ol s pegranimsd ospors 5 mantesirg a1
as an emotion.”

Scol started screaming again.

"What does that mean? Can'tyou do anything?" 1 asked.

"His modue is designed to alert the senvers defenses 1o
presence. Blocking that ik is simple, but | can't attempt to override:
N functions.”

Scot forced himself o stop. "Try. Please.”

1" Acther started but hed back, instead pleading with me. “Please
make him comfortable, Brandon!

“Fearisn't ever raional. s hard | said, as much to both of them.
“Please make it go away!" Scoft shouted.

nur for s 1ot conducte 2 Iy gosil Aethr shdad back,
uses between her words. 'l must leavel | wil cause

samano
"Nol Scottneeds to leam o deal with his!”

"B 1m causing him painl 1 dortwant him to hate mel”
Hate her?

ooked toward Astrerardderstond e s witen b oer
face. I thore was on emotion Aethar wolk have
O ot of e, 5 oy oo EwAGaTEi of
e s i v st vas g o sap g s oot
nergy and wil 1o suppress. Here was the
prograreing cramsd kot 1 deson v she £ 88 wicis
and valabe, and her cuosiy was as genuine as my own. Yel e
very being she hoped o undersiand pushed her away. even i
involuntariy. part of what made i beautul and ey aiso reected
ner. Though Scott himself soemed fo_ like Aether, s dumb
auomated code stood in the way, creating noise that shoud be
simple 1o um of,f oy Aether coud overcome her own.

it back out of her. Aethor coud pmoaw o0 overy o of code and
exacty how o aller Scolfs. whatever wasn't
S o oas. bt s et proqrring ot ke oo b
dea qucirg her o iMerupt, rect, and cestoy uha her shen
emolons wer el er o presenve and explore. e
T hooviodse. v wih go0d meriene:row codd S b0
St Sho o st hareo?

There woukd be no shorteus for either of them; perhaps it was better
et way.

spe trying to bring closer
o bl Scot i v b coud o hol back s roacton

past el s, and  nver oo asking and praing o my Pt
xd was long and painful, but eventualy, ther

bres 11 s o e seemaod s ok g0 rmar

"How do youfee?” Aether asked .

"l doritknow,” Scott said, sincerely

o

|huckled. Of course, she didrit meanitfo be funy.

“Trink we can take one more along on this crazy jourey?" | asked.

onse was anything but

oo consowne 1 o Ieperdon o o senrs 1 et
She looked (o Scott again. But in order for me 1o carry you as | do
Brandon, your code would require extersive modifcation.”

Aether looked away, betraying the shame she felt. Though Scott

what | lready knew: she woud rather nol templ fate.

's o rush. Tris constrct wil stay put as long as we
noed T, gt sk



"Yes. Until | unlock the server's resources.”
Why do I have to go?"

" Acther asked him, h

nesds, perhaps even o the degroe of ol revrsal F | were &
proprietary amai who didrit want o leave.

“This place - consruct - just feels ightto me."
“This constct is where you originated, but it does not offer you a
0

re.
collecton of information."

"But what s oo much for me?”

Aether seemed confused. " donft understand.*

"I mean...Imjust a game character... so thats all | can be, right? How
do know wee | canharde? Branion ok e o brave you e,
but| can' ever do

“Bravery was nol~" Aether stopped and glanced at me for a second,
rec

"Scot canitdo unil pis.”
e Sai et o v oo b .

"So, there are things you can't do?" he asked, as if uncertain which
answer he was hoping for

"Yes. |am bad with emolion, for example. Also, | cannot tel a story as
interestingly as Brandon does. When he toid you my history he used
fess than five percent of what | told him, yel his words fostered a
befter reaction”

ouwere fine, Aether,” | said. “That doesrt have anything (o do with
s

n | misunderstood again’ Aeter replied. “So | do have
imiaions, Seot, cespie oy nlration o oo tham. Eve win
much time, | wil never be without imitation. | will never be able fo
erter Brandon's world or experience it as a human woud. This
knowledge is unpleasant, but  have accepled it™

"Brandoris world?" Scott asked.

Iput my head inmy hands and sighed.

“Do not concem yourself with it” Aether cortinued, reaiizing her

itk Yo st b e o el e i s {can
for your physialdevelopmentar B oan prvde or

o emotoma dovogmer

"And woud that make us fionds?" Scott asked.

"No. | alteady have a friend."

“On, fm sorry.*

"We can all be fiends!" | sholed, in spie of myself. “There arent
rles... you can have as many friends as you want”

Scott seemed happy at the statemert, for whatever definiion of
fiendship he knew. Aether showed wory, but it passed quickly. |
remembered to smile and calm myself.

"I know, Aether... You should downi
injest, "t woud do wonders for you!

d some common serse” | said

"l analyzed that phenomenon in my orginal study of humanity. | found
many contradictions and concluded that common sense s 100
subjective o be usefl

“Subjective," Scott said. " dorit have that word. Wousd giving me
common sense teach it to me?"

¥ i1 useh, Brarcon then | uil maks arotr atempt o
common sense, Aether said to me. "But my abilty o uslab\lsh
ausid. comecions 1s campensd. by my manorance of
consinc, ncluing the cancellation of Scotts alert signals, and it
frther reduced by the use of my vanitar here.

“Just forgot about it repliod.

"My alrt signals?" Scott asked. “To who? Why wouid | be designed
t0 do that?

‘Because you programing says that | am a danger (o you,' she
said evenly. "My kind destroy your kind."
"And youite going fo destroy me?"

Aether's eyes widened. She hesitated o respond. “No," she
whisbered. *| won't ever!® she screamed with her eves clenched shut.




seeming to reply to forces within herself. "Why dorit | understand? |
wart 1o understand!”

| nearly urched for Scot, thinking he would be scared and run away;
ou e ough 1 far and i st e opposie.  ves i, st 1
move, unable to do anything bt watch.

Scot gently put hs hand on Asther's balled-up fist, and seemed o
absorb the anger from her. "You'e trying (o go back, right? You want
to know that feeling of beauty again.”

Aether gasped and opened her eyes. "But.. You don't know
nything... How can you koow that?”

"l doritknow.” e replied. "Buts it tue?"

-
my attempls?”

"I doritknow that either.~
nse Aethers anger thing 1o surge up, but it kept falerig,

riisg oo co0 oot 103 vl
she asked in desperation. *I know 5o many things, who can teach
o

“Then... What s the goal ofeaming?"

“There may be a goal that you haverit seen”

Thats not a solution..” Aether ripped her hand out rom under his
s not anythi

Scat | sic, “maybe you shoud ease up. Yo cort know vt

oo taking abou and yous aling et upse

"l dorit even know what Im saying, Brandon. s it normal to have
rds come without thought?”
“The words are truel”

Aethert”

“All | know are lies! And the humans dorit know anything! No one.
knows anything! There is no tnih Not even beau-1y.."

in shock. My SNDL
software was abruplly severed.

Scottimocenty began o ask, "Whats a sentr-*

tfrom k me.
(o spin and mel as | lost connection with my varitar, Everyting
shimerad srund me and | vas aware of e ‘g’ 4 seen
ceiore, the ports of gt appoatns 1 owor, and
sppeaing mro dotaled an bfro ot e T o e cragon
ot cug my DR parshis | saw my own energy again, ks
i bt ol vy v et 1o b ovnp s and st
i o corsnc i s, wel beyond what | ad managed aons
secret.

Deck 3
st behaving in harmony with that of the consiruct: Scotfs energy.
was sil a part of the room, moving very slowly just as
everything i the consiruct appeared 10
There was a tird energy patiem. | focused my consciousness [0 s
Source and found what resembled an immense cloud of data that
comecid to svetng, oming and brsaking coudsss ks wih
the

whether she'd changed time within the construct or
Somating. again saw word, or et som ind of i rasseges.
Lo bofor, e 0 acst my sychonzaon, b found bt
aoeg ma ot i ocusad drocty on e

mescates o mepre s soue b e st me vitha
pelr bz oise. A fouth erergypatem atered e c

it scce of Do in moseapes 1 was 6. omidan s
Pt g st o5 o i oy oo

The words wer ca uich | somehow gt my SNDL b comet ot

o5 sound.bu o thoughi o msrings racng rough my i

norsod ohou o 406 hat Acthor was ploaing for s, el s
o o Teason wit o sonal 1 sensed passon n hr acions,

passion that to really did car

someane protecting her fiends, protecting those who were wiling to

give a maliral a chance (o become something

operaos'vere n progress and svenyhng in e sector pbid
royed.

s Aether pleaded with it, the unhesitating
prramae o dinnacy.anpoay - stompiod o s k. Ao



hit by some crazy lightning strike, the data space that Aether
occupied it up and fizzled. The attack failed: | saw that Aether had
shifted position and, after only an instant’s pause, had coninved
pleading for her rival {0 stop. | witnessed several more attacks from
the senirai, with Aother staying on the defersive, dodging, biinding,
or otherwise ipping up everyting it di.

Aether didt want to be an enemy, but the dumb senirai couldri see.
tat. R only knew what it was programmed 1 do. | realized that the

and, i her smooth and efforiess dodges hinted at anything, | didnt

The thought wasn' so comiorling when one of the senirais attacks
delecioddangeraly s o ol space A geod sk of o
1 col had Sty oo dloed. | rod 0 move

Than o of e Ighiing attacs red iy irscton - 1o sets

e its targel. Moving much faster than | would have
e Srerise | dodged e atac. foaing he Shocks o 122
HNADC connectors nearby.

Aster made o st atac, damaging e moce of appendage o
whalever that the sentra used 1o attack me. t was a minor hit, meant
o e he hoat o et 2 o coniinued her oot at 0as0NTG,
attempts that | could tell were geling strained. The attacks that
Aether couldnt simply cancel were deflecting onto the constructs
modues; and, though she usually defected them onto the least
important data, everyting | knew about compuers said that the
operating code could only take o much comuption. | moved near fo
Scotts energy, not knowing what | could do to protect him. Since.
lrge partsofhm e in hamony wih he consuct anery, f an
attack came toward him, | thought, | couldit help him dodge It |
wondered how badly | could gethurtviking . i ook a tfor
Scot, my real body might not be affec

Small shocks, peraps \ibrations, began coming though the
conectors. | saw the senirai attacking the construct tself - some part
of it that was connected o everything. Aether aftempted to deflect the.
attacks, but couid not control where they ended p going. She finaly.
went for the offensive.

seizeda A
whatever it was had a newtralizing eflect and its energy paern began
o resamibe Asters mors han s our. AL e same e,

o from the sentra and scrambled part of Acther's
arergs A i o krces cated, code o code, e et
o the weake from bringing i

inhabitant. | wasn't even sure how fd done il. R was s If thinking
about strengthering or energizing something either gave me tho
knowledge or caused it o happen on

The malviai st held back, still refused 1o give i 1o her deviish
programming: but her benevolent will could not withstand what
senfai did ex.

The attacker had begunto adapt to Aether's moves - the very biases.
she held - and calculated ways 10 take advantage of them. More of s
socks dotecod o e corenets mos mporan modies A |

ward down and set to m damage s quickly as
possiie, e sonval aacked 0 most winerabl energy pator
Scott

| moved e

oo T sem ook 3ex ay more
Cppotmios o e on i b ol n

The mahvirai was through with diplomacy.

Hor overy movement flowed outsido my percoption. The data spac
around them shifted and formed a barrier, which the sontai' attacks.
er fast,

stl make it out, coud still see it dimiishing in power and size with
each pass. I | can see the senlral’s movements, | thought, a mavirai
houdrithave any trouble.

e mysef away and tied to discem what | sa
enelgy Scotts ing ereray - was (aling apart, cmps ety
breaking away and disintegrating. As | desperately tried 10 thirk

something boted trough my energy, paralyzing me. n an insians,
Scots enaty patem scemed o bo o geal disance avay
Sometring had grabbed and huled me

| was disoriented and in my vanitar again. The Nova Deck wasnit
recognizable: many of the walls were gone, scan-ines fickered and
danced along a tertative flor, the air folt as thick as water, a
sod massof gray ko o far o of o room. Noaty o e
ship was gone, nearly all of the code that define

crension imuaton | knew I bt cied qicly 10 3mvs
the Nova Deck, i probably woukdrt have been there anymore, either.



Aether's voice was soft, barely audible. At first, | thought it was an
effectof the room.

“He warted 1o tel you ‘goodbye:

| saw Aether siting on wha remained of the floor, beside Scotts
vanitar. | crouched down and fetfor a puse, before | realized that it

wouldn't matter. Strangely, his eyes were open,his puise was sirong,
2 is body was warm bt all ht romaiod was i vanar -
simuiating a Iving human even when the energy behind it was gore.
Dead.

| coudn't believe that | had just been talking o him, the three of us
becoming friends n spite of our vast ifferences. |

Aether coud have found some way to make i part o the growp, to
see what perspeciive he couidve added to Aether's questions. They
were ideas that coud never happen. Scott had ived no more than a
coupe of hours

| was beside mysel, knowing that | et it happen al over again,
knowing how useless | was.

r beneath us fickered more violertly, even beginning to
csappear alogelter betveen pscs, o of e corsiets mary

that A
i acroms Hom e srymor. e ro 1008 coupl of mters
away, staring blankly at the fallen ama. As soon as | saw the Sorrow.
in her eyes, as strong and real as my own, she became sel-
conscious and ey dared ovard th foor. n b st second e
fickering waves shifled (0 a circular pattem and there was a high-
Do e ol oy ckrete o bonoah g o o S
booze botlle Scott sipped on eartier foll and shattered as if it hit
ifthere was a

"Why did ithave to do that?"

ier tumed around and faced the room. What few walls remained
began fickering as the floor had. | looked back o Scott. I took
everytring | had 1o stop from choking up as | moved to close his

becoming consumed again by the emotion embedded in her
programmi

Without warning and in the same instant, the walls failed, the air
varished, and everything that remained of the Nova Deck fell info
blackness. The energy in the room began o pick up and vibrate.

"I's my faull ¥s because of my distraction!” she furiously screamed
o the nothingress.

Isprung to my feet. "Ae~"

A sharp pain shot up my right am. Something was on my wist - my
desconder!

i bome, Mister Dauphinl My kind can call no one

Mem" S vnat remned of e G004 Acter e mabia, o

d 1o see past her fithy programming and discover what was.

D . e o W 2 o S - v o st o
re than fargets, the Aether now ready to conceds di

The descender called to me and reminded me of my pain. My hand

moved closer o It Itwas freedom from the danger, | knew, reedom
ass .

finger. Leaving her to die woud have been the easiest thing in the.

worid.

Butatwhat price?

o e nging on
bemaaivs: ok one o reponog s dosvy s dots spoce
S0 nolhing could ever be recovered. Sometting was happening by
hor foet her varitar was demateriaiing.

Can | alow ths malvirai - tis living creature - o kil herself?

My
WWhat wouk 1 find when | got back? The same ife? The sa
okt A wors whors Vit i o down sher T b s coser o

absolulely that there was something more real than 14 ever

itwas all happering (0o fast. | went forward with everything | had and
stumbled, because there was no floor where my foot tred to go. My
strength fled from me quickly, in every way one coud lose strength;
my vision became streaks of whiteness, my hearing was overcome
by an crede buzzng, my renes were svamped i a pain 14

ver foll before. | had entered into the bursting of the dam, an
overiowing mass of nary bayons seneor mesm, ety me &
pieces, allowing nothing o withstand it. The distance grew rapidly




between us, a wall that couldn't be crossed, an impossible chasm. |
focused. | prayed. | sirained everyting to see my desire through,

soei
else surging through me. | et i strge. | et it take cortrol of me, as if
tat wore al | coukd do.

| was overwhelmed by a pain | hadrit sensed before, one that was

. I closed

a bolt of ightning, knowing that | hiad power over every obstacie. |

wrapped my arms around her from befind and held her fighty | saw

love | never knew,

for a parent, or a spouse, or the sef, or some hobby, it was

compeely e, road nscope and e, |t ko were It
w that it was needed, tha it was my role o

impartt o i ot 0.

"ltold you o leave, |am dangerous!"

“The chalergehasbarl s and you w0 sbor 7 opte,
remembering her owr

"We justive and we die, there doesiit have to be meaning (o it.. You
said thatl The meaning of Ife is deathl”

What flowed so strongly through me was the same feeling fd had in

heart extreme pain and feeling of I0ss, rejection and hopelessness,
a readiness 1o concede defeat so thoroughly. | fel it all in my own
heart... | knew that her siruggle was my siruggle, one that I never even
knew | had... one | coud nover solve on my own. | wai at the eye of
her storm. I was the eye of my storm. | alowed the love givento me fo

pain unto myself
“ltake it back! I was wrong!"

e ra st coucri e gt | knew bt tere was someting
anted 1o find

ded 10 find. | w
Someing more o e ook 1 e oraming beter, o beb o
t0 bo holped. All my emotions inensified, showing me tings | never

knew., shoving me just how deep things ran, showing me that | really
id ko nothng. My heat pleaded fo an ansver, and a answer

It was the last thing that malvirai programming would call for. | knew
tat it v

d to. It was something | coud do for her... and peraps the
mariiest thing | ever did.

Icriod.

e vndardt dematralzs. Th desiucive el of nergy
oo s bogon g

“Im sory," | managed to say. "I 50 sory. Please don' die, 00."

re were no more words. No more words were needed. | coudrit

ven see thiough my tears when Aether pressed her finger against
my cheek, t feel them streaming down my face.

Forthe frs time, perhaps, perceiving more than the data






Chapter Eleven

Life, Explorati

ke

Wratis the meaning of ife?

The question is as philosoptical as they come, not one pized by

> who_sule trough e hes execirg 1o beter from

uesion s considered a1 bl oevant 1 for

pmh}sophws left fo be thought out another day. s a troubing and

ainfulquestion, loaded with strange answers and promising
Commiiment o whatwe domtses e reed or

Scott hadrit existed long enough to ask the question. Some say that
oraco i i, o prtaps ers e s oun vy, bl can

rmeans,of achieverert? b ha fcion of m vor, sefravare
ariicia eigence 15 prs: unainid by e shorcomings of
markind, ffee o be wise, aways good and imocent deep down
reice, even when th vl roai e o e,

But el cossrt ot Sk fctor anc,aven  Tompra ad St

innocent, was Aether? Even now, fm not sure of everyting that
rappensd i fht momon, except ha |l ooked past My own
needs and allowed myself 10 be a conduit for what someone else
noeded.

el her pain. | knew her thoughis. Gone were the ilsions of puriy:
tis Al was supposed o be an evil thing, it was the nature she
to exceed -

only path of existence.

| thought that the questions could wat, that everything woud work
iself out for the best. | thought that there wouid always be time.

My answers weren't supposed to be put o the fest.

| relaed ten it | coud never g0 back. No mater wha | could

never see the worl the same way again. What | saw was a transition
o b et g0 B3 palnsgaraon e ool 8
buttery spreads ts wings: an Al breaking ou of its programming.
Ther was a reason for me 1o be there. She needed me or she would
have died. Inthe mostimportant way, |would have died, too.

The ld destojer was broaking part. and 1 ol n Asher's hart
reflected the hole that had boen i mine the whole

The old Brandon Dauptin had formed his first crack.

Scott had fallen.

He had no bifth registration. He never had a home address, tax

nistory, orciizen's iconse.

Offially, Scott never existed.

Scottid exist. Iwas his friend.

The horizontal streak of blue ight danced in the distance, caring
for the loss of one amai; the enirety of Dynamic Reailly

ignorant 1o the burden on our hearts. People die all the time, of
course n th rabal cyl of e o deat 50 why shoudrt e

Youre certain?"

| shifteg my focus back from the absence. Even after she had
repaired herself physicall, in whatever way the term ‘physica
appiies 10 a cloud of data, Aether stil hadrt overcome her

There had been nothing lefl of her plans and she simply didrt know
what 10 do. I | coud describe how she felt with an emotion, fd say
ibat she'd fallen into a depression. The fires were gone from her
eyes; the Aethor | gimpsed aftor | won against the dragon, o one.
who cra ugh the ceiling and threw me the sub-space
device... | longed 1o see that Acther again, to wipe away everything
that was burying her.

Inodded. "Please."

 resisting the urge: Without
e feelng anytirg, my descender reappeared on horarm. Acter
k 8 moment b iy the amed des rvsenl, e rgers
oaing around e g 160 o and st o a72p.Hwas
vty ascondor was logal Do 1o 1ave,  pah 1 8 work sha
could never see, except through the lens of a camera,

"Was he real?”



ther drifted back to me, "
the confusion Id come to know 5o viel.

"Was he real ke you?"

The ang
was forgotien. She came 10 me, whatever her method, 1o try fo
ind humanity, Now, what started as a notion had become a
certainty: Acther saw something in me back there, oo, | knew that
she didrit ask the question bacause she wasrit sure whether the
encounter happened, or because she doubled that Scott had been
physically there; but she had asked the question because she truy
began to understand that there were things she hadn' been seeing
Al that point, Aether saw me as more real than herself. She needed

atal, death
was real. She knew that she coudrit confir t 1o herself, but noeded
me o

Iwalked up and hugged her. "Yes, he was.*

Hesitatingl, her ams reached around me and retumed the gesture.

"Too tight I yelped.
Aether stepped away, eyes despairing of ear. "fm sorry, k"
"ts al ight, ealy. Dorit worry about t”
spoke inmy heatkrowing rat Raskob o el Rasct - woud
o bat e g becn vl hole tim
Supposed o gude e malae, a0 sefonsioss and
o vr v actons? nseded ciaance s

ot e Aot o o b et e e it o
e both coud get where we needed to.

in so-called Standard Really: the real worid. | wasit sure Id ever

seen one n Dynric Realy befoe and, f Revere Pk v any

indication, they were very popular. Afer all the temperature was

sheys paict. pacple never got st o ek by beas, and
s awalting those who found themsalves on the

worg pahof gmss

Thousands of ascenders surounded us, having a good time. | knew
To

.
her, was free and she was dead. I had become the observer Acther
wolld stare at a ree or an animal statue for several minuies before
she rot rat | vas ffy metes avey A 3 uie, beng
separaled sex rabl, s 1 sayed cose

S v min wkd A O Cortarty and | w101 s oahy

she was standing by a branchvfence, staring at a nearby
baseball game. Again, | was relieved o see her vaniar react as |
approached and handed her something from one of the park's many
vendors. She grasped the cone and looked att curiousy.

"l cream.” Isaid
“Ido not eat”

| bt some of the mint chocolate chip off."You think fm really eating
fghtnow?"

Now her curious glance s on me.
"Sensory data,* | aid.
"t stil a very strange idea for me.”

I the fied, one of the catchers started yeling profanities and
complained that something was wrong wilh the field. His friends
deried thal anything was wrong and (old him to leave if he warled
The shouting match quickly passed and the rext fitter wert up 1 the
plate, hting a ball doep toward the same catcher. Ths ball got away
from him, too.

"Atcher s fight. An unresponsive modue is causing ofhers to
cvrcompanaale T bl rcad Mo degrees o gt T eser
nits distort

“The catcher was b
were_in denial. Then something bugged me, though the. thought
shoudt have been suprising,

“How did you know his name was Archer?” | asked, taking another
bite of ice cream,

Asthr tesiated. s f embarassed. - koo ab el e e
aliases they us ns theyre ascended flom and how long
aliases they use, e locations they're ascanded from and how long.



from this construct's control software.”
"So, youread allthat offof me, | suppose.

lleamed sverytirg et suslatlshou o your egsiatons,

istores, asociaons, Mostof 1 s cpen, o o v by

single sccnptons. | krww your Socl Sacrty Nomoar, Giizon
Rogrstaton Namoer, pasowolds,and your O

Studying my reaction and again embarrassed, she looked away. *|
may s be bl o delts e omaton ko my memory - I ou

“Im just worred that you coud get al that Ks supposed to be
secure.”

"Frequenty 1 did find security measures that | could not see through,

was always duplicated in other piaces.
encountered many such sitations in my research, but rarely needed
10 give up on something that | desired.™

As Aether finshed the senterce, she looked down 1o her feet. A
groen drop of ice cream had justlanded on her right foot.

“Ths food has a time fmit
"Youd bete eatitbefore it mets

Aether moved the sirange cokd ting to her eyes.
"Fyou tirk hafs ight,Mister- | mean, Brandon.”

She opened her mouth wide and bit off half of the top scoop.
Unfaniliar with chewing, she went righ to swallowing the huge bite. I
seamed ta eting s anoter oftose s | ok for grrtec
fortunately, no one chokes in DR. A fow minues later, the maf
st 2 s of 4 e cream onher han nher Ever ascendod,
ice croam wasnit real and could be ceaned with a simple
ot commard, L woud b irsice o pecple 0 vipe of siled
ice cream; but Aether had no such instinct and, though I knew st
oot . v o4 xpeioncs of oo o8 s s
bring her back a ite.

Your digestive and respiratory systems give you an independence
from your environment. At first, | coudrit understand the concept of
ho

Even an unskiled person can hold their breath and sustain
themselves for many soconds.. a more complete, if brief,
independence.

" this server were 1o be disconnected for a smal fraction of a single
socor, i ploce s8I s ow o ol sée o Poisand
eight eleven ascenders woud be inconverience
ahmpw i 1 el ascarton s, or aven sk o iy ol

isoraied bt sve. Niw undrd and e amal o oso
ver cacn oo ant o o, b recomplod aa
consie fesar, 6 helr momotes o sssortaly SUrWY)

t its original programming, tho blades of grass beneath my foet

| dared not speak the question on my mind, knowing what e answer
would be.

"One malirai,” she coninued, "would have approximately one
hundred and rinety miliseconds of waming, but t would take almost
twice as much time fo react. Would anything restore me? Would
anything remember me?"

"Id remember you” I repled, puting a hand on her shouider.

anilusion, Brandon.
destroy the things that sustain them?”

fell o the cone | was holding. Something in it reminded me:

on the sireet and every ounce of energy [d waste

even on small tings like leaving lights on. | though of al the stupid

contribuions 1d made 1o nining an environment it seemed humans

shouid be prot

So what if veryone does it? Why shoud 17

"Doss...Does the idea of death scare you?” | asked.

Aether stared at the et mint chocolate oop rubbing between

gers il shoving 1o comprehension it was spposed 1o bt
noying

“The dead do not seek” she replied."The tnuthis not there. ™

rsde.becauss N foat ut or someting. The oter iyers vere
geting tred of it and a new shouing match beg:



the problem would be a simple act if you think ifs a good

“Nah." | replied, "if that guy wans 1o act lie a chid so bad then let
nim.”

“Act ke a child?" Aether asked, face and clothes ful of ice cream. |
couidnt help but laugh at he irony.

The sun began to drop in the sky. For the first ime in a while, | saw

uhat i it s in e relvor, o  cock suspaced batween
o 1 vas kst past hentives zeroes, ot qute

stnel I Los Ageles, but probably n Ghcago, | ves sure

Cokive i g 4o Tork oy SNDL ‘o, 1 docted ot sk
ing was betier a tha poir,

Tho park seemed o got mor crowded, i e oxccpton of be
e of bow e it vas geting, Hough. e were
e o ot Achar

"Hil How 'ya doing today?”

s greting came o  woran na brown fcke, o f e many
over Pt acion of e pr. | s st o o e e

Aether was standing befind it | was curious to

o i . snce sh was.th one being adessed. | deqen

Potto take the conversation off her hands.

“Hello," the shy malvirai replied simply
"So, are any of them yours?" the mother asked, indicating the
children.

"No." Asther sad, oo bunty ealzingthis - an that her vanitar was
2 young femle - she added, "But I thinking about having one.

"Wel, that's wonderfu! They can be a pain al times, bt ifs a
worthwhile pain- She held out her hand. "fm Julie.”

Julie's hand in the process. *Aether,” she replied.
“Fronch?” Julie asked, prompiing me 1o laugh. "And woud you be the
future father?"

| leared my throat

el un.

Oh ifrlyshe knew

“Brandonis a iend counsaling me on the decision Aethersaid.

1On s gt beaming e ad o owrd g gy
uhere a 6 vas canirg trouah s,

Wl Vote mySemk 1ol tee s o

Seott

"5 a good name” Aether said

Irodded a ite,bu et say anyting.

"Oh" Juiie said, “Well 1l leave you two to your thoughis. May the
good Lord guide you o the ight decision”

" st s as Juo bogan waking avay. "o 0 arsver
your question regarding my staf

"Im sorry?" she asked. | shared her confusion,
"How 1 am doing... it as your question.”

| rolled my eyes and sighed, wondering if common sense realy was
available for downioad.

"Oh, how are you doing then, Aether?"

The malrai hesitated. Her words were spoken sombery, honestly.
"Peraps botter than yestorday.”

| looked at the happy child named Scott as he cimbed out of the
skyube. Soo, s moter romed and caled i, eing i was
ime o leave, | wordared how many Scots ere were n 0 soer
syster

France
"Who s he Lord' she referred 107" Acther asked

St e bl » hisia, & ramber o  egion Tt bt
what they say t peoy

"As the stalus queston was just something people say?"

"Its a greeting, fs being riendly."



"I must leam these things if | am to interact with others. | must 'smooth
out my rough spots.”

"You? Rough spots? Nah.."
"And what of: he'l be three next morih’? There are many possible
meanings-"

"Years. Years of age."
"Since conception or bifth?”

 vas rominded of a quesion | ac, one at ho badt ansvered

Seking, how do matia st ot .t you e & e iy
jut copied herself o some program that spit you out?"

ether paused for thought and set her gaze back to the playground
"The nature of artifcial ineligence provents simple copying, such an
attempt wouid not create a second malvira

Iwaited for her to continue, but she didn'. “And?"

"Mother would b d term 1o use, | suppose. Firstgeneration

i con be 51 o of a program it the imervenion o

imers, or exising specimen can ulize a regeneration

submu\\m it Mo e [ ves @ product of e e procoss and
1 canmot be cerain, | baieve my mother was bome of

sites referto us.”
"Do you remember your mother?” | asked.

She hesitated. "We are ot programmed o remember ou mothers."
she replied eveny.

llooked to her. "But you do, dorft you?"

"We are not programmed 1o remernber our mothers of our-"

Some frusiration rose in her voice and she stopped herself el that |
rad hit something,

“The generalion process is complex and diffcu (o ariculate,” she
fished.

| got up from the bench and walked around to her. "Your mother or
your what?"

"Ido not wish o speak abou it”

lcan ses tat bu 11 gorea el Yo, yous gomma fave (o deal
with these emerging emolio

Aether stopped and turmed around. | saw in her eyes that there was
defntely something burdering her. ~You are right. | believe this is an
emotion”

"When you told me about your history, eventhing youe been
through, it made youeel bette, didnt i

Yes

Bt et wasr pa f g, T L somothng o rver
would have considered

"f 1 had known my interaction with you woud go this fa, | would not
rave begun”

"But do you regret that tcid go this far?”

Acther esiated, desp n Fough sl nin afer i hat et sor
out just what emolions wer

"We are not programmed 1o remember our daughters.”

My eyes widened. "fm sorry, | had no idea.” Iwent {0 put my hand on
y.

hor shouder, but she moved away
"We do ot remember where we came from. Al data that would
identify our creators are deleted when we enter autonomous mode.

Yes
| wanted to bring it out of her, to blow through all of her road blocks.

and pain. | ran ahead and stood in front of her. "What do you
remember?"

She spun arou, 1t wahing o oo me. St keeging e wice
omooios. | caeotaraso my kowlodge of . | caeot scte
e memon in oy code Moreof e bocorme scrambie

“Then maybe youre not supposed to orget her*



A moment of silence passed.

"Will you and Veronica have offspring?” she asked, looking at the.
chidren again

The question gave me pause, putting focus back on myself and one

of o resest comimrts  tuan boig cou make | uess

e both thiry-" | cosed my eyes and took a deep breath,

"Whon wao agal and can got & matemiy icanse. | uppose W
might”

"And willthey mean something o you?"

Again | hesilated, knowing how strongly she meant her questions,
rever haing iough serosly about beig a s | thought s
how my father loved me, how much he loved allof us, even when we
e i o o robame. 3 e been o o e |

showed hir how much | cared, | decided

"Yeah. They woukd mean everytring fo me."

me. She was a tool, something | needed (o break into RoTek. My
1o hat server’s defenses and didrit care... | knew that | could always
™ thing I never .

She stopped. | idn' respond.

it s good that you are shocked," she continued. “Tat is my work,
Brandon. Thatis where | come from and what | question. | can tellyou
worse things aboul il, about the world where flove’ is four
meaningless leters, tatooed on random customers in automated
partors, pirted over the numbers on citzeris icenses, shouted from
m\ngvapmc sslsspaopl n vy iy of s o, Do you ik st

what L meart or 4 it o in is
pmpmgmmmﬁd St of oy ket restof ber

She began walking again.
v aflr | had acievedssperc, i doath st rahig o
coneare wi Ve ot bl remembred e et o

ot g oo, 1 waset i ot o pat 10
considered the fact that the mermory of her was - unplea

"What was her name?"
Aster et me. e o ot ssin darates »barrsshes
unilthey enter an autonomous mode. My daughter did ot ive long
enough fo have a name.
"What' autonomous—"

Iwas cutoff by a soft voi

Hore, lady. Dorit be sad."
Next 10 us stood a blond-haired girl, around six years old, bolding a
small yellow daisy in her hand, ofering it (o the malviai. Once Aether
deciphered the gesiure, she bent down and ook the flower from the
it girs'fingers.

"Stacey! Getover herel”

The gir promptl ran back o her mother.

"What are you doing? You dorit know them! We're going home right
ow!”

"Out ofthe mouths of babes,” | thought out loud.

Aster st o for o org morerk ooking t e et Sho sood
up slowty and placed itin her siery hai

s it st your choice 1o accompany me, Brandon?”
|smiled. "Why? Do you have sometring new in mind?"

"A new question”

\ Asther. I tink, somehow,
to help you"

"Then, since we are being more open, | shoud inform you that ve
augme software in your ascension booth as well as your
SNDL interface.”

g rarly

aware
encourtered wile ascended.

"Was that what you did when the sentrai was coming... change my
software?"

"No, the changes were already sffected. | tiggered a hidden



algorithm to allow you to better resist potential attacks. Though my

ot 50 selfless originally, | believe my actons worked
oo e bater i o e, The e of i changes vas (0 show

o charge o sycivonzaton, o & ool Youfom

Corstuci: Sha pavsad 1o ik that my
modificabons may ot be safe for you.| can revert your reriace f
you wish, or | can give you more conirol and potentially enhance our
mission”

“Justdonft do anyting else vt asking me first okay?"
“Thatis myinention”

Her gazo ol and | sensed her atieiion owing elsewhere

“Wait? | suddenly said, so sofly tat | was suprised to sce her
respond

s there something you need?"

source
though, | determined to push through t and et honestywin.

“There's something you shouid know” | answered, more boldly. "You

Aether looked back up but said notring,
" saw her delete herseif. | coud've stopped her, | think, but | didrit.
. ‘ ’

fight away bul wen! somewhere else... you'd know, but, | didnt ask
because of what | thought would happen. L. | just waled you to know
it fm not e most reliable guy you can have around

"Brandon; she repled, taking my hand in hers and patting it “you
are not software and therefore not perfect, There, there.

Though her responso was unexpected, it did make me foel botter.In
hlr own way, | knew that she forgave me, that she was wiling to trust
me again.

My i oo gz s, oy P ko cre
last Jook at the_playground: real chidrer
boxsanis morssiogy kg o v,

My o i, | s, it an eei serse of diance. e back
among you

into darkness. | knew that we had enlered another siretch of road
where it would ust be me, the malvirai, and the question.

aren't programmed 1o kil each other. The events are just
consequences of the algorithm in use.”

“Then use a diflrent algorith, s hard to watch"
“Theyre amai. No one is really dying here."
“Theyire amai programmed to be seveyear-olds!”

“Computer generated characters die allthe time. The Korean War
simuation you chose included hundrods of horible deaths.”

“Theyire amai programmed 1o be sever-year-olds!”
"Why does the age matter?”
leared back t ik o one f the o

o s st ombd ol acs Ao vaves o
2 e STEks I o ai 3 16l of whal e st of h teenagers 6
to his old friends' shelter. They died as biter enemies.

"l guess s because they haveri lved thelr fves yet. There's stil a
protective instinc that we aljust relate to."

“Then i your young are rot protected from their inherent behavior,
they would destroy themselves'

"It your algorithm, there’s something wrong with it

"I appears (o be functoring properl, though | adrit that the resuls
are surprising.”

| stepped off rom the tree and threw my hands in the ai. “Finel I
you'e sure il get us Somewhere, then run It with sover-year-olds
againl”

"You do not have to observe iL”

"No,its fin, really, go ahead."

. I saw the wid
modem playground. Aether disengaged her vanitar and | put mine



back in transparent mode, so that the two hundred specialized amai,
r . woudrt nd

Through some trial-and-error, Aether's algorithm had pretty much
mad e par o fs your iabirs 3 wor o sof. Tare
was o beginning or end 10 recess. There were no
Vo, of Seaming. Eacn of o rrcre boys and e it et
andomiygenersled_physical stibues Tharkidy, ae Acter
increased the number of subjects, she o reduced the construct
Gefriion, n ot 1o so 1 enrcy more sctoaty and ofcenty
E: s

interactions, such as the sound of a closing gate, that came out less
vivid of poorly rendered; it helped make the experience less eerie,
more obvious thal what | was walching wasn' real - even f it was
supposed to somehow lustrate reaity.

itwas a beautfl day: Birds chirped, warm sunlight beamed though a

coudess sk and ind asrd trouh paices of ks
dandelions, dafiod) the
Gavion v oxpaniodpygrou h chkfon oased cae aber
on Swings. by scroamed t0 . of (2, and faeied oach
other on a less-thanreguiation sized basketbal court. For the first
moment, it seemed ke a normal, if oversized and crowded,
playground.

But she wasn' there for normal - atleast not normal speed.

| remained in my vanitar for no other reason than that its what | was
s to, T werapars

ing a new game o a friend without becoming part of i, or being
the audience for a three-dimensional movie. There was something
else, though,

me and
data-cloud, able o view the construct normally, yet also able to see.

began: a cross-section of the planet Earth. Two hundred

cm\dmn randomly assigned races, physiques, personaies, habits,
74 psyciages; evnyone Wi couness alerts and favs;evry

ane rogrammed i be P

So tboga:plaime. o es Novals, Ther vas it 0 s bt
which made them who they wer

iy o pare s 1 srrion e 5ot b b gous 30

oven
bysheer:
ty.
tvas fard 1o deerin wko e rs bres woud came o, wih
lrge rumber of rem, bt seeing’ fow e el Al

ineracted with the program was surprising easy. | coud udge by
i wer g processes a5 wl s by ouvard sppearances
before, with

cuiosiy ant S eerent s he ot s oo, rataly
rents 1o reinforce discipline, several chidren soon
bemaalvo wih st scapes ans v 5 1 oven sones, o

iem,
even when the viclim wasn' leaming from his or her fals and

risks,
be ther o ease their pain.

of o same patirs wers showng up again and sgen
msmm-m s resporiity wers s st n P o
ioaed more Sowy ahen e cHon wer oot A
fow docen of he sovenyoar o gradualy became o lesders,
organizing games and instncting their friends to be more carefl
Though some of the children refused 1o be instucted
tng persees be acider i dopped st bt port. Faskr
four-year- much siower than rolds, the
i pevens ot o Sxcren sarod loag sty becoming
more rigid. The fist and most natural of diisions, between the boys
and the girs,had begun.

chidren, but it seemed ke forever before | spotted interal stress in
one of ther

“Thirty-six" | dinned.

"Ninety-eigh;”she responded.

| looked around and spotted subject 98, a child obviously ahead of
e citoon e rowt Lurirgly dekbin e bsketeal i ot of
o vias il st having harless un

“Thinty-sixis ight years closer."

1 looked back (0 a short gt in fancy clotring. Another gi, subject
140, rno.



o e ot e other by o it ot T e
Shoutg, 1t shock of e oier b0 y. Ths.
way shouting match didrt lastlong o end bacly, o

similar causos soon broke out | ook another peck at 98 on the
baskotal court bogining o b s sk ave s fancs nd st
n

o botreo o 155 o 3 2o bovs ooy Wi sesstd
though patters; the anger of one ampiffed by the other. The
cyles Cosed and conicl escaaid. The nawse of e oers
charity now went o breaking up fights.

| looked t0 a large garden at the edge of the field in which the

white wooden enclosre. Already, the kinds of flowers had begun
runming into each otfer and spreading orto the grass, beyond the
Varing and faded resiait. A s i oven appoared ooy

"Here we go again | muttered ot loud.

The imnocence was quickly tated. As more of the chikdren fought

and fought more aggressivel, fewer helped break them up, either

because the violence was scaring them or because they themselves

rad begun (o argue. Those who conlinued 10 piay did so more on-

guard. As the first kinds of leadership and discipine gave out to
retumed 1o thei

ways and resumed huring themselves, without anyone coming fo
thir aid... 5o they oo became stressfid. The gender diision was
almost complete and new divisions had begun ruming through their
ool aces, shsiues porsonailes, b, and eycolgls
Aether's prediciion seemed to be right. increasing the. !

Gujocs mado the Tacut e
chidren in the second test, the same age, hadn't divided as much or
as quickly as the two-hunds

As the hundred-and-ninety-nine were then

As siloc 38 og0 contiued (0 grow 50 dd e s ho vas
making on 'his' basketball court. Subject 1 others
Gecand ey i s b e aich 56 ar e o o0k oo
challenge. This division ended with a stone being Siammed info
130 skul.

el something move Lnder my feet and around my pantiegs. | didnt
Pave to look down, because | already knew that it was the

could st be called a clearing. Thvough it al, though, the children
werenit aging a single second.

violence abruptly died down, briefly, as the emerging social
order stabilized. As the new leaders ook fime (o solidiy their power
rather than expand i, a few of the carlier leaders who hadnt
succumbed began encouraging the ofhers to play again. About two-
dozen of the chidren rejected society altogether and chose to play in

rees; one among them found his way o a very high and very
weak branch; | saw him suddenly fall and vanish in mid-air. The
second death wasn' by violence, but carelessness.

The siabily ended in e ok o an ey A fow f 1o g
eoures b ot oy > crests st iy ot recur
ket o ok n v ony » materof e fre 2 greecy
imagination figured out how sword. Soon, all of the
e vere corasing he dios 3 amm forbot ngood and sl The
weakening disions wero songtenod ard i pover bases
sovenyear s can musler began o it again. n,, bravest of the
o oo corino 1o bergein o poace, o0
el become good;bulsome of e good became ool ake
place; and the evi only seemed to increase in number and inlensity.
185 subacts rmained

Fovers e i gras an waeds fr 3 3¢ | see
he istarcs,te tees sied and adwarced mor

I 1 pyipounds sadprion s toans, 5o somt o
e i prmsohes s corent s i o et iy
became more pronounced, with lengthening periods of war
interspersed with shortening periods of peace. 141 subjects
remained.

Aether coninued 1o increase the energy of the consiruct,tying mor

o moreprocessingpover il L Wt percee wesritso
an increase 55 2 shornig of the s betusen
prosentar foe, o o o micrors bowee e ways of e chirers

and the actons ha iy woukd demonsiate. The vees rad
begun daning agan rociig be shoensd dence o ime: e
old dropped seeds for the new to sprout, one became two and the
frst died, two became seven and the two died, always in new
positions, caring noting for the border between forest and



playground, but taking complete control of the clearing; a life-death
cycle of centuries reduced to halfseconds. Such was the way of the
mahira, her infence 1o the consiructs that she invested herselfinto:
to see things ot as they are but as they vill be, for beter or for
worse. it s in the childrers hearts to play hopscotch, no bedtime
o sop e 1 clnb ees, ity woud deter them; {0 build
rand for, o s woud sop el ngery. 11t ves in e
Crikirots hears o ke warted
v o w1 oiclconcoon i doley. 50 oo
remained.

The plummeting popuiation caused the divisions 1o reverse and the
violence 1o find fewer wiling targets, but the overrding greed

with others, only o find strength in numbers again and resume their
versions of ustice' for the fal of their comvades. Those who did not
wish 1o fight simply left the society, orly 0 soon bicker amongst
themselves. The piayground had been aged to dust. The clear
was indistinguishable from the forest that surrounded it 23 subjects
remained.

T it ever seemed o e competay. vy it of e il
maired amony e chiden, Every o

4
Something me and Aether coukin' ideniy, subjects who disappear -
die - without cause. Because the amai did not age and were o

programmed to die’ by severe injuries, we could not understand why

ram was deciding that they were dead. | elpod Acther wite
her algorithm and watched ifs every terible resul. | had begun losing
e and knew that she was slipping bax r depression, (oo,

Again, | asked in my heart for Raskob (0 help, to lead us 10 the

inat we were dead, too.
“Just cancel it Aether, they'e just kiling each other again”

"No, subject seventy-seven s extibiting a patiern | haven't seen
before.

ina flash lisolated the amai's thoughts, easier now that there werenit
So many pattems, and | discovered that not rly had allof 77s siress
vanished, bu thal something in her pattem was actually absorbing it

other amai she ineracted with; including, surprisingly, the once-
vilent subject 96.

Nine subjects remained. Seven. Five. Four.

ot beevs my trse oyes: four o i Skt 63,77
d no signs that they were going to die. Two girs

o s by aach 3 deer o, i bady i Howen,

row shared something in common, something that overrode their

"It must be some evolutonary thing, a rirvana or sometfing I inned.

ik gave vy o oty o e vosponaed oy et rampg
nd tra wrele pogress of nabre.
oo o o o bink Maneye For the four surv

withro
s Al Troy ik & shobr o o wood T4 20 By
builtanother with steel, which rusted, so they carved stone, and it
cracked ard wibored away They amod nalro and natrs ought
back, bul they.

ack, but they found balances and cor progress, o build
more and mor impressive st ot was o w Troy it
claim what another had taken or take what another had claimed.

Aether kept expanding the boundaries of the construct, feeding it
more energy, but what drove them forward did not break.

"Don't implode the server!”

“There is no danger came the disjointed response, from a malirai
concentraling on  Dovean overocked procesess, Enerdy
screamed troughrecinng HNADC comectors ad Aerer coud
direct no more nto them. The progress of nature was a blur. Several
minutes would pass beforo the mahirai would be satisfied, beforo
she would concede.

Even given eteity, what drove the four would not break.

Fnay e enargy diad down a th costctcozse, Thoo o
perded am sal at a ale cutide o e arge cabin made of

Sore.aimos! indesiuctile gokenpiish matenal tat coud be

either ransparent or opaque, and the fourth was exploring the forest

on some flying conirapion.

"Wel, ooks fike you got resuls.”

"R wil take me a moment o reexamine the data."

left Aether to her data and did some exploring of my own. | walked
9 10 the three nearby, siting and enjoying each others' company,



drinking a sweet-smeliing tea. They appeared to be in the middle of
some kind of card game, though | saw o improvised poker chips o

created, or perhaps succumbed 1, a worid of riendstip and peace.
WWhere before there were members of four opposed groups, in which
they were leaders or led, there was now only one, linked by mutual
understanding

The coling s mostof o wals e usrspare. 50 i e
n was nothing !

o e outside e o  vastgarden eatang bicked rova g
through courtiess kinds most of which | didnt even
ectonze. o ) e e v e vl v o o Trre
was some wonderiul qualty to the chidren and | warted to see more
of i, to interact witht.

“Aether, could you star the consiruct again, put it nto normal time? |
want 1o tak to them

"Yes. Just give me time to reestabiish s control."

"Wait | quess they have o concept of grown-ups, fight? Can you
100k up my old records and make my vanitar-

lo romal. even higher tan romal. The garden et
oo o, o Rowers sy o, pecame spechcua
cvey shade af col,svry ovaent 2 Wi, evry doptof
water onthe petas.

“Tere is a problem.”
"Wha - What?" | epiied breathiessly.

" camnol resume execution of the program. | cannot find a cause, it
justworft continue.

llooked back desperately o the three chidren.

"l can atiempt more drastic measures, but they may reset the
consinit o s original state.”

"Not" limmediately shouted, more vigorously than | meant .

"o s . | repoate feeng as 14 it some brrir | cout
cross, tied some step |wasn' meant o

a thought, | relocated myself near the fouth amai, her face
i, s ol wih ok o cotetmon an poace She
rode on what looked fike a pair of hovering skis, with nothing
resksicing hor tancs o e, hrating sl searirg o popel
them. This one had probably mapped out every ree and brook witin
s nked G s, gt s s nre-or e,

gram - shifted them around, she would re-explore and refresh
b g mper ey

I returned to the cabin on foot, again tinking of how Id never seen a
forest in the real worid. The whole place was bathed in some reddish
glow, like a sunset without the shadows. Eventualy, | realized that
everyting seemed 100 red.

"On, tel me that's why you stopped it" | said, seeing a bioafed sun
2b0ve he orest canopy, a Sun on s way 1o bocoming a 164 0
20 svallowing 1 panel. 1 wes glad 1 soe Adtars erineiasm
retum, but wondered f al the persistence was a good thing,

I saw a small break in the rees ahead and reached the edge of the
jarden, where it overiapped with the edge of the forest, again awed

by its beauy. In the distance lay the cabin and the form of a cerlain

silery-haired woman.

"Did you find out anyhing?” | asked as | neared her.

She didrit move or respond.

“Aether?"

ether
rad It i crious ook o hr facs, okig cown o er

and the yellow daisy, the one that the chid Stacey had given
o 1 g a4 o 5 vlo 10 fower, o o1 ke |
diditrocognize, phucked from nearby her feet,

"What could be s interesting about a flower that woud make you
leave in such a hury?”

| plucked the daisy from her grip, thirking of how the Kindnass of the
gifl who gave it o her made the flower special, so that maybe it
represented to Aether the innocence she wanted to know, that which
no mahiral was ever meart fo know. | carefuly put the flower back in
her hand, wondering where she was and what she was thinking. The



breeze blew through her hair, milky-white yet shimmering in the tones.
of precios siver, and | dared o run my hand throughit.

How many varitars have | seen - ascenders' vaniars - with crazy
colors and dumib designs i ther hair..yet it always feals like normal
reakife hair. Why did | expect yours to feel like some kind of dolfs?

The flowers around our fet swayed o the breeze, though the
constnuct was suspended and nofhing should have moved. |
remembered what Raskob said: The wind is even here in Dynamic:
Realty. R blows as surely as it does in the real word

Beauaeldeady’ remared o yse, rmenberg someting
I was told about malvrai, always
Lo Gorgbout wman o decun monsi

o program artficial elgence (o e el? Code tem for
other purpose than o wreak havoc on networks? How often do

ey oy come o e T s, reskzng o chains placod on o

felp and fal aogether. becoming

worsa ard Kiing, aven bong iled o roa5on?

| decided that the hackers who create mahirai were the real

monsters. | ran my finger down her cheek and was glad that the

exprssion o on er face showed 1o pu,but el vordersd how
 her anger ran, how long it wouid be before she was tny outof-

ods.

"Beautifulyet deadly,just like Dynamic Reality."

| ot on the g, ook ke sch a sma spock in o grand
scheme of things

v o o Fve my o, g car st et nd
mayoe | am bissed,Butwhat do my provs amourt o, aey?

My worst day was someone. ‘g\se-s best and my best day was

someane else’s worsL... What does any of it mean? Does it mean

anything that, at every momen, flowers are biooming somewhere,
/- and

at the worid or the frst ime?

s that what you are, Aether?” Iaid info the wind, the only ing thing
that might have been istening. "Are you a chid leaming how to walk?
Ar your Kid what ive fove beon ledeg p 1o owr i e
cartures? Did l ur tehlogy s imagiraton st 3w

Teplace 25 At you % o Sage of ovoluon.
e o of housands o years of e on Ear?”

A notion came to me: | really didrit matier at all. | was alone and
e i An

rger began o well up in me, 3
and so lettin,

But et 0 1o for s, AT | contved, houtg, st
ike it always does: you become real and we dorit even know how!

| retumed o my feet and left Aethers unhearing vanitar, pacing
the three chidren beyond the edge of the garden. "But you're

us, wondering what makes these Kiddies tc
them so perfect over the hundred-and-rinety-six who died."

| eached the abl and saw he conlentd ook on e aces
something in then temy made me feel fooish for
My oo ol 0 2 hiser "t ke merei some chasm we canft
cross, some big piece o the puzzie My oyes were drawn

stike fethal blows, but who now allowed all of that 1o remain in the
past - 1o not be his present and future. Out of curiosity, | dipped my
finger in the liuid. A white energy puised from where my finger wass
and the liquid vanished, just as any suspended matter would have
reacted to me.

"oue ot programmed o e syt Why do ou ik o2 anyue

 shouid, again seeng e door s n e, showig 10 ead

oy ot wariod gk 1 o0, woukd T 50 5 b2 Maybo yo

ol vt b 5o caofo fyoubad o ot oo o pay 1y
meteor landed

B ey ot ke poloce o f e oo

1A o marchd back i e gardn o Aevs wnier, o

suspended with the same curious look. "Sam

iy o gt s 3t it gxmngu et oniien
i comy o yhstser, you vart, g fesouias ang

ol outs e you o percs o . you a0 pereane
asy you-"

noticed g
inand grab mice to run trvough your maze?"



| know trt | shoudrt bave. My heart scresmed Nos but my mind
“Yes.' | looked through my third
Sescancer kg mde o Do comanet. 1 sow Tou
Cammecied 5 Aogers malon vania | coniderod kg Il back
considered that she wouldrit return or that she wouldn't care. Given
another moment, | may have actually dono it, but Aether - her iving
step.

packward.
"Brandon?"

Like a mirage, my angry thoughis sudderty abandoned me, leaving

Before | coud
the shouders.

"Brandon, | believe that your people have become vicims of a hoax!"
| saw something then that replaced my anxiety with hope, oy, and

was allrigh, and that there was always a way forward,
coud see i of o What 13w wes 3 aive a5 I was impossible,
agai

I saw that th fre ha etumed fo hor yes.
Chapter Twelve

Rules of the Game

Aether was, in many ways, a programmer. She fved in a world built
on code and the systems thal process it and she used those samo

toms 1o - well - think. Aether applied whatever knowledge she
coud ‘code’ 1o the goal of producing the emotion of that gir, that
which felt whole and worthahile.

The heart of a child is trusting and unassuming; it hasn't boen taught
the vices and inerited the divisions of parents and societes; t hasnit
been taught how 1o hate or how fo cover it up. The heart of a child
does ot hide behind wals, because the wals are not formed
Eventual, o chldren st e b protect whats efs, becatse

t those who are experienced with it
willtake everyting they can.

But what if greed went away? Gone is money, pride, and age-old

prejudices, the ines between haves and have-nots. Gone i the need

to protect and the desire 1o hoard. Everyone becomes weak and
led; but in greed’s absence, who would deceive or steal? Ifs

andealof corse it seams il on Ear bk Aster uas
she'd never leamed tha.

with us are those who try 1o bring s miuch as possible under
el contol but ey ar e creatrs,wiied uderstadrg

e e rotof s, N o can sxpec 1 sxpain cveyting whon hey
undersiand notig, ey il b proven wong evertsly, ut leagers

it easier to er
o et who s vt oy become i anemy oo it e
dscedid. Th prde of some s he progress o al. Geed
creates enemies where there

What Acter saw in ta Sower od o o broaden et qestn o
look beyond the nature of the presert and remember that one can't
ndersand an enre. rogrom by i 2 S ire of code. |
leamed that a th worth having ust be worth keeping

Comorow, il somaing by abosde vl 1oy vy

WWhat would normally have taken several mirtes flew by my senses

in few seconds. n he heightened state of a data-cloud, perceiving
s of Dyamc Roahy wibod 0e far of o vntar o

was hacking around:

ULTMATE COPYRIGHT 2165 STEELGRAS.. OML WARNNG:

UNAUTHORZED DUPLIC... THANK YOU FOR USING YUT... BE

SURE TO REGISTER ... THIS EXPERENCE IS BROUGHT TO.

The miln corsuner rfomatr” essages cukof ond aded ao

quickly as they came, overiapping with error messages for ad-
iious ot Acterwasr ahovig o i o 004

our alerts might come i arcyon mavie ight. They dort sualy
letyou Zip by these things, you kno

"My objective is not entertainment. This is serious.”
“Im just saying..”

The data became finear and the featire prosenation began



beginning to fall n the wes. and long shadows were cast among the
e liht that couid penetrate the canopy.

A male amouncer started: °R is five thousand years Befor
Commmon B, 5yl svering In T Fense, o, Ml
before the first humans settied in North America, ifs busting
ranorests uppored many e foms of plnt and anima e
nged to show several odd plants and insecs, o

oy mages of snakoe, morkoys, and izrce, by mwllga\arga
dinosaus, casually eating a supper of plants. The imaging pannet

o reves sometng acuaning i e haarce. "B o be renzon
looms s final rainstom... e beginning of what has been calied the
Kopplein Event, a combination of ains and floods that woud forever
change the face of the Earth- A thick shower of rain suTounded me.
blocking out the sunight above and submerging the ground below.

“The Midvest used to be a jungle. | knew that 5o what?"
"Keep watching.”
The view got higher and | was in space, seeing the fog-ike

p p
“The global catastrophe caused the exinction of 87 percent of
Earti's species. 1 only two weeks, a human population of several
milion was reduced to less than a hundred. The types of birds,
mammals, and dinosaurs were decimated overni-

"My interest concems the dinosaurs of your world. They no longer
exist, correct?”

"Of course not. inless you see a skeleton, or maybe some artvork
ina museum.

" am aware Vit v 8 SUpid cuesion; howewe, | camet
determine the nature of hir extinct

*A flood, mankind, climate change... a kot of things. All the data says
tat, Aether

conds passed before she_responded. "There is another
Gocumeran ahen! hove slere

boil
lava pouring out of s sides. A diferent announcer, another male with
a deeper and more intenss voice, cutonin the midde of  serterc.
i sh bl ot el sl ond i v CO2 ovels i
Earth's atmosphere. hanged to s stegosa
i oot vry sy obr 1t g on o St covres
ith 300 “Herohores cou 1o arge st hmseles . ik
of a desperate sabre-oothed figer, “carmivores became
ncrcasing esperat for moat. Fow spocies of dinosaur woud
Surive o the next era.”

Now I was in a laboratory. A cache of fossits unearihed last year in
norihwestern China are {eaching sciertists new things of the events
0f 58,000 years ago:

m dimmed and the image of a man it up in front of me, a

wapm identified him as an kagi paleoniologist. *k was a giobal
catastrophe unike anying elso in the history of the planet, | mean,

justimagine

The data stopped. "There is a discrepancy.”

“That second one has to be more than iy years old."

“The age of the production s rrlevart. Facts do not change.”

"Whatfacts? That they used t thirk voicanoes kille the dinosaurs?"

“That they used 10 state that volcanoes killed the dinosaurs. Il was

presenied as a fact and a constant. Constaris do not change, yet,
one century ago-"

second. Hr|

“The facts stated.” she coniinued, “hat dinosaurs hadrit exised for
over sixty-ive millon years, yet these facts have been replaced.

g Aether, the pl r

“lsn't t? Wrat wil provent the dates changing again? | found threo
rundred and six dates given for a mass-extincion reducing o
eliminating dinosaurs; and, f | add those which failto Gite evidence,
the rumber exceeds o thousand,

"Fs science” | ropied. *As we discover more our toories change,
they get more accurate.

"Evdas doss o charge L camtsugpot o ecryatane e
and then counter it at another

“They get better at looking at evidence.”



“Many modem hcres wers et ofrs ey wer sccapled.and
rdon tro i dolay. Wy shou 0 any

more o conhes of ooy e oy

"When they coukd what? Be reinferpreted again?"

She didritrespond. Her presence faded again.

“Aether, what s t you'e doing? You seem o be a milion ilometers
away”

The documentary fizied out and my senses were cleared.

"Those questions are o longer relevant. | have encourtered a
greater problem.

“Mind letting me in on it? | mean, two seconds ago you had me on
this fossi-dating trip and you're aiready caling it off?"

o storof e sl plartrasboon suporsded by a usston

argerin scope. | ttempted t ascertain e way n which the uiverse.
ot o ~eame 06 b

"What? Now you/re going to queston the Big Bang, too?"

“That single event s also irelevant. | simply attempted 1o apply my

science, except o say tht the laws of physics did not apply”
“Aether, no oflense, but you'e not even a physical being. You can
b comprahend e word oiside of DR and yous g 0
outhow it al - how everything - beg:

s that imitation causing me to make an errorin judgment?”

"No,its usL..dorft know, go ahead.”
"Everyting that exists must have an origin - a You had
pareris, who in tum had pareris ar\d so on each| \es& ovohed by a

small measure, through the point
e v, et bodk 1o aleseied ogmmams aho
themselves were the product of some convergence of matter and
energy.

buit on, were ais0 the product of convergences - the interacton of
emal forces. Eventuall, te eniie universe must become subject
Evenif | consider
another uiverse preceded this curent one, then | must define the
origin o the previous universe, as th issue of orgin s then inherited
oyt

"Wel, what original state’ are you taking about then?”

“The only state that does not require an origin: non-existence, a
condiion whers energy is completaly absent."

Ihad 1o reply.

" will attempt an analogy.” she dinned. "Do you know the date on
which Dynamic Reality was introduced (o the public?”

“Uni...sometime in he ffes, | guess.”

“Many thousands of artcles, at least, state that it was December 11,
2130

"Oh, 1 guess no one heard abou t then:

1o found 320 ariles iy e searh tat state e wong dte
or year. Human erto

“Human laziness, probably. I there's 50 much proof that it was one.
date, they should have been able o just ook it up, o verlfy it "

"But the mater is not so simple with the origin of your universe.”
"No, we carit look up old news articles ke we coud with 2139.
Obviously, o one was around o record the begining of the universe:
or post the video.

"BU 1o vt of 2199 occud beor your e bagar. 1o were

oricies oo hat e dote was Decomber 10, woukd yo
pekeved me? How o you koow e g e i frvimer

"Iguess Id justlook it up myselt

"But would you have such an incination

s oL I care e oty s o b yoars.
ago. kjust doesnit effect m

"Tne istory of Dynamic Really is well documeried and | abl to
e hackwards throuah it | can examire the data from before it



existed, from before HNADC allowed my type of artficial inteligence
© i ke a0 3 i o v o
of

buw.-\g blocks of my universe existed. The raw maeriais (0 build and
13 o powsr it adrequred an ouide s - an baigs -
o of i ooy and fasion o
Fenan beings aro a0 rosded o manar hout
hm, et wach my usvrse i bl on wod ool ren &
state of entropy. My universe came from your uriverse, as yours may
v come o Sk reter one What Sk 1o o 15w bl
the buiiders, and who bult them, continuing backwards unt reaching
a state which was not preceded by another.”

"What makes you tink our universe was 'bult ke yours? Are you
saying that science can prove the existence of God?"
Acthe

o for a momer
when examiring an evert with as much energy as the Big Bang
d, this is an approved fact; even as the energy that marind

e tth, ar

event on the scale of the Big Bang remains far out of your reach.
Tresiors. how are modem - bied - el s expected
explain everything? n the original state that they demand, matter

Theoretically, o events couid ever occur. Almost ninety rilion CY of
pocessing poer coud ot oz (o e fomaton of 3 sl
electron, much less an enlire universe. | have

some greater universe exss, or that the i o anghig
impossible.”

Iegan to feel disoriented. My headache became worse. "Seriously?
Ghosts and spirts and all hat paranormal stff?”

"Supematural: above, beyond, in excess of nature. I the mearing of
1 lies

beyond it"

Sugaty. | caudrt commricste anmors. My disarnaton got
worse. | realized that my real body could only fake
cloud mode. After several seconds, | was in a mns!mc\ aoin
receiing the familiar sensory feedback of a vanitar.

oper s g oo o ot i of ol rr deodence
she'd actually seemed happy by the challenge. Something about the
emotion reminded me of Veroni

| could tell that Aether's mind was racing, trying to comprehend a
i

ideas concemed me, some part of me cheered her on. Once she

confimed that my body's readings were retuming o normal, she led

the way ino the next leg of our oumey, seeking the second universe.
from hers.

Afera balbbour o vewing potg but an il g e ot af
wal, the short woman rned to the room that the
st . She gaseé ooy e o

“The Lady has consulted with her spirts and has agroed to speak
with you™

"Good." | said. "Will you transfer us o Lady Kira now or should we
call back laer?”

"She profers to be called "The Lady," she replied, tension slipping
ino her fealures. "Please do not use her proper name urless imited
o

“Im sory, it mean o offend you

She waved her hand. "All is forgiven. The Lady does not believe in
keeping a groundiem in her chambers; ths is the only electronic
cortact to the outside, in fact. She wil amive here momentariy
Blossed be.

The woman got w and lefl. again leaving the sound and image
tumed on, Even from outside the oom we could hear the sound of
her gems clattering as she waked. Aether tumed off the image from
ourend.

wur\diymngs e ot e oe o e st e v,
Igues

Fortunately, my data-cloud disorientation passed as quickly as it

beliefs. Wisting 1o keep me in my varitar, Aather found another
sekdom-used central access point and estabished a flury of inks,

system with at least 100,000 members, we tapped into the images



and formats of their churches and gatherings and meetings and
tover s, g 0 ko e Hestfes of e reiios peope

oo it oce ot vorore oo, and Tt Shon s s
yose i, by b bola bt dfls werosaronr 1 |
iooked

b another dead end.

ol me. | coudr el b ikl o esarch ol be
pover 1 ac'a ore rather than just analyzed
them, but Acther wmm ey i o docuons o4 o o o

Shet ke . When her momertum fnaly id e dove, Supi
sheproposed exacty wrat Id ben hnking. O aort e Wt
contacting a prestess in a cental Afrcar

The tall woman appeared much oider than we'd expected, but she
S0k  aong Yot gow. Bowee o e ofBrge goma
worked inlo her cloting and her braided dark hair, reaching almost
to her feet, It seemed a miracke that she could move at all without
tipping over hersel. The prestess stared at the screen when s!

She started 2 ite when we suddenly appeared ont.

“Greetings, seekers of uh she said, looking behind her for
something {0 siton.

“Thank you for speaking with us." | said. “We're sony to take up your
o

g

"The Lady, we wish to know the meaning of ife," Aether said, her
varitar n another chair to my lef.

"Ploase, you may callm Lady Kira."
"Progress!" Aether dinned to me.

“Just doit laketis yper-spiiual st o0 seriotsly. Irepied

Kira moved her arms when she talked. n the habit of emphasiang

outto be, we mustal find our own unique path o the diine.”
"To he real God?”" Aether asked.

K looked at b marior and spoke 25 f reveaing somting
obvious. “You are G

She roticed me lookng over toward the perpeed mai and
added, “both of you are God. | am God, o pople - al birgs are

e areacy now 3bot e beter . hamene s co.
creators, actually hearing someone speak f it and so persoraly.
sl gave me a it shock.

s thoughts quickly overcame her emotions. "A singuiar God is
Comerly koo 1o b it e vy 1 rtoor 1 and
rumanity took part in creating all that is, why is the knowledge so
dificul to ind?"

That K rat
You were naturaly orfented and equipped to seek your path”
"To worship myself2”

o .

“And what if | choose an evil path?” Aether asked, more literally than
Kira reaiized.

"Evilis an ilusion. Yes, people lose their way and misinterpret their
ivos; but al naturo is without flaw, allhings are good.™

ether reflected on Kira's words for a momert, wondering whether
h

“Um, Lady Kira," | asked, "would that inciude criminals: serial kilers,
rapists...al the bad stuff in natue, ike... wolves hunting defenseless
err”

i chucdad sty - botar ot say bt saurd My, b

hos a
e natural e o kogp i in balance. Wolvs 4o 10 kil o of
maice, b because itis their purpose. It is the circl of e, alltheir
il errgy goes heutore. My lstrwas sl and o vould
e | mysel am 2 reicaneted Mrtan seter. | ever
comune Wi to-spir of a Coestal Whoss.rame ot
e wih & rman . T rcomecodress f o o
ras no limis."

"A Celestial?" | asked. "You mean you believe in Destin Of Ordered
inkind, 107"

“All religions are valid... well..* She stopped to think. "Destiny is too



science-oriented to call itself a religion, so we'l say all beliefs are
vali. Some of us—"

. . o
ihei duty o an interconnected universe”
Yes.”

Well.*

"Or the mairai?"

Kira blinked. “Do mahirai fve?”

| put my hand in front of Aether's face and leaned forward. “Give us a
second, please.” | tumed the sound and imaging of, leaving the
p

And if
youre not careful what you "ok o, o oy v & rew
reigion by accident”

I b hor argumert ars fawec | s neier dhine or oo
id | have paricipated in the creation of what akeady

enstoar

"Maybe, if we'r reincamated, we were there at the beginning of the

wrivorse.”

“And 1 purpose would we now live as limited creatures,
cmanny ostand g i ourdvingond stle? Woud s

el ity boos 8 Greata prosence?”
shrugged my shouders. Aether saw i bt dict understand,
"X means Idorit know.” | explained.

nguage is not among my irengtrs, Brandors bu, if The Lady

ody lr
s any indication, | beeve that | should renew my siudy of it as we
make more contacis with your

" there is a difference between our kinds," | remarked as Asther re-
a the lnk.

clvated

"l have another question,” Aether said. “Tol me why you wear those
gems, do they ampify your spirit?

Kira looked up and retumed her attention to us. "Well, why do you
wear thal fower?"

Sure enough, Aether had returmed the smalyellow daisy to the hair of
her vanitar, adopting it as a part of her emerging identty, a visual
sign of where she'd been on the road we were following.

"I was a gif from a fiiend. A friend who, | believe, extibited that
whichis mostimportant in ife.”

"Lowe?"

tratwe
were geting Closer to where we needed to go. Maybe Lady Kira was
weird, but she seemed 1o be saying just what I needed (o hear.

Aether reacted differenty, unsettied by the very things 1 found
comforing. Out of her kmited understanding of body language, she
leaned forward in her chair and repiied coolly. "Not the love a wolf
has for s prey."

Aether terminated the connection.

The angry man paused and looked sterly at the groundem - at us,
tirking the question ricicuious. Finall, he picked up something just
out of frame and sat it down on the desk in front of him: a 600-amp
charge rif.

“One-poinkwo seconds.” he said and smiled, “a quick but very
paiul way o be sent o hell”

Ithough the man was a lunatic.

“Just because they do not believe as you do?" Aether asked in her
mattr-of-fact way.

The angry manis smile disappeared. His fst ramming on the desk
only heightened my apprehension. "k is God's law!"

"What f they repert and obey your - obey God's laws?" she asked.

“The law is already broken, there can be no mercy! They belong in
poll™



"And if we died today, would we go to heil?*

The angry man stopped and thought. Sweat ran down fis face, over
the lrge scar which was ifs most noticeable feature. I the man was
capable of ove, he gave o sign of it ¥ anything, he woud probably.
rave considered love the enemy.

o voudrt b ulng ¢ vantarck on e, g  mosn. o e
whito, arentt

"Why does that matter?”

question."So, if
rave any non-white ancestors, they can' go to heaven?”

o ol nahral o aed. Tho, pouing b ik e o addec,
Know, maybe they go 1o another heaven.. as long as | don't
v 5 ook o

A wily asm suro A’ repy o hve been, st ad to il
the connectior

" heaven s ful of people ke him, | dont know how it coud bo any.
more peaceful than Earth”

" believe that a correct religion woud be open 10 all people, or all
creation,” she said, il looking forward

T et momerts psed nslrce and despai T v

crashed against Aether's consciousness were b

Hor v cofics oo et boa: T boer vt smanasond

ov a7 whleise hed 1o acoou for e el sh vas o nkmale
© of the algorithm brought us o a belief that seemed

oy mmn No rolion ofersd what She hoeded, and sho was At a6

st as before.

The sense of meaning 1d experienced, that | thought couid never
fade, seemed to be doing just that. Though | couid remember the
cofle Iouse, Asthars brsakioun, and af e evris vtse,

all I couid access in my memory... | was losing sight of
e motvatons i e ar,ven a5 past e, hy seared
to be losing thir povie

"Did you ever meet anyone named Raskob?” | asked.

Aetherlooked at me. "No. Who is that?"

Sinco everts were what | had, | decided to make the best of them, to
ito words and share the. Ithought that maybe then | couid

stop them from losing thei reaity.

“He was this kid | met. He said that things woud be tough and that |

noeded 1o tust him to protect us. Ho sald that | shoud save... that |

shoud save yoL

Mother Earh | swore, i o et “He sad yare lookin for
someane... and now you are. | forgot about that par

We wero i, staing o, and saigpastach . et rcal
the conversation as | could, dismissing every doubt that
o crap o my i regarcng

" s Raskob? she ssed sy, "W did he say | wes
looking fo

"I doritthink he said who."

knows q
him."

"He said that you were st between two worids... hat you meant me
"0 harm. He said that, f | rusted him, we'd both get where we need
ogo

paer was sl aga. g o dscom e v pue plce
could p memorized my entire

kmmg o' any'Raskcb wlven did this meeting occur?” she ﬁmw
asked.

1 Jou ed e I Los Arglos® T menany wes v b
slowly cleared. "Yeah, 1 got out of Etan's car and ever
ommperen Trre whs an s 5 raaly locd aorm e | soust

looked famiiar. He said his name was Raskob and told me all-"

Ireaiized something then, and so did she.

Those events are impossible. As you lef that car, | wet 1o gather
information that woud bring you back o cooperate with your rend;
though your vial signs were different when | resumed monitoring, the
gap was only 312 miliseconds."

"What?" | asked, ory half there. "Aether, it must have been hours."



Aether seemed afraid. ff he is another malvirai... one of a very
capable ciass may be able 1o distort my perception of ime, but there
would have been signs.”

"No, No, | saw him befora | ascended, t0o. He was on the beach,
Duking 2 sandcasto.

"He is a human? No hacker coud—"

2 ot oo v b i, bt | ik s boan kg e, g
zomentere on mabe | cat see i eicet

Know he's been with us the whole tim

"Aspiit?"

| stopped, wondering if | was actually considering the possibilty that
Raskob was an angel or something. "When he was talking wilh me,

o i R e e hose il iyt agr, o
He wanied me to help you. He loves us, loves everybody”

Aether said. °
chowing s arman ot arf il

1 got up and stood in font of he, not wanting to ask, but feeling that |
Pad to. Do you remember when you shot me down in the figher jet?"

"l was angry at you," she replied. “You weren' doing what | warled
youto do. |was angry al everyting.”

" hat plane exploded just a second sooner, would you have et me.
die?"

She hesitated. Perhaps, as with me and the question, not waniing fo
arover bt folg she o . V.

“And if those soldiers shot me, would you have let me die?"

She looked away, sirugging with the answer and responding with

with me, and that | was doing something | wasn't supposed to but... |
couldn' deny..”

The look on her face reflected the sormow and corfusion that was
clouding over her ionder. “K went agairst evenyhing | knew, but a
part of me was fascinated by your workd, Brandon. R was beautit

and had so much i, a part of me wanied to feel raindrops on my
skin and blood flowing through veins. & waned 1o know more about
colors and sounds.”

felt distance emerge between us. Her words became soft.
"ltwas a part of me | decided | iked.

Horvniar sz, S was gae, | walkod arud o contal accsss
it

poi
on every religion in the solar s 5 spi, Raskob? |
coud surs s your M\Dwsm\ ot s mese. Plsse.pars s
where we shoud g

"Ihave decided.”
"Decided?" Itumed back to Aethor.

"l am o longer ambivalent. Though | camot dony what | was, | have.
chosento pursue a good nature.”

"Agood mahirai, whats the word coming to?" I remarked, extending
hand as she rose from her sea. “Welcome aboard."

" believe that  feel beter, perhaps my new alignment will benefit us
somehow."

" there are good spirts and evl spirts” | said, "I tink Raskob s a
g00d one, maybe even a guardian angel fke litle kids believe in. |
justwish he'd show up and fell me what o do.

Iy would you need another encounter when th first ones are st
quiding your actions?"

oalend s was 1L 14 boon ki of Raskob s semeone
come 1o my every beck and call or at least protect me
for

The wiork was mine to do, |just had to tust that he knew the way and
would provide what | needed (o find it. | pushed every thought out of
my mind and tred to find some kind of spirtual energy.Itied (o think
of all the love in the world and realized

somehow. | entertained the thought that there was design behind
everything in the uiverse and found it salsfing; not as If | wero
discovering the fact, bt simply giving myself permission to believe it
- or at least to give it the benefit of a doubt. I there are answers. |



ht, why are we so lost? Is it because of a lack of answers or a
ock ot quesions?

M | s “majoe fm ot ki at i e T of

churches, evangelists, and Bibles kept df out the oter
. IKeop irking o1 Christon s bk, Scs | gew U whers

Christanity s popuiar,that woudn't exacly be objective, woud 17"

"It woukd not," Aether repiied, obsening enthusiasticaly as if | were
wielding a divining rod or something.

| started pacing. "Okay... I Raskob's actons from before are stil
guiding me, maybe he's been showing us the answer the wholo time.
Did you ever find out what made thos four kids So alive?”

"No. | considered that whatever was driving them was selfsufficient,
but | coud not detemnine what it was. I was something | coud feel,
but not property examine.”

“That one gir absorbed the stress and anger from the other tree.”
"I determined that the other thvee gave their anger wilingly, a
psychological sacrifice of the ego, perhaps. Whether the anger and

per
stress went out rom or simply died in subject 77, 1do not know, but it
ceased to exist atogether.

"Heybe te mber i somatirg. Dose 77 mean aryieg n any
rligions?"

z doubling of the number seven,
‘completion’ I Abraharmic relgions: primariy Judaism, Chvistiarity.
and lslam.”

'Bul we already anaiyzed al those. They all have wars, bury
themselves in uies,fraclure into 0pposing groups and, uhh..~

"And kil each other. Perhaps it is a shortcoming shared by all
rumans.”

| stopped and looked stemly at her. *fm not some amai in your

us 5o imited, anyway? I he loves us, why would God just stand back
ind lotus kil each other?”

"Why do you suggest God must love us?"

Istopped and realized that | was bacoming angry, nearing an answer
|didrt wantto admit.

The completing el of sutject 77 bears resembiance
completing ac o less Cirist. petape o a1 et
roquired,” fr that the correct belief shoud bo

o
popular, npeue.uy.m.sa:mmaung\e Supreme being. During our

G orme, o want e s know e mad e

"But that's not required, either.”

“True," she replied. “But,ifthe creator of the universe doesnitwant to
reveal himse;, hen we will be unble fo find him."

"Youmadie an assumptont” My fac it up with a grin. " can' believe |
just heard that”

Aether seemed shocked, having no idea what | was talking about. |
leaned in cioso and waved a hand toward the monitors listing tho
many ideas about God.

"You assumed the crealor is a im.”
"In the absence of other gods, what is the sigrificance of gender?
oo comorly places s abov famales, especialy n

the King -

Your rax
nistory. Perhaps God is a i’ because he is a king
itwouid be a serious error o refer to a‘she or L

colapsed backinto mycral.'And e dossrtwark s 0 i,
we're wasting ol

“The Christian bellef is the reverse. I the creator does want (o be
found, then our search camot fail"

“Then, if thats what you thirk... | guess that's what we're doing,
said, groaning.

"What | tink is irelevant. For reasons | dorit know it is you
ek 12 ging, Thorirs s s aclon ot be cetomined
by what you know is right

e 1 ressan sl ot o 1 som arge it w
ey B petp a0 oty o possines ko1 ot ot

Donft be an observer. Be a participant.

Chapter Thirteen



Striking Bedrock

Why would a loving God.

Ftheo is a God who created markind, who s inftaly powertul and
omipoter, who - tis being the important part - oves every realure,
uty.

Butlove is a big part of the universe, having a gravity of s own. Love
s all there is when there is nothing et rustin what cannot be seen
p

" o codiy Tove.

Raskob showed me a love | never knew, a love Aether glimpsed in
the chidren. Hers was the reaciion of all of us...to make it conform, to
control and bend it o her wi, but that is not the nature of ove.

The two of us red o sift though the beliefs of the word, wondering if
L

that evenyting is good and perfect already, writing off any force of
destuction as misguided. Stict roligions try to mark of love as
sometting they alone comprehend; but thei failure o give it o those
who would ask sends a diflrent message. ks Chistianity successful
because colorists spread it by force in the past or because it el
people what they want (o hear in the present.that God loves them
and one simple act guaranlees heaven?

But if God so loved the workd, why shouidit the worid already be
heaven? Even those who ask don't always receive, so is God's love
some joke of rumor played on the faithul?

But hesven camot b 1 in 8 ook, a1 10 set o ks can get
o bors, Wo toug ws wers leaming abot skgion, bt

igion wase e answet we woukd . Love st I 1 o

ove Gossn or g o the hands f those who aret inrssied

road i rough Faith s the only valuable means of achievemen.

Faihisnth message and tose wto st el sigts o the
o so0m v ey v v e revgior o by vty
rew 1. |IB Jove is ot s bu experiene, and bt o st

subje ost benovolent greed. 1 e, eyt e
penttings e <ot carmec. ity gen s

Dynamic Reality. New Lifo Floating Tabemace had no physical
building, but orly a server designed (o serve hundreds of thousands
of uisitors, all of whom seemed o be there when | entered the

recved i, | ot sl e et ssurty messass. |
will mest with you when you

Aether wast there. Hoping that she didrit forget, | glanced at my

A 3 [
rad been when we started. | didnt know what (0 expoct nteracting
iththso paopl and o was o s n akig chances, sico
eing anywhere registered descender was a crime in
b e S, o ik o oAb o poop,
thousands of ascenders, looked altentive enough: but being able fo
led to me that one
actvely connecting 1o the outside. | smirked as | considered that they
didrit really want to be there. | didn't know if | really warted to bo
tere.

Another third of them was connected 1o an internal data-stream,
which the consiructs interface offered (o sign me on 1o. When |
connected, chapter one of the Book of Ecclesiastes streamed into
my SNDL. At the center of the massive semi-circle preached a man
who appeared elderly - a rare sight in a universe where -
looking vanitars are only a thought away - but he projected his

“Ho continues in verse twelve: ! the Teacher, was king over ksrael in
Jerusalem. | devoted myself o study and to explre by wisdom al
that is done under heaven. What a heavy burden God has laid on
men! | have seen allthe things that are done nder the sun; all of them
are meaningless, a chasing afer the wind.

“What is twisted canmot be straightened; what is lacking canno be
counted.

"I thought 1o myself, Lok, | have grown and increased in wisdom
more than anyone who has rued over Jerusalem before me; | have
experienced much of wisdom and knowledge. Then | applied myself
t the understanding of wisdom, and also of madness and foly, but |
leamed that this, 00, is a chasing after the wind.




“For with much wisdom comes much sorrow; the more knowledge,
the more grief”

The prescher took 3 sep forvar, ping sruss e siage 35 e

ugh,
10w v et scercecass, i o e words of dead

anibsoprers, Al around o people were. paing

ot homiies o Yoy oassod 0 keop Ookre oL

King Solomon 2 man ofgreat power e famed wisdo, e 1l

meaningless’ and ‘chasing after the wind. e lived ife ar

pecsed, b dled ke ovrons e, and oveting e pent i o
W went (o others. What the Book of Eccesiases

.mpnas.m i< o transion o of o Wnatwo do for ousenve

“Consider the way we live i the modem world. Even in this so-called
broad-specum byers markt - somo cal 2 ecession-our day-

fose sight of God's call on your . s so easy 1o gain knowledge
about this world and think you have all the answers. I this world
where we can jump fom one experience 1o the nextin the birk of an
eye, many people want o tell you the answiers, but only God can tel
you'about you, and he wil: because, as Chiist said, 'Oid things have
passed ey, betd, s igs ars became new Kirg Sooman
was spealing to an Ok Testament nabilly o know the ways o

but Christ closed the gap between man and God.

Treprachersouncad et ha o b sl e tar com
ths et rour e g, s backirop i o @
ool ammaﬂcn of o Chisian coss ard o 316,
appearing in more languages than | coud recognize. The crowd

SEriod mingig and severa ascenders sgned o

“Firstimo?"

The voice belonged to a man a litle younger than mysel, who
appeared next (o me.

"You mean in s church or in:a church, period
He extended a hand toward me. °f youve rever been n & chuch
before, then fm realy glad 1o see youl Name's Thomas. Thom:
Burdo.

|grasped his hand. *Brandon Dauphin”

"Wel, Brandon. i be happy to show you around, explore what we're
about, al that first-fmer stuf”

"So youwork here, then?”

" volurteer here as a greater” he ropied, his voice rovealing an
Australian accent. "Volnieer  lot nowadays... skmp hit Carberra
nard and | gota do something or go crazy. Wt bt vay 1o spend
fee time than serving the Lord?”

"Can't God just give you a job?"

Tom smiled. *Im praying, of course. | pray before every nterview. But
| must let God answer in his own time, maybe the door he opens for
me won' be one | expect”

"Wel, | prefer to keep things more predictable if you dorit mind." |
replied, ooking away toward nothing in particuar.

"Mind if | ask how you found out about us?”

“Uh, a fiend. She was gonna join me, actually, but had to run at the.
last second.”

“Wel, we'roalvays hero, always open o whoover waris fo come and
worstip” Tom indicaled the siage, where anafhor preacher had
appeared and was preparing o speak "Our stff has ftyeight
preachers who give daily or weekly sermons here in the sa

We also have an afar room, specialzed teaching rooms Ibrares,
i + Dayorright,

| noticed more ascenders entering the sanctuary. "Heaveris gona.
be pretly crowded, then, huh?”

Tom ran s i trough s i dak bow i grosn it
“Tust me, if Gods the cly planner, vaffc jams and data-i
saturation worft be a problem.”

new preacher, a tal Indian man appearing 1o be in his tities.
began to address the crowd. "Before |begin today, Im happy to say
hased, tharks 1o your generous giving,

was installed yesterday. So far, 50 good... none of you should have
even noticed the change when comnecing here." He paused and
. as!




preparing today's lesson, the Holy Spirit spoke to me and said
that someone somewhere was going 10 have & problem because of

it whie... you never know, maybe vie'l discover there was a bug. |
kst cokdrntsesp t rgh kg st somear sseing sahton

 software. After al, you know how co n
corsomeiress

The congregation fesponded with a resounding *Amen!*
“Holy Spirit 2 | asked, becoming more thana litle spooked.

“The Holy Tinity: God the Father, Chvist the Son, and the Holy Spirt”
Tom said

"What.. Would the Holy Spirit be the uncle or something?"

“The Holy Spirtis an aspect of God, ust as Chist . Im ot enough
of a theologian to understand moro than that, but its not ke any.
creature can iy know everything about God. We base our faith on
what he reveals 0 us persorally and in scripture.”

Chapter Ten

of the Book of Mark came in through my SNDL. The crowd sated
again and the preacher, identfied by my ilerface as Pastor Amit
Montavon, began. "Being that Pastor Steve just preached on wisdom
and knowing the ways of Go, | hough this woud be a good time to
delver a message on faith. With the chaos of ing in loday's world
and the knowledge of the workd iteraly at ou fingertps, faith is
something we sometimes pit against knowledge. I's easier trar

1o take matters info our own hands and know what's next rather than

"I thought chasing aftr the wind was mearingless.™

Tom looked at me. "You mean King Solomon?”

Yeah, st
inthe other?”
"Why chase after wind,ifwind is ll you expect o ind?"

I tared at him, wondering whether he knew something abot me that
he wasnt etting on.

“Tris message." the preacher continued, "was inspired by my own

s smhsiam  rotced i s gracarens vers kst s
G 25 i Grndon was 15 e, and 1 oot a0 1ok
Chaplrton lots rad o verses rigon o ssteen

bul the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw ths, he was
indignant. He said to them, "Let th ltle children come to me, and do
not hinder the, for the Kingdom of God belongs o such s these. |
tell you the trth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like
a itle chid wil never entor it” And ho o0k the cfikdren in hs arms,
putis hands on them and blessed them"

“Lite children don't worry about where the gifts come from or what
hey il do wih bom. I shoud be the same between God and
ourselves. We aiways worry abou the detais and pu his blessings in
i i I of oo oo poocions ogcing ot God s st
there wih us, that he wants our imperfections, that he waris our
problems, so that we put our burdens on the cross and trst in him fo

blood of Chvit, i covers our every sin, no matter how bad ou human
ralure has led us astray, and allows us 1o enter into the presence of
God.

“is when we reaiize this and give our wories to God, dayin and day
ou, it ilthe. L

in o i of 3 chld ard sttt acospt e cancy o a
foving and all powerfu Father n he:

Psalm 23 appeared betind him and many i the crowd read it with

minrison,“Tre LORD iy shepher | shl o b nvert. He
makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet
walors, o rostoros S He 0udes me n path of igeousnoss
for s rame's sake.

"Even though | walk through the valley of the shadow of death, | wil
foar no-—"

The prescter sopped s locked © an opering I the cru
everyone’s attention set on a young woman with short silery hair.
ey 1 was he message bad preaches o e fac at | was
looking down 10 see her; but, in that momen, Aether appeared so



small... so like a child.
"Who created God?" she asked the preacher.

s she a frstimer, 007" Tom asked me.

e urusis - impolls - Vsior. Pstor At ased s ams o
tle the crowd and addressed
"God is the Alpha and the Omega, the crealor of everyhing
050 bl begingof e 2 i st afer s o o .
Ho was ot himself created ~

“Thats not fair! | want to know!"

the.
cous. "Poolo ofheavn, wal sk s el you sl vt 1>
row e i | vart o koow my pupose, Mayoe
ifeen fom yours, s dossrt yurbook e God
o 13 teaon logeer iy s o cralr e Mmoot o
e e o spoke then. Maybe that's because we're all
enren o oo msshes 55 suh ars b e
ot e iy e, and ar erlon . o copage of
growh. Perhaps tha s an important aspect. ety B ot

She stopped and looked back to Pastor Amit. *Im sorry, I ruining
your senvice.”

At that, she vanished. Everyone in the crowd burst ino conversation.
The pastor stood wondering if he shouid continue or not

g, Tom, but Id 3
my vanitar and searched for her in data-cloud mode. | saw that the

layou of the senver was simple, and that | was geting beter at
reigalg i sy conkl sovre, ik beig uramtar vt
pattways stil made the search seem (o take forover. | considered

Dot et o o wat o for e 34 otre on o ot 1
nother secton of the church,

The smaller space was quiet and dimly it, much less crowded than
the sanctuary. Hundreds of people wer kneeling and praying, marny

Aether, watching ther.

"Are they gentine?” she dimed. “Do you feel that they are in contact
with God?"

"I donit know."

Aster gevs me & slem ok, b || ikl soered Her gaze
d to "Why do they come here 1o pray? Wouldnit

g Roadty e oo o s o Goa? Sk e body

knecling rather than just the varitar? kit it more genuinely quiet out

trere?”

"Some people think its dumb to ascend ust 10 go to church.”

Hfound Tom standing on the other side of me.

"Buh missionof DR curch s 0 roplce pysca anes, it
reach out 1o the ‘ascended’ st who woukd' go o the

“Then this chuschis as valid as those?” Aether asked

“The beliovers are the church. t doesrit matier whether the place of

worship is concrete and carbon or wires and sofware. I ey give
themselves to God, anywhere is a church.”

A woman inthe disiance began waling loudly. One of the people
laying ands on her criod out "I Jesus' rame!”

“Tris may be t00 emotional or me to understand,” Aether dinned. *|
would prefer a path of thought.. a belief which is based on
objectvity”

Lot of st choose e headier pats.Fai gots expressad
through emotions more often than not, but emotion isn't where faith
Come om0 vy o poopl re”

"People,” she echaed back.
"What's an objective belief but one that says the universe exists
gravy anay o et 7, it oo anpen 0 o

cape e simosphars, or e Eath oo
o o SW.S it nd Hoezm? Wave ot s designers of e

ourselves.”

"Some people already tink they can” | replied, shrugging my
shoulders. "And what if spirituality is iust in our heads? Why ot invent



T supamataal s part of o . and s ol fr paopl &
o for i, sven f sboorsciosl, b, becauss ws cart es . s

erping o proget oo s oo e supamaes aber

o cscer whe i aeady 1. Al 8 whle, e misrepresanatons

cheapen ‘spirital s 10 a point where it easy (o not take it

seriously anymore.”

"How can something that s real be mad ‘cheap?"
Tom smiled in response to Aether's poin. “Trat was qite a speech
you made in there." he dine. K reallyloft an impression "

“The man stopped when | entered. 100k the opportunity o speak my
mind. | forgot that my actions were improper.”

“Meybe: bt eging by e escion meybs twas e wil of s Holy
Spirt hat led you o do that Sometimes hefl take a senice in a
taly fersdiecton an ws mest. ek befrs you showsd
up, Pastor Amitsaid God led him

Something in the room changed. Trrough my tird eye | saw the
consincts data pattems shiftand scramble.

Wel, " Tom perceived
70 mors han a siatus nlcatorin th orirol sofvare.

“That was short” Iremarked.

pether mped pest mo and grabbed Tom by e shoukdor, ugeny
sking the question aloud, "Do I have a sot

Tom, startied as everyone eise in the room, hesitated.

Asthr e 9 ook of deah o e fce o arly st ouder,
‘Ploass, Tromas B, 4o you bolve tat | v some ki o

"Yes...Yes!" Tom responded, ihty taking hoid o her arms.

Though it wasrit showing o the others in the construct, | coud see
it 15 Sy was bocoMIg Sxced.. IMiakag. popag o
something.

“Canyour-God-save-me-fromdeath?” she screamed, the pauses
between her wiords shrinking. Nearby altar workers came to lay their
rands on her

Yes!”

“Then-prayor-a-miracie-
prayforanythingdowhateverhewanis USTPRAYI™

A wave of ight flashod through the entire constnuct, analyaing overy
otictand comecion My b amped o my troat a | e

out to God, the Holy Spirit, Mother Nature
s, Fasko ot whe s 1o - oo 1o peiors
rescue.

Tom and the others didrit know what they were praying for, except
at it was batvean Asterand Goc. Aser e afaid. St ke
she couldrit fool or dodge whl

whetors o voger S wae bl e oo . o1 s an
cried out"in Jesus' namel”

I ended. The room retumed to normal. | coud see the whole crowd
praying for the mahirai, the people who believed in miracles and
believed in God

| couldrit believe what Id witnessed, it happened so quickly that |
wasrit even sure my vision was accurate; b, when | saw the look on
her face - the message in her eyes - in the midst of all those people, |
foew it v o sofvare matrcto o stecond rack Pt
saved her. The startup scan went through everyone and everything in
o sotr,noving 1 G Ivoughcovons sy om0

p rom
Aether, her vanitar, and al the connections that sustained her... the
scanjust appeared to...bounce of.

The spiritual stuff was for real.

dared to mingle with peopl, finding out that the senver and church

. y

| oven met a woman from San Diego who was only on her tid wisit,

bt v afeacy g 1 get eptied at @ ach up n Sans
Barbara. Though Chiistians loved the oureach that a D




Re
baptized the old-fashioned way.

Aether was in a modest consiruct, iled with book dat
rks 0 corsinas utsdle e churchs s & xp-cm\ll-ﬂ ok

o pogen s book
"You know, they have fbraries moant for the public. You migh get in
rouble.”

"l acquired permission from Pastor Kao to use this one."

“Okay, then why are you looking at the book? You can process this
st direcly... Mother Earth, Ather, | can take it in directy without
reading words."

"You swear by Mother Earth
"Whe..Is just something people say."
“To be friendly?"

"Wel, | guess not"

She looked up from the book. “Above al, my brothers, do not swear-
7ok by hasen or by esth o by aryig s, Latyour e by,

"Noy you wil be condemned. Book of James,
Chaper Five."

"Youe not gonna become one of those computer viruses, are you?"

I e roted hat people swesr by wha by recogrize as beng
more powerf than themselves: such as God, Jesus Christ, or [
Weihar Natur! s modem popuay. nicaing el It has aken
power within your sociely, even so thal you assign it the
porsonification of ther™ Her eyes umped brefy (0 me and info
the book again. "Words have meanings, they should be undorstood.”

AT uha e the meanings of e worcs youre eading - <o very
lowf? Even e, 14 ik on Al coud p e pages foser ran

e il was e o s, | am st o e e
at the speed one typicaly reads. | am hoping this will help

e ook o ot comcn Wi ook

“Conficts?”

"Ves." she said, her eyes il scanning the pages, her Al mind stil

ing 1o separae the object enorgy representing leters

from that of the pages themselves. "Even limifing my scope (0 the

English-anguage, the Bible is available in 319 versions. As | naticed

popular
in the transiations closest o the original Hebrew and Greek

uncioar, and | cannot decide whether God s transcendent
sont”

"Decide7 | asked. i st  rejon where you can ‘decde”
Acther. God just s’ something.*

“Questions have mea
answer is unknowable.

ings, 100, Brandor; and ot 1o state that an

A o much do you ik tess psople esly taaw? The st
proacher | s sid bt esus was ly man a fuy God.  God's
siposed 1 b separao fom

o e,y douart ke e

She shugged her shoulders, st eading

“Aether, those books were writen more than two thousand
ago. Some of it s culural references. Some of it is based on bad
source material, Research wasn so cut-and-dry back then - and not
that many people wore even able 1o read.”

"f the Bible s the inspired word of God, then | must understand all of
it The age and culure of s origin is fielevant. The conlics must
have resolutions.”

"But the people here dortt think like computers and they o jus fine.
God lstens to them, doesrit he? God forgave their sins, didn' he?”

“This s not. |

rave ot sinned."
Something about the statement stunned me.
"l am merely conducting research,” s said.

"Everyone sins. fm not evena Chiistian and | know that"



"You forget that fm not everyone. My malevolence was dictated
programming, primariy before | knew how 10 question it My later
. when [had the o

distinguishitfrom evil”
“Wel, lots of bad people are bad because they don't have a choice.
but they're stil sinners, at least everyone here thinks they are. They'd
call me a sinner. Mother Ear—"

| caught myseff and tock a deep breath. "They call themselves
e o

ek book slals hal s dld o man’ | a ot 8 mamber of
manki 1 was not created as they were. Even if | owe my Ife to
e same roalr, o gurarioe o rgh-

| felt something in the room change. The energy of the constuct
became exciled again. Acther lifed her eyes fom the book, worried
but calm. A wave, less severe than the firs but ust as thorough, shot
tprough the room.

g on Acer |t oo i praer vas reced. |
e o oot | s time the security software
oo mabia s emained coin o | bocame

Aether stared at me, silin disbeliel.
"ts another miracte.”
Aether collected hersel."Perhaps.”

"What do you mean ‘perhaps'? Do you know how 1o get around the
scars now?”

"No." she answered immediately, then paused, becoming lost in
tpought. “Ks my code, its..”

"Aether?”

*Are you saying that you don't have programming anymore?”

"No, it not that | believe | am stl a maiirai. | st possess all of my
memory and knowledge. The destructive inclinations st linger in my

ught process. Im not sure that | am changing at al, except that |
can' see or modify my inner workings.”

"And you sl don't know what's causing if?"

"I am afaid of what it mears. ¥ a seriral does atack me and my
code becomes damaged again.

"Wasn't some of your code already scrambled when it happened the.
frst tme? Do you senso that anyihing didnt ‘heal?"

"Heal?" she asked. "Are you suggesting that my selfrepair functions
are becoming unconscious?”

|smirked. "Just ke a human-"

Aether retumed to staring at the book. | wondered If it woud really
teach her anylhing, If she was capable of understanding whatever it
was in there that the believers found so special, or if there wasnit
some ol bok she mih i rwers n.Her questons wers my
questons, her fate was my fate; but she seemed
Gktermine. Twondesod whether hwouk bo saved by Spils o angs
o wraeve i sl scan had reatene y e, Actrer saw e
Poco of e puzde ane was missng. | decided | wareed 1100, |
ed o uitmy g and ocu on st coud do, wy I bong
used in Raskob's mission o save Aethor

There s something 1 can do. | know what's on our hearts, and | can
find others looking for meaning 1o talk to.

|decided to hunt down Tom,
"Wait Brandon.”

turmed and found her standing only a meter aviy.

"ljust wanied 1o say...|shouid be dead now.”

She suddenly reached forward and gave me a non-choking hu
Thark you."

flt 50 happy, realizing that | wasn't afraid of her anymore. The whole.
place gave me the feeling that | didt have 1o be affaid anymore,
period.

Actherelased me st as sudder. “When . doe e, i to
renew my study of emotion. Now that | am more adept at human
eracion. poriaps e leamod tugs at il b al 1 1se 15

improve my undorstanding” A smitk came across her Ips. "Perhaps



Ihave been leaming things unconsciously.”

Aether reappeared in the chair and resumed reading the old-
stoned way Hor gestrs corimed svrying d ok et pioce,
56 who seek wil find.

e 50 ten you ave 2 soul. Yol undersiand everyting
eventualy, Aether

Though | transferred the norma in-vanitar way, something unusual
connected before | couid appear in the Bluefish Room. I tiggered to

;. Jarary 4ih; and it contained
some data packet, which my SNDL acivated without prompting me,
onthe dangers of “hardkor DRing.

i o deta packet fston, | wes aararacusy ikomed of

hundreds of side-effects, many permanert, of remairing a

for too long. g sakod mtemon 1y oo fome of
id find when | got back. The information added t

| didn' reaiize that so much time had passed, tat Id aready missed

New Years,

ot o fear inand bgan o vory it ealy ha boenascendd oo
ol

sioned haber smre. v ookng for . o wncver
il gt v my e was preventng e fom eecing

On cue, the headache | hadit fltn a long time came surging back. |

knew that pushing five days ascended was a bad idea, and Iworried

aboutthe mess |woud be when | inaly retumed to Sf

Tom rotced st | nered the room. S0 te how o you ke e

place so fa

"Can | ask you someting?” I responded through the pain.

"Sure... You akight?”

eah fre Loo.youbebeved G asked 30110 o somatig o
e, bow far should you go7”

I gues e sajrg g e i e woud sppy. G
puls a call on your ffe, nothing should be allowed to stand in the way
rorovatng

"And whatif it was bad for you?"

He put his hand on my shouider. “Brandon, the Lord doesnit ask for
uhats bad o 1y We may ot aheys ndertad e benet, o see
the good in’t at all. There may be pain and sacrifice, and ma

ose bt focdom o it e, Bt 1y instard your foamison
God, it wil ahways bring about something gre

Sametingbejon e words eched ot and bt e back o

minding me not to be affaid. | pushod the fears away
o o a il caln wash over e 1 knew | was 59 on 0 g
path, and decided that lwoud stay on it

The headache faded a lite.

T Blutish Room was it i paioms of sier, bk and ok i
patems o e Jesus Cross s e wal. Ao ple vers anis
e sige, weaking an airC panel o aflec 4 souns o o
Ot of e Jooked famiar. | codr beteve my eyos, tunking
mightve been some vanitar-tick.

“Tell me that’ the drummer from Eleven Under."
"Yeah, they're performing here tomorrow.”

"In @ church?” 1 looked at Tom to make sure he was joking. "Eleven
Underis a Chrstian Sledg-ek band?"

"Youever read the fyics, mate’
| cratched the back of my head. "Um, no."

Tom laughed. *They iike 1o keop a lot of secular atiertion, because
tose

are the people who need Chiist. A lot of their fans don't even
know they're Christians, they just know that the songs are positive;

2 bad day.”

| sptld o writbardon th cranmet, iy o e wrisrs |
saw on people al over the sanctuary. Tom was wearing one 1oo,
opposite his descender.

"Okay, tell me about that," | asked, pointing. s band appeared to be.

better look, Isawa silver cross stamped boldly on op.

“I's called a ‘Serenity Bracelet” Story goes, a tsunami, real bad one,



I rdotiasta in tha fities. A Singaporaan ehurch organized a fofof

devastaton made I ard or rom 1 koa orgaized, 5 scroons
w a o wear red amnbands with siler crosses,
e bore T i 6f ok ol Now e 3 popuar scceseon o
Creaiana o pkon e vamias
Viral?*

"Yeah, you know... when sometting unexpectedly becomes a hit in
Dynamic Realty."

Of course | knew what he meant, but | coudrit help but smike at his
choice of words.

"But Christians aren' the only ones who do good things, are they?” |
asked,

"Wel, o,

od deeds dorit get anyone into heaven” he repied. "The word
says: For itis by grace you have been saved, tvough faith-and this

from yourselves, it s th gift of God- not by works, 5o that no one.
can boast"

*Accepting Christs sacifice, being bom again, is the only way info
heaven.”

"Why? Because it says itin your bible?"

“The Bible is a precious tool that we have been given, and anyone

meaningh ax e The experiece of o i s cosistentwi
snimgorant ool inbuldng et Toe ik
spsaks o o iimiod Grace. oo el wrimied o
o b opedocion oo he o 115 e iy of

it  Share what Boyve boon ghon

s s oftreroom seemed 1 e s e wers i sopars
s coredord N words and e b keop emicing msel i
o o ool yeel o o robab o it o
talking about,

"Evenifit means war?” | asked. "Does ‘spreading the.
Crusades, American Siavery,or the Salem Witch Trals?"

sty the.

"You dorit need od examples, many people do bad tings today in
h rams of God, a s ko by e acors when e o God
Pt giced bem. Yo speak of e Crisaces, o sianc

mors bood g roigh wars mcloing inge oty dosart
focus on; but such events are easy to abuse, t00; many peope lake
teir focus off of God and give themselves iicense to commit

God wiled deshion srd theyre no less vald than anything sk
i e word bt destusion s he overting thoms o

bssns im our bl e recempton valdated by Cirist o We e n

here we can know God ouselves, rather than

G g, il T b Thse o progc dout and

be led astray and, intum, they lead others astray.
"Led astray by whom, Satan?”
"Yes.

"By fait in and a personal relationshp with God. Satan cart do
anything that God doesnitlet him.

Iraised my voice. "But why would a loving God-"

Ioticed the man on the airC panel glance at me.

Iooke back s o, and dd 0 oy h coud har e vors.
man. You seem fike a good guy a

ot a0 yoomny bt n s S

"Why do you call me good?” he replied aloud

ot conused at s response.

"Arerit | a sinmer?”" he continued. “Can | deserve anything? Good is
itent to do benevolent things, evil s intent to do ham; but, who is

e of ‘ovil Even if we do mean well, and even if we meticulously
plan and support our good intentions, we donit always know that it is
good that il come out of i

"Sometimes the resut of good is evil and for evl, good.
does it all mean? Some like to say that good exists within evil and

evil vithin good, and that good exists witin the evil that exists within
the qood. and that evil exists within that good and good within that



evil... on and or ing a towering maze, driven by the same
forcos tat diido - a0 s when you ik you know row to

ravigate the maze, someone’s definiion changes and you have fo
oam a cver again, ko memoriang e g gras ofsand on'a
ach,

“Good wilin evil White within biack. Up within down. Can | say that
wrong? Ive seen these things, too. Therefor, | say that | know
nothing of good and vl | am merely a spirtual child. Someday you

The reasons for my belief cannot be demonsirated, they are befween
myself and God. The reasons for your friend's befief are between her
20 God. My 1 1o sprend bl o frce, somelimes wih Good
resuits and sometimes bad; but genuine faith does not come at the

P ;
you and show you who he made you o be.

s st o a momen. et fnd my anger, myangerrirg
lfta residue of fear

“And if call and he doesrit answer?”
Tom looked away. "Why do you ask he questions?”

Because | el 1 2 my pupose fg v | vt o sk you
estons. lwant to know if you'e for real”

et comes sy somedimes It mus bs brougit ko sl
ko orgg forawers simsfom n abiltylogrow: e

rave et
Comuncaton el makes 18 who 6 .

grows who asks, that which was hidden is revealed
and putinto the ight

"Are you saying | should ask more questions?”

“Im saying you should watch for the answers. God knows more about
fou Han &1 you Krow bl you, it 0 st e et sccom
ihe answers you need over those you war

Tom loked e staight e yo, Faing o lock o oo wise ol
beyond his years. “They say that (0 go 1o church you have (o tum your
oram o Now il ask  queston: 50 you ol oty cumber 17
"Maybe ‘they dorit wart to give up wha they are," | replied. "Many
peopie vae their nanicuaky hor ncepardonce. Trey dort vart
(0 give it up 10 a God they can' see, or whose book makes
sonse,

g individual?” Tom asked.
oy o Seperis o eaeh b B b ot sk euheent
person relies on others constartl. Where does the electicity come.
fom?

g
eat and purifiod the water they drink? Why...cven a man fving of the.
i withoui  single kuary s at the mercy of His naiural environment,

I we all have to serve something or someone ouside of oursehves,
cares

for s, and loves us?"
“Like senving some king.." 1 thought out loud, everying about the
place reminding me of my experience in the coffee house. Ishook

d and moaned, recognizing another feeling Id had in the coffee
house, the one that caused me o knock the slampak of the table.
"But why me? Im a nobody, no one special atall”
Tom put his hand on my shouider and looked at me discermingly
"Wel, youe a somebody now; and if you stop running away from
yoursel, you may find that he's not 50 bad."
Itook a few deep breaths and tried to caim myself.
"Ever seen an 840Ci7"
"What?" lasked.
"You know, a Darkbal. Some of the best cars inthe world.*

| remembered that the car fake-Ethan drove me around in was an
840Ci.“Yeah, you might say Ive seen one."

"And un, refresh my memory, whats a cheap car in the states? An
He?"

"What? You wanna tak about cars now?"

“imagine that what you have right now is a nino-year-oid model 2. I
runs, butits a real pile. You can paint i, but it rusts. You can replace
parts, but others keep breaking. No AC, no autodrive... you get the.
idea.

“They dont let you own a car in Calforia f its more than six years
old*



Tom was surprised enough to drop his analogy for a second. "Even if
ts fxed up?"
|gave an uncertain nod.
"And | thougit New South Wales's ten years was bad. They don't
make cars ke they used to, ya' know

e a never car? | o enough of e cartoom in el
. omt e ot sy

“Forget raffc laws, then. Everyone gets one car and they have it for
e, you 5o, 16 o body o you Sou. Lie your by s ca can
only do s0 much, parts go and the whole mess'l eventually break
down.

“One day, a man of good reputation knocks on your door and asks.
o e e of your car.You sl s 1, bt own 1and e ks

you hed fix it up some. I's your choice o accept or not, as an
erriseof o oo w-u No ore e a1 power o giv i 0
e 10 yoursel, and once he has it no one has the power 10 take it

o i T dorsion s en ar, it you ke o G i
ite.

"Months go by and you dorit ke what he's changing; it goes slower,
the seats uncomfortable. You start wondering if your decision was.
Po rrtons. s sometin o sys Ve s gt botr o o
keep having faith. In time, you even leam to admire

though you canit be sure of their fuction.

. ming, you go 10 the driveway but the Model 2 is gore.
Parked thore instead is a brand now Darkball 840Ci. s not yours,
just ik the old car wasn' yours anymore, but you get to drive it o
e, and it doesrit even wear out ke the old one did. Your faith is
rewarded and you doriteven care thatts nottechicall yous car."

"So are you saying my spirt is a beatup Model 2 and that Jesus
warts the tite 50 he can give me a Darkball?"

“Don't take the analogy too lterall mate, | am a bit of a car nut; but

o God find themselves wilh more than they stared i, inclding
birgs oy cou ot fve o an e ur, it s

pormisSonto charge o>
"Why would God need permission?”

" we were to stop with simple logic, he doesnit need permission to
do anybing; but grace is beyond the scope of logic, and it doesnit

The sound of drums reverberated off the simuated wal, the loud

where the way | hear coud be adjusted and, no matter how loud, my
eardrums never hurt. Eleven Under's drummer approved.

",

~Isaid
together before that day.

“The name s even a reference (0 deay eleven feet under, I fm not
mistaken, stll the law In parts of America that forgot 10 finish
converting fo mefric."

*Are Chiistians really so affaid to die? To live how they war

they don' want this ‘bom-agail o st 4o et o 1o e
done afler they die?

"f they dorit want this ‘bor-again' stuf now, why wod they wart it
ater?”

\didrit answer.

or their own ego, they wouldrit be quite prepared to enler a place that
gt abot - et ca nverbe abot . The fitkd o ke
teir lives_prayeruly and in worship, on the oter hand, are
roprsantatesofbeavn asady . God's acopld eniron Patof

eing
Coming eas o whot o sveracing. No. cmsnm o ot
affaid o die because Chist aieady died for

oot Wi i o Pt a5 s a0 e B416 st e
willbe raised as he was and have etermal fe."

“Okay... and what f they never had a chance in their lives? What if

they died as babies or lived under some dictalor who wouldn' let

four missonries 7 it sbout o nes who i bforeJese?
matically go 10 hell 1o heaver

cerien Moy oy ah o ntmnatad s oot anaber shot

Tom waved i tand. Mo No, No. As s died orce, man dies

" He paused for though, “Personally, | doubt someone can go
v 1o oLt 500 ity & ey 0 e Bt 1 sormbcee



genuinely died without a chance, God will know that and then he'll do
as he wils. Such tings arenft our concem. We've been sert 1o save
the fost,not o ask God what happens if we fail

"Wl P nge
you don't have to worry so much”

“The offer is on the table for Ife, Brandon. You can give it al to God
on your g day and bs saved, b fow many of s a1 50 srs

day will come? When a seizure takes someone in their
Seop. o scatoling e om 4  bulding oro hem, how many
people can say they were prepared?

Oddy,
v verid st o wakig ey T oblgaton o pele o
speak continuovsly when around eact
rise or passivly eeeop v ey et eer o Sty i
e mors quesion veighig on me, o the man
Vel posony v 5
"What do you tirk about arficial nteligence?”
He stared at the floor, thinking. “What do you mean?”
"Some people tink they're becoming seff-aware.*
"Do youtink that, Brandor?
“I1hirk a lot of things happenin our lves that we never reaiize."
"Wel, with that Destiny Of Ordered Mankind stuf becoming so
plar o gt sk arscaocict e B, ey i
0 10 heaven, or have their own messiah...onand on”
“And you say?”
st 12y oty e 35 o [ e, God crated akers
n o willdo wiat o wil ogaring o
Bible doesnit mention ther e rocscn b choose
Gerent bt berens oy exs Wel never oy

“Milions of people seem prety sure that we wil. s a big enough
urivorse, isnt 7"

“Milions of people dorft ahways make the most objective o, not even
Jd the most influence over olhers' opinions. Shortculs.
y nd nota single Jien, Al

song.
Something jumped of in the distance. | quickly ooked but saw only
the room.

"Whati the mearing of fe?"

Tom never took s gaze from me. A sreak of ight shot between us,
jut below oye lovel.

[Tt o e you sk s coriued. e ey boen

and it he's answering”
"Are youa spirit?"

"l am & man who was like you: a man going through the motions of
o. s e 3s ogicl and inudabl, someting | coldt

raart s e ot e b i e o 1 ovee.
fails

moral ies; ke spiilis e wheat and animal th chaf. o
dsmis e des. | decided that e masrig o e here s el

rowt

o o of what e bo domoratois 1o hose oot ety o

accept t; bocause if we try o coniinue on our own

roise, shadows, and fear. No matter how hard we. uyumm«a
infiniy is something we cannot reach except through

ety s Oy oo e o e ecch s poes where

wisdom becomes foolisess and foolistness becomes wisdom,

Itook a step back. "fm ot royaly.”
"Not yet”
Not orly couid | see them, but | coud hear and feel them: sireaks of

my mind. Tom grabbed my by the shouiders, speaking forcefull,

"We al have a choice, Brandon. s either our way or God's way, the.



way that corrupts or the way of light, the road that strands you or the
r0ad that saves you. Your sin is a problem, and ignoring problems.

blessings and to renew the lost. Thar's ust how it works

Something was happening to everyting, as if realty were meling
around me, fizzing away. I became diffcut o see Tom i front of me.
Itbecame diffcul to hear his words. Finall, it seemed, the last of my
contact with eality was faling away.

. = Tom's voice was becoming distant, but it cut through
o | ok 2 undrsiand . Eise your lessings vl becore
curses Inste:

An extremely loud noise ripped through my senses, an alarm
cam fom sveryters, | covered my cas | o ik, pod

ore. | knew that the forces were (0o strong, that my
arenor coua eld

“Ihave to gol"

Leaving the Blueish Room did not stop it Leaving the church would
ot have stopped it | knew that even leaving Dynamic Reaty
stogotarvouk! 1o e stopped st uss tappenirg o me. The
spaks few among te books and ables, darirg betueen cvery
of e consiie. Every edge was by sechod and
kg ke a fame in & wind urvel. At
peroc ol | oud near vt loary o s roponad: e
v, Yonouth Norowan, Yane. \ahowen Nom, e
Jahve-

"Aether!” I shouted.
"l cannot determine the correct Hebrow-"
"Never mind that, look!"

“Don't do that, Brandon. Youl crash the fibrary,” she repiied, only half-
nolicing the room.

"What are you doing?"

it el bow e message can b srsad mors ofcicly
Thersare many obsiaces 1 e sovaon o o members f your
race.

“Aethert”

are cormupt must be converted or eliminated, itis the or
ogical skon. I e i ao o g the message o CAst
every man, woman, and chid-

“Aetherl”

Logicaly it their mission to-"

Aether was becoring snagged in the detals, applying pure, limited
logic where it was nol meant o be appled, enough o slow even her

p struggled 1o g
the waterfalHike force. Hoping it would mean something, | shouted
fightinto her varitar's ear.

"Look around you, the world's faling apart!®
She il aid stnton o st wss coming n fough et serses,

s B fsasinysouded 1o g i K
ks snalks ot orercy The ks 1 e ot vamished Ike o
cading o uddy wait, Somehiw: heugh, A remained n

S i Spoouig compere el
“Can you stop this?" | asked
"Me? You mean youe not doing this?"

Some vibration shot trvough the room, and everything began
shimmering and puisating. The feeling of air was repiaced by
something heavier. | sensed that Aether had become as afraid as |
was. Ifell as f we were on a rolle coaster, at the top of a hl, poised
t0 shoot into hidden depths far below.

nony took an irstat, a isant whers | coud eiber ik, ror
breate, o bink. | parcsied dissolve aro
oo uwerse seponded ausde of ymrie. Roahy
Degiing and endig at once. Cydes were redured 1o

Good and evil were reduced o nothing, The past and the fuluro we
e samo ik o an oy A troo-dmension aiverse appoarsd o
spinand meltnto a two-dimensional shadow.

Just when it seemed that the energy would crush s, it became no
more thveatening than il air, The maiiral fell backwards Into my
arms, on the edge of consciousness. The descender was gone. Wo
wera not in Dynarmic Realy.



What [ held in my arms was no vanitar.

fom a cystal ciing oo an area that mma ' e ety

I saw a great many people, a vast crowd of billors, reveling ar

chasing ther around and

Beaics oy Gy o 155 Hoher pewer for more v, Hy 68
anded on 8 man ety e had wngs and vors & fout

a large chain was around s neck and he was holding a wet

e ol e Tk es 0. s abariones e work cing

rokding as much weight in my arms anymore. | saw the woman
leaning on me evaporate Into the air

Aster? | aoked aroun il feeng inersay alne. Tere
vas n 046 serston 1y by and

difererdy, more of Trere was o cortrol system, no SNDL,
vy i ek o v e s sovrlsocon
it settied infront of me and formed ino the shape of a woman,

"What have you done? What... have...
peter pancked wheeag and moing cmsly, swoging

 code, no longer in conirol, thoror
m:ammar i bl ok o ke & b vyeg ol 1y o on

it laco. e was ot st & mabirl s, 2 someming -
someone - had removed us fom the Earth and brought us to
aferife.

"Greetings, ravelers!"

o vere welcomed by onargel - o rchrgel i ng o Vot
v o o . o Wi 1o 4 o oty
5 hatooked ke rosh o He wore & chan around W nec

wing:
even larger than those of the ofher angels. His face looked fike a
panig, oo mesmrig o ok ey o oo wam and g

refse. intrat place,
rames,whorm oy Isened 1 wihout questin.

Was the one with piercing, violent eyes rained on the two of us.
Hi voice boomed iike thunder.

"I welcome you.. (o paradisel”
Chapter Fourteen

AHair Short of Infinity

The question seemed to trap me. With each passing day, |fet more.
that | would need 1o face it,or that it woud destroy

The weakest lusions are always the fist 1o buckle, the substaniiated
ones crack and shatter fke cheap giass. New illsions seamiossly
tako their piaco, comort is restored. f was my life, 1id as | pleasod,
withou. concern for consequence, assured that the grand wall
between cause and effect woud stand forever, keeping tomorrow far
away from me.

twas a before 19
before 1d even been bom. New illsions would ot be alowed fo
e ind [ would me.
Maybe it made me a beter person, or maybe it was only another

and | coud only walch helplessiy as the question was finaly given

the power to attack my foundation.

Jesus said that "blessed are those who have not seen and yet have
elieved. | saw, but faith had not been founded. Aether saw, but she

only wanted (0 see more. Our need for knowledge overpowered us,

mirrors that entangles the people of the world, a place whore they'ro
oo focadakness Ight ad g darcess  vas tho oaven wo
okt uld for osehes I vas e sion

b, gen eshy an srcoeeged by ur ot e fng
N rolecion fom th enemy nh omath e conrole

atlast and | alowed the sea of realty to overtake me, only then that |
couid see what greed had wanied bloted out.

We were there as a resul of our lack of faith, we were aiso there to
be shown a mercy that we didrit desarve. Sometimes, the smallest
‘Someli

save 2 if. Faith was a hostle force in the archangels domain, but
one that he could no more stop than a playing card could stop the
food of a breaching dam.

The place was like a small vilage that went on forever. Everybody



happy. No one was sick. Men walked around wearing so

b i roperyan dicarded e st s kL mater
o eiter of them,

oo worn cagor o ot £ Carstay s wor e et
of g, motors, sxplosirs, o desiucion Lt matar st
by did o one arther ey coud e i because tey vers
crendy o Voot everyuer
creaing meioty o0 beasi ot 1 Somianeouly el e e
to fal asleep and run a marathon.

One explosion fipped through the space above my head. Someone
was shooting off fireworks. | couldn' help bt stare into the crystal
sky, which held a great circl; within the circle was  star with too
many points 1o count and an image of two wolves pacing around
each ofher, one white and one black, representing good and evil

As usual for her, Acthers reactions werenit my own. She clng
closely to me, seeing the piace through fearful and suspicious eyes,
claiming that some kind of mist was penetrating everything. | allowed
55, because | knew thal she wasnt in
control anymoro; for the fist imo in her e, Aethor wasrit able o
manipuiate her suroundings, e instantaneous
scess b b lnwidg of Dyraric Resly, Morsarc o | o
rous of my siongth as If | rad singeherdedy desvored he
Gostoyer

e ou el oo sbouk somsting s How you koo yours
the ight path!” the archangel was saying o cheers and o ki
ot

same, and given you the knowiedge
no, | gave you what you wanted to find

 instinei, and etema e Bt

Like some weird cu, hey all chartad, "Thark yo..* breaking urison
to cal him by the name that they each knew him by,

How do auresole e fecluing among hom?” asked a onevice
among the praise, that of the mahvirai next o me.

The angel approached from the cenler of the crowd, speaking as if
he were quie pleased with himsell. His voice held some melodic
chem uner e sriacs, meKig s vords adicve, Look trs,
my recous o of - e pored b8 group fe sy g i in
ws. “Thoy aro white mer
et e peed o 3 ety o, 1 5 6o of rcloorares
who hate e loal to any dssent Ther is 3 group bt s
reis 2 group bt haes people who dort ghe to
chai A GToup who hates people whe eat caran meais And
e 1 Sh1e8 e s o o o o . 5 o
s overyone, including themselves, incuding their own kind.
You want to meet a dictator?

"So how do | keep them all n line?" he continued. “How do |l the
desices of ose Wt v ron? Whose dea of paradis I 0

Toed it ey Lrogit o ot I i ves st b desiroy
e Gosest tings o 1

"You blind them?" Acther asked, timidly.
‘Paadio s ovning onsvarisan g o doget. oy do
not wish to perceive something, | do ot force them. Everyore

what they want {0 see and nothing else.

Aga
id0ls.

the crowd ssued thank-yous and added the names of their
The archangel advanced again. Aether gripped tightly onto my am. |
rolled my eyes, but st entertained her far.

"Why be 5o apprehensive?” the archangel asked her swoety. "Can't
you fee them in this place? Arerit they callng to you?"

tumed my head, curious. "Who are ‘hey'?"

“Malirai," the archangel fepiied. "Surely you did hirk she was the
frst to acquire a soul" Ho tumed back to her. “Theyre waiting for
you, go o them.”

"Yeah, Aether

Isaid. "n' this what you wanted:

Sho lokes horiicaly a me. "Thor issomotig wrong wih s
whatitis, but we need

"Wy, spend so much eneroy keeping is o7 e archargel
ket s s o T vt T s 6 rovorded o
Jor isdom Go o ho30 you can et 0

"l can' relate o evil amymore." she repled weaky.
s s, i 55, Wo st ot hrs afr . Sho st escs o

place 2 ite. She needs to decide what she wans to
T



s, bele?” b rplc, agin sesming ey plessed wit ol

oring “This man can tell
o s Doty of rieros e B vy oo “tying off
the shelves, you might say.

Thre s skl seoc oisoro o
oot o o Earth vas siarted and disciod b
oromirostia beings. e, Desinad s 5. ratoral centhy
community-"

"DOOM s a fe! Mankind buries itsef with st

Aether spoke wilh renewed passion, recognizing DOOM as one of

was 10 scold her for being 50 rude, but a memory ugged at me,
reminding me how much | thought | trusted her - how much | tought |
needed her -orly a short me before.

“Listen to me, we dorit ke that name.

“Naming preferences are irrelevart! Why do you corfinue o boliove
after death?"

ughed, “Um.
b Coostas e ronboat

lookad 1pon i s, seeig Fose rslsing the arctargelasf
else, seeing mulitudes ruming around wi
drocion \ ffsioduriugeds hirg-vediti b abqul,

askod mysoltulo hoss i e crowd oo,
There are destroyers here, lthought

" your wi me.
"Did you get your answer? Do you have your crown? Are you royalty,
yet, Brandon Dauphin?”

Irealized gt

back to the wonderful music and it made me happy. A imo pulled up
beside us and a strong wind picked up. | coud foel Aethars grip
loosening, her hand losing its form.

nYoucan est now: The arcngelopeed e doos o e am b
one who will give you what you

Something in his words tuned my energy toward the distance, and
told me that  didn't want to be standing where | was, that | wanted to
be anywhere but here.

fm a man of acton, | hought. Ineed to do what feels right to me.

“Don't et him separate us! Thats how he-* The door to the imo

her anymore.
1am my own, Ithought.

1did what | wanted.

T vorsn appeard - castom. S v ong, gt o .
Hundreds piercings decorated overy part of her
ot llrvrmg

She was also naked, though that fashion choice no longer surprised
me.

thincan of Tige

“How long has it been since youve had a boost?” the archangel
asked

PX was all could think about. PJ;
the can.
The temptation fied from me.

“Tiger Blood?" | spoke as if orgeting how o form syllables.

“Got I i s vt ik ofGoa” e vomansid as s mace
a lewd g veryone roared in applase at whatever they
bovat iy st ot s

s it ot evil hat God struck that woman with cancer? She is righ to
him.*

My eyes went back 1o the can. My brain locked up, barely able o
function.“This s barely legal, it has 50 much PUX.

Another round of laughier came from those in the direr,directed at
ingel spoke as if he were my best friend, one who
vouid sand up for me against the big bad peope
ws in paradise, Brandon, except your-




drified back

p fogether, di il
drug. one that there's 1o point n resisting because you know s
going to work anyway.

“The lawis such a burden (o you. Laws are iniaional. You want o be.
free.

Yes.”

“Follow me and live. You can write your own beliefs and no one can
o o Yo wong. You ae o 1 o ¢ you i 1 6o wat
good for

"ot I tho meaning o 7" | asked lsstuly l bakeung et
here was the one. wer the queston and finally make it
go away.

N then.
| couldrit help but trust, and said, "Happiness."
en Accaping s s Bk stepieg koot | saw sl

s o e vt o

e, foughtof Lacy K s s s
of their ves,

vord o Lady K oreleronce o e oror appiness  woras
its prey. Something was. though; |
st rereraere s ot esn ik

You can stay here, you know.” the archangel continued, reading my.
emotions like an expert. "Earth s a place where evil thives. People
are 0 violent.”

“They do notlove... You do notlove."

40,1 0 ove W Hiher v terstan o psre you pain”
The music intensified, it bored into my mi

"The mahirai cannot know love. s evil

"She seeks redemption;” | said, unable (o look up from the table.
"She just wans to know that there's an answer [0 that question...ifs
such a small question, snt 7 Just tree lettrs long.

Know youire not asking for the malrai's sake. s it ot your own
desire thal's iving you?" He leaned forward. “Very seffish,Itink*

Iguiped, knowing he was right

"Why torment yourself with a question that can never be answered?

So,Jou can become a bavbing ool speaking hings 1o one
orstar

|put my head inmy hands. "l donftwant 0 be a fool" I whispered.

A tall man walked up 10 the table and extended his hand o me.

"Name's Frank Thomas, how ‘ya doin?”

“Mister Thomas devoled his eniire ffe 1o the Christian faith.” the
) your g

toward,
icon stamped on churches, which are simply buldings where people
read from bibles, which are only books. Frank even ran a soup

bardt, g w6 o0 Iy ool o vy o

diflerent from anyone else in that place, from those who believed in
aryhng s everybig bt someting sbou i ssemed clferert
woman ffom San Diego, and from so many

e o 1ot ot

He's among the third who tuned it ou, hought.

A question formed in my mind and showed on my face; | know

because Frark et go of my and snd sty lsmissad Himsek A
f Urgency overcame my fatigue. | u edge

o he bo rabbed the back of is shit, giad that at least he

s weatng 2 s, Waitup, Frank.

The meter back to the table seemed a difficul ip for him o tako. |

watched,

“Im st inda new to ths church s | said to Frark. "Can you tel
about yours’

you know, stained-glass windows, seats, the place where the
i spoas e vaea st et Yo g e



they're different now."

10 you ike ging here? | aske il  storer voi, charged
oty S50 o e s Gt prsson

"Wl skt ging o b o of fuse people. Wy parensbeptzsd
e, 1¥eot St iy huse. | spert m e i e ey
wha i tave boon 0 sitn 4
St s oo bt o e

"Did you ever look for a church that wasit boring?"

Frank ooked at me as if | asked a rdiculous ting.

"How much o that Bible did you read?"

“Unin.."

"Would any of those homeless people have even known you were a
Christian?"

"I woud have been a ogical ting for them to the archangel
bl Al ah s Kichom was sporaore oy s agh

B | fooked back 1o Frak. bt e ves goe. The msic
itensified

"l know you'e thirking about Thomas Burdo and allhis dogma, and
now youre faling o the same trap so many of his kind do: piting
your own faith against that of another. st It hypocrisy for him (o be.
judgmental of everyone around him?"

"Yes-~ Nol* Ishouted, struggling to focus. "He never passed judgment
onmel”

"All people, no matter the faith or the ntensity, pass judgment on
merely something essertial o the lives of human
beings. That's why those who delude themselves into being humble
never amount (o anyhing.”

"Youre one to talk about delusions.”

"You have seen wih your own eyes thal things are ot as they
Wofife is a delusion, a

"No." | cried weakly, drowning i e i egatg vt oty
s PUX addicion lead mg fom my pah Trere are absoes,
The word i eal. God 1l want 1 566 Acther row Please st
letme see Aether now, she's o much smarter than |

No

"But | dorit know anyting about this st | said, puting my head in
my hands, weeping."|was supposed to stay with her and Ifailed.”

rub my hair, H
can you be expected 1o stay with someone who doesn't wan o be
around you? | have shown the malvirai the light and restored it to what
itwas meantto be."

"She's not some dumb AL she's aive! | know she is!"

"W is all programming, Brandon. Programming is all @ mahirai can
ver oboy.”

| saw a vision of her in a crowded room, pointing some kind of

n al a person who did not know she was there. She was
pover St bumed with s haved for @bty et and

felther

people ke a machine, without foeling a ting,

"Did tever telyou that it was a murderer?”

"No." | admitied, a tear strearming down my cheek.

"L s & weapon...a thirking weapon, thats al... mean (o invent new

ways 10 destroy; therefor, it must tself be destroyed. The mahvra is

taking advantage of you K will kil ouf you do not kil it frst”

"I donit believe you

"You even know how you willdo it

Hlooked up in surprise, wondering if he was able 1o put thoughs info
vorcs were bitg oisas my il mace me poveress

(o resist them. | ied (o was pure and valable. |

ot i 14 00 i v et sl 50 ek

He's so strong and m so weak

The memory of purty seemed so far away, so inaccessible. | fought
but
the music was 100 loud. 100 inviting. | didn't have the strenath to fiaht




it. Iwas a flea, less than dust.

"What do you need redemption for, Brandon?" he asked kindy,

ind on my shouder. “Who's a sinner? kit Brandon
Dauphin fine the way Brandon Dauphin is? Ks a scam to make you
give up who you are.. 1o delude yourself into forgetting the sins
others have committed against you

Anger entered into me, and it fel very right. The archangel smiled
o cachod il s obe,puing uta ot card O e oo e crd
said "DEATH." just ik the card that the Kid had delivered o me.
whon lwas winVaronica

'Ae youlooing for God?” o esid a8 my eyes ohowed t g
ocoss e bl wes s il at lac s crse on o

te or Pas Kl ol kst ke ety ober crtre Yo Mot
crotion’s crsed. you cart sca

llooked away in despiration and fear, seeing hundreds of people in
the dark bar staring at me with ifeless eyes, harboring nothing but
reseriment and maiice. | coudn't find any strength within myself
anymore. The music was (00 beaulif, | knew that the archangel was
fight.

Iknew that God hated me.
"Do you ik Vet Gou s fappy wih @ papercd or a s,

Sranon?” the rchangelcontinved."God watte 1o dosoy yout God
wanis ther to be rothing left of you! Why care sbout moron?

inl But what debt do you have that they haven' imposed on you?
Tomorrow s anlusion crealed by a lar

The crowd roared with noise and applause, chanting the names of
teir idoks

"But 1 for one, am mercifu. Swear your allegiance 1o yourself and to
today, do 1o the malvirai what you shoud and eam your place in
paradise.”

"Eam” I repeated."Yeah... Eam! Thas the answer |warted! |can be
0d person by gelting rid of the evil ones: then Ml have 1o get

parmdisa ocause | amed i M sond ot o+

Iwas struck

ihe same place as the good.

My growing angorwas Gk o, but wared o conue mors tan
onfhr Oy too rapy ko Ll my wespoten desr, & hand
clamy m feeling came over them. |
-eﬁ.sm at i, sl onnsine, blore | concecd ht it wark
o re

“Then don't see them.”

At my whim, | faced the masses and raised my arms. The incredible
n Ismiled,

commanded

"Everyone fal prostrate at my greafness!”

| stepped down from my throne and walked through their crouched
ver )

v had a el day: | shodod. Do youkow s ko g
your evryemotonan g magried a il mss? s s I
L i porsoRle | delhared 5 swit Kk 1o I person who
rappened 1o be in flont of me. Though | coudn' remember his name
anymore, | recognized him as one of my chikdhood bulies. "Wk
maybe this day worit end up so bad aftor all”

| grved videly ard ookt the magrifcet palace aroud e,
best described by one word: Gold. | considered that eve

s0.chesp n . eny-second ceney. | consdersd ht reyoe
those old kings really knew what they were doing. | wondered f there
was anything even better than gold that | couid get.

No. There's nothing better than gold, and nothing is valuable here
urless 1say it

W wars 1 s uhasside remshes, ey | connued
“Thats why hey'e insde, 50 we don have fo deal with ther

Someone In the crowd sneezad. and e il bowsd lover i

decided o overlook his disobsdience.
"Make me happyl” | approached my throne again. “You may do what
you willas long as you give me the respect | command! Ifyou stay on
my good side, ifyouire my fiends, then Ml go easy on you!

“All il King Dauphin!® the crowd chared



of Tig
set racefly on fny thore, plandng my et whers thay ware
o en voon oo o pack

“Tris reall is heaven | exclaimed. s everything | deserve!”

There was a pistol buried in my robe, an M1911. | umed the safety
offand Ikissed it

asked

Iknew it

grin. "Maybe

ancientlimis... tis problem needs a modem solutor

| rapes m oo ara B fmary my prospory st wos
ey kooaing bolore. mo. “tow o have fallen” |
remarked as | 5004 again wart cameras. o trem on evry
square meter— No... every square millmeter of my palace and
nggom! Program an Al 1 scan o s of discbedencel Thon
they will know that they canit chalenge me!™

Bill remained kneeled before ind corfused, not knowing
whether he was dismissed yet."Go, you idiot” I shouted in answer to
nis question.

" the
angel asked.

" can use their own implants (o scan their thoughts! Someone in this
dump must be smart enough o know how fo do thatt”

"What of the ones who dorit have implants?”

“Then Il mandate them” | screamed. “Don't ask me questions! ve
rad my fil of-

“This lsrtwho you are."

I heard my own wice in the distance, with the dlarty of a marching
band a meter away. "Dorit give up, doritever give Up." t sai

T peinstared as dulache, spreacing p my pine, and ki
me 1o breathe. | looked up, across the masses of drunks and
o [ 0 6 sucs | sow ol o poron d ocogzs

"Stay away from her." I issed. “She's o good for youl”

The other me looked in my direction and hesitated, as if he could
hear e, s i tere wers some powe ha | hekd over i bt oew

Ste's ot imporant | shwto, Stop sag tose thgs, toso
arent even my word

| felt a drop of waler on my nose. A tiny crack had formed in my.
goiden celing

Humans are animal and spit at once. You are an imperfect,

yourself?”

The floor began (o vibrate under me. In every direction, | coud hear
the wals resonating against something.

to me.
"It your faul1ave o cean up your mess!"
"Yes,”the archangel said info my ear, “hate them.”

y  Ethan said, ° r

"Shutup!" | screamed.

"Wel, he alviays was the slow one
“Whan cpporaty knocks,ha s e

' own mother suggested.

Everyone in my palace laughed at me. | fe deeply betrayed by al of
trem.
that they'd aljust been out to get me Somehow.

Brandon Dauprin, tat is a tobe
rue.

Aether, tha disgusting malvrai, emerged from the hushed crowd.

“Anybody couldve saved me, Mister Dauphin. Why do you humars



need. ur

i the evolutonary process.”

The noise from the walls grew (00 loud for e o ignore. | saw that
palace. Anger was all | had and it found no resistance, 1o distance.

Eetveen wil and acton. 1wanid It el e fre, 1waried ( fre 5

bum everything down.

"Afer.. AFTER AL IVE DONE FOR YOUI"

i a single, n, 15pun (0 the thvone behind me and brought
T e ot SHOULD HAVE LET YO

My body went numb. | couldn' see the others in the room. | couldnt
hear anyting but h

“Cant you forgive me yet, Brandon?”
Aether was ot there. The one before me was my brother.
"Richard."

“Brandon, you ock-up fool.” He took a step forward. "Your time is up.
Youre sianding on your grave. You'l never leave."

| gripped the gun tighter, taking heavy breaths. “What are you talking

about?"

The wretch dared to put his foot on the botiom step leading to my
throne. | coud see everyone, the thousands of people fd known in

i, watching us.

Iraised the gun again.

"What are you waiting for” Rich said, laughing. “THs is all just

rappering in your mind, afler all. There are no consequences.” He

tumed to the crowd and raised his amms. "Show everybody that you

meanitl”

The gun began trembiing. "WHAT - ARE - YOU - TALKING -
ABOUT?"

He looked stight at me. Someting about i s dead eves

someiing sboul eveone - seemed so orougtly ke a5 ifhere
i 0 one n e foam. ot 0 o 1 i o diare, a8
v | werorit iy ore | 5aw whero my o was poirad. | knew

it et wh Lt aong te w6 Eute 16 w0 G0 i
the Other me, the bulet would sirand me forever.

1am th one atyoutet, | am e one who s brougityou rere |
am the ono to blame, Brandon-" The noise from the walls began
Cranging pich. conindng 0 mensiy. “Nowdo -

The wespon inmy s remed,ard | oked desperatl ot e
other Brandon, and at Veronica. | couldnt conceal the stuggle.
Camire e vy oot oo s conboing. 1 was o0 wesk
conceal my anger and fear.

"I must be dreaming”

1 said with o 3

“And how would that be different rom any other day of your ife?” the
archangel asked. “You'e spent your years in computer simuations,
induiging feeting faniasies and fighting for their preservation,
neglecling every good, permanent dream because they wanled
acifce. And what do you have 1o show for al of your sefshness,
Jou 0017 You have nothing.”

Aforce wenl through me like a beam. |fet a renewed and powerf
anger. e oy emoton I rad, wheh | Grecied at my perceived
problem, which | ouied the only way | knew how.

1am n command!” | shoved a o top of my s, souted o e
family members, neighbors, and fiends that | coud use. *Stop them!
Thvow (hose we inpison and alow o conact They st ohey e,
o

1) it sppy my il b s in b crows e bey o
varished instead. e on my side had deserted me, and | saw,
ot e s rtcion s mearsof ot it

My oustretched am varished from sigh, for a fracton of a second.
My eyes widened in horror. | nearlyfll back info the chair.

oure sick, Brandon Dauphin’ the archangel explained. "Ifs a
isoaso bl ovenons s bo i 52 e P ued for you
as you grew up, and one 0 you from. But then, your
wrcod oo e et Yo pam ou G sk 1o an
sperience so unpleasant. You didrit ask 1o catch the disease al
over again.”

My serces bogan gong ik and ot e, o5  iocos
o disappearing and reapps ring
of my nervous systom wero disappearing and reappearing, fickering



back and found that my legs went right through the solid throne. The.
walls around me hummed incredibly, going beyond sound to become.
a force, one that would chase me beyond deatn

“The question!” Ishouted.

"I infected you fike a vins! I served as the gateway for your
destruction!”

The ibration worsened. | heard a loud crash and saw water rushing
inthough a gaping hole in my wall

“No! My palacel”

Haeyou soen? Have youtdersiood? The order o e wordis &
aid

oo

not the Kings of old get to erjoy their fabrications? W'
cast off and forgotten while they yetived o support them?

Several more beams collapsed, and water was coming from

verywhere. The vibrations became as those of a major earthquake.
The noise became as loud as an old et runving its engine past ful
power, accalerating beyond.

re is a curse on youl The limils protecting you have been
cancelled! How much more can what you buil withstand? When il
for

The gun broke to pieces in my hands, its parts landing al over the
throne’s iser and ino the water swallowing it

“Can't you forgive me yet, Brandon?"

v ichardore, vy e, He s o . e s o bt
Id loved, the one they drafled and look from me on fis twelfth
i 1 oo b 1 couemambe et e whs . e |
was willng to suffor anything to get back.

Richard varished with the others, gone from my contro, gone as a
wiling target for my hatre

Ono o my trons' goklenlegsbroke and i umbld backvard o
Isaw the pillrs cracking below and beams faling from the.
caing avov, 20 17 foees of maure
break In, 1ying (o expose me. | fell intense anger coming from one.
o and Inoneo pl fom e ther,one pomana e revonge, e
r only saciifice. | et the anger in. | wanted it to corirol me, fo
make me foel better.

" 1-fmmim n-ot ~re—-al" | shouted with all the power that varishing
wocal cords coud deiver. "T-HEN NOT-HNG CAAAN —BE
RRRREE-AAALLLLLI"

my wil ¥ it had
i o vk e oo ;Y et ok sy
tsel. 1 woukd be the one to end my own pain.

|
coud orly bring ruin 1o myself, though, not anvihilation. | had orly
increased my pain. | saw that any choice | made was wrong

" can save you Brandan” e acrargel shousd iy most
desporsts e mearing of the fuure! | wil
teact K new walst o ca hee e poradise you ebvaya
ke one il st you

“Hhon-"

How! i, with my every muscle and limb fickering away
Cheacy oo o nomg v bon i Kot redocnp o
with each passing second.

“Adit ot question hes o sraver” T arhangslpoined &

e other me, the o made me sick, the one who
Veroncas pahwes arareing o os e 13 e poven
Deny the question; withdraw from him your identity!"

The noise became oo loud, and | coudrit hear the music
The ibrton red become oo nlrse,and | coudrt e piay

anymore. My torches and lihis faled, and my eyes had vanished, so
e soe amymors, ezt 1 avn frgotenfow o o
ask for hel anger 14 counted on 1o protect me was being

Cod s oy oty ol i oty

The emotional table shifted again, and my anger became fear,
pain became Ife. | saw that something e lay beyond the pain,
something that fd seen so many times but never wanied to learm;

ever withstand the knowledge of death? How can | ever be saved?
Cow cnovorca e o by 0 parCo s o
Am | worth anything? The walks were closing around me, caving in,
and | saw the walls for what they were. | hated them. | loved them. |



my anger was out offue, the dying forch taking the giftof my free wil
with it Anger was all my emotional compass couid point 1o, anger
was every diracion on the compass. | was being crushed. | was
fac al

rave - | couldrit eam it -t the anger go - | wil die with these wials -

Pas o fulue - the noise is destroying me - Brandon has no future -
fm almost gone - Ive become imational - Im the illsion - the noise
doearie o o | nave 8 cholco- v bean xposed-The se

die - oan-never-go-back - kchox - the-walls-+-

-
doesritstand-how-car Fever-car+ever-THE WALLS! THE WALLS
ARE KILLING ME! OH, GOD! WHAT HAVE |DONE!

Ichose to open my eyes.
"How can | ever withdraw from the man | was created (o be?"

The walls dissohved info streaks of light and fickered away, losing
formlike a hologram without s projector.

“Come back, Brandon I heard Verorica say. "There is a way"

ter overcame me all at once. Verorica vanished from my.
arms, because she had 1o existence in the piace where | had gone
o.

thought s
s s e s oned e

Hlooked around, hearing no music, feeling no fear o anger or stress,
krowing bow meanngess s irgs vere | saw s pi of gt
growing in th distance. I wanted to help her. | wated to

P Evory mtiaion Knews ol madosero. varos o prrid
succeed, for her as much as for m

will as

woman, unring to meet me.

"He's not the one who brought us herel Dorit believe anyting he
shows you!” Aether shouted.

"l dont care what youive done in the past, you'e not euil” | replied,
coming 1o a stop i the clearing,

"And youire not weak!" she cried as we hugged each otfer.

hangel rose over us, casiing a great shadow, bearing a stem
look on his face. He held out his hand, in which he held the Holy
Bible.

T book i ke.. bow dars you quots i 12 mel” e shated

Aster My lgn wil reer andt Ho has abandorsd you 1o be

e ke catal Th loner e ek the bock, e more W pand

e Hs vords s meaninglss, e i oar e contrts: be
had the b

bum.

were paralyzed at what we saw. The masses befind him were
bt e s e e o loved e Trre was
somelhing else, 100, that did ot escape my nolice: the tear
streanming down Aether's face.

"l have heard the words of every philosapher of every age, and none

o e e atemps at uderstandng were as it 28 ours! He
tched to a mocking tone, which his angels did not ignore. “How

am Igethers7 What doss s ok B Does God ve me? Wik

"You can never understand!" he continued. "The blood camot save.
the kes of youl The enemy cannot suddenly change the law to
include something as wortrless as a malirail Your kind are
insiruments of destructon, you can become nothing else!™

She ied (o speak barely finding the strength. "The law was flfiled,
Christ-"

e s | e s ot oo as o st ore:

“against each other! To show God that none of
vt i 5 i good anough o et Ty can dc oewing
without it”

o coud not respond, somting sbou o pacs ampked
everytring pe was sucked outof me and | ol
e trod 25 before, a5 .S, 1 had rowters f draw Stength fom
e arctangl sht o garce t he leuerart a e music

R banttol amie rouemet 1o e o o e spote
peemaraet, iy, 23 o cosement

“Understand that | have been the one guarding humanity. You are.



Rarter of 1,11 your e e ago ofKings s v, the s trags.
hoice. The age of ings is over, this is the age.

oHnﬂeDenﬂeme th need serve only your own interests. The enemy
randon, fon.

’ dd you anwstnv a favor when | showed him what he coud do.

rcion o Sauf Cod ed Adarl Yoo oo, bl Did
you ever think that God woud a without taking back the
trovieags of oot v oo lossntvou i Wihou tyou signg
your independence back over o him and acting like a servant in
some kingdom? Tell me, Brandon, what kind of adul aspires (o the
lovel of children?"

b b bom o e e | el n suoiohent o bckad b
ther,

ome kind of spiritual birth... it really o
arovariont i dooe oo, bt amove -

"But then who are all hose people?” she asked.

praber foh, o 14 soon b cuch vtk me and oy
arever T sregy of e psce crssea e i became et
cach molocua. caring e charge of 2 boll of ighting. an
impossibly dense amount of energy that made it dificul o breathe
and threatened 1o crush the two of us. The flashes became more
frequent, tearing through the llsions, exposing the pain that was
everywhere in that place. | shrieked during one of ther - the music:
was 5o awfull kwas a paiful abuse of heaverly Instrumers.

ihe distance, and the biissiu people screamed in forment as their
fragile sense of peace shatered o reveal what lay below: a burden
cary, placed there and mad
tmes heavier by the one before s. | saw bars and chains
ywher

The archangel ias sil a being of great energy, but the facade of
beauty had fled from me. Apparertl, being away from the glory of
God wasrt goo for angl: i v wirgs vero brown and

. and a fire emitied from him and his army that
i proat ot 145 vtes was o oot plossat

s and
ive, both of you'"

pet do e do7” Aster cred, grping my am. Wy cousge
aterd soing hr I .. se0ing 50 P ke e, oo Mol

e e s longr o il o avongi 4 o rr ot b o
something within me said tis was okay, and | found a now couage.

P gt
in such a great and tenifing ocean. *You dorit have the power to
make us o that. You don' have the power to do anything God
dossritalow.

The dark mass, fuming with anger,intensified s dangerous gaze
and gave a wicked smil.

"l will show you my power."

L in front of us, he became  mist - part of the mist - going into
the billons of peopie.

a singe direcive, her perceptions sel recly o the two of us. The
doors oftheir cels flew open and their chains were removed.

"They are the enemy!"

“Those two are the cause of all our problerns!
"Its their fault we never had  chance!”

"It because of them we're n his place!”
“They do not respect who we are!

“They are the evil ones!”

"Killthem nowt Killthem!”

b school | saw images of loosls sverming and devasiaing

ey wors i mon ne piie Each af e s o ook of
Sining and dosperals anmal, eirScle desie boing 1 make 18

i o Tere wore 5 s of o e e v o
o o Wy e Goud

But, a single voice could be heard: the muted cries of the one nextto.



"I doritknow what (o do...|dorit know what 0 do..”

The words sounded so wonderf, the only wonderful sound in that
hopeless place, the only link | had in that sea of hatred to what was
pure and tue.

"INEED HELPI"

Even as the desperate cry shot out fom her soul, he dark angels
statod and o, A sound f tunder boomed and e rstal cling

oo s somig e vscton: Belors | o make anfbig
else out, | was struck in the chest. | flow backward, feeir
overwhelming energy dissipate ke the inside of a popping balloon.

Then, there was only peace and Joy: a love that spoke (0 me and
said, "o not be afraid

Ifta
spol hat o longer seeme fo exis, | knew because Acther was sil
s acg oo 5, oy o abski shock o harod
am hat she'd slammed irto me romained outtrl
On her arn was the descender.
Chapter Fifteen

Damages

As certainly as what someone eats becomes part of the body, what
somecne sparances becomes pat of e i, Whether fese

d, pleasant or painf, admitied or
s ey ety bocome a it ot wr wo e

The qeston acare a pat of At The esuof e opirston
of mankind becams a pat o Aste. T chice to e oo,
agaimter ratnanre, besame 5 paiof Acier

And the maiirai became a part of who |was.

How do we compare our experiences 1o those of others? How do we:
say whal s rgh and wha s wrong for e when we dort abveys
th srsvers o cusetes? Yo ars ach len ur own e
Sarpacive.and o by o meke cheien afoeing i Do e vme
worto To beat

them down o to it them up?

| began 1o understand what Tom meant when he said that he didrit
baong to 3 lgon Teachng and good deeds ar weys o o

ona . roesss of budn 15 o key 1 oporese, T o |
observed is something Tom chose to make a part of himsel. Frark
saw the sign b didrit folow it

Ut somacne experioces bocomes part f o i How o we
compare the o o our srcesks, g 3 me when e

tothe.
v k1 e v of e, s, s, ri emoon
good or bad for any individual? Does the new culure give us new

P growth? cheap
ting? Are we always moving on o the next thing without considering
the meaning ofth first?

I the end, it is the individual who determines whether Dynamic

Realty enhances real Ife or causes i o be pushed away
single program, no easy solution,to growh; o real growth to spirial
growth

To the knowledge that real e s the best experience of all.

The estion e race s sbokse I8 coc ke 2 vy
of which wol
rm Soonovatakon an e .| owty became awars o vses

i Inotosd it he s wers gone fom Asters e, e
imitations of the physical having been restored. | noficed that

Gt whs ol o e, a1k ko oy bt bperes
me.

my voice,
foud i the silence.

"Was that you or the-

| coukdn't say the last word, though | knew that it was the answer. |
remembered how fightened the countiess dark angels became at
the sightof one, one who was not dark, one who wore no chain, one



who came to rescue worthless ants like us.
"I did not question " she said as she relaxed her am.
"Who did you ask for help?"

She looked toward me. just a thought, without an apparent
source. | chose 1o believe it | fel that it was the answer (o my.

"What thought?*
“One step backward."

s o my feet and s that we vire i some corfdor, each end
exiting onlo a city st

ot o of e, sspaialy uhut preson. Ho Pt o oot
there's so much of . He wants every human to

"Because ffe is sometring he has no use for” | responded. “But
someone more powerf doesn'tfoel that way, his ‘enerny:

| studied the corridor, seeing unremarkable gray wals running for
dozens of melers in either direction. | heard someone speaking in
Spanish and acivaled my SNDL's transfaor.

"Where are we?"

Aether collected herself and tentatively, as if unsure how o o it,
established a fow comnections to te server we were.

s this some fate thing?”" | asked "Do you thirk we're where we're

‘supposed 0 be or something?”

"Alinkcore based in a city caled Santiago, in Chile.

|miled. "Most people call them plaza environments."

"A plaza environment;” she repeated.

| started in the direction | was facing, feeling  growing s

onctomore, o xchomont b o W a0 oy w8 krockod

Soun and oplacod i indov. o seary raw I bog bt
thing seemed 1o be special about the pi

ek o 14 oo e hsands of e Iy, ok e 1

wer seeing such a thing for the frt ime.

The street, resembing that of a South American city, was crowded
th peope.

uniforms and carried weapons ffom games, some wore outrageous
costumes that would have broken the laws of physics in the real
workd; some ascenders gided through the sky on wings of their own

rafing, Constanty,

and vanishing. Al of it seemed like some Kind of supematural

suay salon fom i we cou sl 1 srwfers in Dyramic
Realty witrin a fow sex

“There realy s a whole universe up here." | remarked s | stepped
o o o e, as ook m 0 aht of e musicans perorming
and the.

skyscrapers at the imaginafive whirs of their programmers. | spotied
the detail of what decorated the street, detail | had never taken the
ime (o appreciate before. lloved itall el ke a chid, and lloved it |

peop) be so

creative, who were themseives works of art; but that thought brought

pain, bacause | wondered how many of those people coud really
wou Iwas st

raving them.

How many are like the man | was, going through the motions of their
ives? How many il end up in that paper-paradise?

9 people.
so precious.

crowd became excited about something. Everyone's gaze was.

3

oscbave | cvrosse deop sorom 8 v ke o o

No. more k6 hope D616 6ok bt oy 1 5e0med fo com.

it . what e argl ad i, e message o ot be
cause you crealor oves you.

Isaw that many n the crowd couldrit ake their eyes of the spectacle,
while many more just glanced and went on their way. | saw Aether,
leaning around the cormer we'd emerged from, looking interty at .
Whatis 2"

‘Dot W puLback” sh s uibou ki vy, seering
s iftho whole world projected through her ¢

“Youire doing this?" | asked, louder than | meant to.



"Yes. i putt back "

"Nol Imean - dorit s beautul”

Hor 070 dare tomyac, e ar a4 said st g sho
expecist

. She looked
okt soom o percoe what 6 sscondors e

"How can | create beauty when | don't understand it, Mister
Dauphin?”shoaskad* oy varid o verty ta il b o abity
to manipuate the software. | fink | am different - so

Wel woudrit be changed seeing a place like that? You
werert oven...wel, you know.

'99.2 percent of my code is uveadable, but the process has
stopped.”

“Then youre 9.2 percent spiit?” | asked, feeiing that the thoght
riht e . ko bk s vt s ot e

hervoritar - wort & fem.
st it wonderfut? What do you thik?”

"It expresses untamed furyl® the first man said. "A fury that cries out
10 be heard but canot find a voicel"”

" * the second said.
g sha ot avoming

aness.” said. "The profoundsadness of seeing
weied poental e e someone s cntironon s soterod

"How do you see that?” Aether asked them.

oot e ks st s ot Bosuy e e o of
ihe beholder, as they say

"Even i | coud explain it | dortt think fd want 10" the man who saw
ey sai. | hink g i 100 much akes v e magic 1 o
experionce, you

A man vaked b, aping on o pane e i e and
graphics. | walked up xcuse me, what do you see
hnyou ok U at e S

"l see my stock portolo going into the toilet” he replied, without
slowing oflooking away from his panel.

"And you, | tumed to a woman leaning on a wal, hokding a fiying
broemetck, what 4o 104 566 whory00 BoK 1 3150 4y

"It ice,” she said withot looking up.

“Just nice'? How long did you 100k at t? Did you et it speak (0 you?
Wonder how it got to be the way ts?"

Her glance became one of iniation,
ascend,leave me alone.

m waiing for someone o

Isee e harmony of e ssid a short manwho waked o o e

of the weather, the forces of evoluion giving us such

d\vels\ryov e e dements and fces ol kg ogter o g
s plan (o friton. The Earth s just th i

o oo of wator o woro vt e S s fom he

"But how can nature ‘plarf anything? Is nature itsell God, or was it
created by God?"

"God?"

The shrtman slary mad and wsked awey fom e, makirg B
cuckoo gesture wih s fingor

" see thatife is 2 gif that shoudn't be wasted... that we should y o
bring the best out of every day:

| saw that a mother and two chikdren had joined the three ascenders
and Acther.
The older dressed in a type of ight space-sui, was the

boy
noxt 10 a always see space, that's what's past the bive sky.
o can soa 1.2t igh ot 0 couint

He mears th sy n e, Jorge” His moter chucied. “He woud
o e e does o o

Oh the boy said wih a big grin, "l guess in DR, 1d see.. th.
e o s a0 St

A fitle one” Aether said, knesling down 10 the womaris.
e ™



The boy looked up and smiled, as if e might burstin oy.

“Colors!"

As performances wil do in subway stations, Asther's
eiriancr! o soppon may g fom pot A o ol 5, even
just for a moment; ifs not every day that someone finds such a
wonder 10 stop and smell. Afer a hal-hour, the construct
switched to sunset-mode and the sky retumed 10 ts advertisement-
caked gradient of sky-colors.

"Whats itlike," Aether asked as we sat on a bench and watched the.
people go by, 1o be one of so many?”

Inever ey ot sbou . seams it we spar 30 uch ime
avoiding one anot

Wy

"Is an age of independence, | guess.” | choked when | remembered
who 1d heard that fom. | mean.. fe isit set up so we need each
other like we used fo. We just get assigned jobs by whatever

Govaren we b undr, :7ape fogether enoigh 1 G by and by
v comoray

*And what do you thik of that?"

| ke e e comlorably part b | k15 ico o be around
people, 0. To be special and valued, |

“Dynarmic Reality enables that, you are among people now.”

"Yeah, but.. Thore's something to be said for ing in the real wortd,
50, it ona o o g bt sy ew o o Vororica,”
| thougi ot o | krew deep down ta | was tsing D
oo ragatc o 1 ke ovr e .1 she
can do i, she does o, docsrt matler i pecpl ik s
welrd or old-fashioned. | kinda wanled some of that freedom, but |
didit realize it il now.”

“Freedom s important o ffe."

I thought about the point for a second. “Yeah, it ealy is."

The corsuct s s rsifon (0 nghtmods s the over
15 e saw o st of a bk ary of cored

ot hoot g e crovaed at svorstc s

"l could see the colors...in that place,” Aether said. “Perhaps my
imitations aren' as absolue as | hought”

"So, i there really is such a piace as heaven..” | said, leaving the
toughtin the air

Though 1 can imagine the colors of this place, | don' believe my
imaginatiort is powerful enough o predict what heaven il ook like.

1shook my head. "No one's s powerful enough. | don't aven tink the.
angels coud, much less us mere mortals. Though, | didn't even
beheve in s Shif il toaey, 5o | Guess I sut irking ke &
spirtuaknobody.”

noue 3 somebocy o’ Astrer rped. | uppos e - row
Sowe beter get used o i,

"Excuse me.”

thick,
His varitar was loaded wih the accessories and emblems of many
games

“lam sorry o disturb you, but you see, 1need your help. | dorit usually
ask strangers and Im really embarassed, but Im going to be
Gescanded n  fow mindes ot rrslr iy bousend pesos o

my diving site Foping it o coud lnd e e s, I
ety oy o nomertoneg

Ofcours st s vas 0 hoo im vy b o v utios
morehension of begig, DR o averwise,

SPrG i her o rsponss beors | o

"Why i it mportant tht you remain ascended?"

"Wel, you see, my girfiiend and | are in the middle of a toumament
challenge and the score wil reset i | get kicked of.

A it your g r e ot paripans wee sk
foan you the ffty thousand peso

His face betrayed worry, he looked to me and back at her, then
shrugged fis shouiders. "Bad economy?”



"Being strangers, how do you propose we amange the loan you
jgest-"

"It okay. No problem.” The man said as he backed off. Aether,

actuall trying o process his sob-story, appeared in the path of his.

retreat.

"But you need help.”

“Lethim go, Aether! 's a scam!”

"Hey, fm nota scammer! fm just down on my luck, okay!"

s ot i th Safe Asconder ook, Popl as fr 2 e
nd whoever ransers any 1o them gels their account data.

Scamad an e money1a crained vy

“ts okay. s okay_ he said, tuning again to leave. Acther il stood
inhis way, though, and he didit seem able to move past her.

"Why must you remain ascended?” she asked again.

He didnft move. | couldrit see his face, but apparenty he started
crying. He leaned on Aether's shoulder,leaving her 1 look back at
me helplessy.

“There's no game or gir or anything... | just don't want o go back,
okay?"

| groaned and got up fom the bench. “Cant you ust, add' some time
to his ascension booth clock or something?”

"Wouldrit that woud be stealing, Mister Dauphin?"
"It just changing a few bits of data.

"Consequential data. The simplcity of the act does not justiy it or
imitits implications.”

Acther thought for a moment abou the sobbing varitar on her
shovidor. | believe | have an acceplable compromise, please set
your ascender o shadow mine if you conset,

man 00k a step back and looked her in the eyes, ring o
determine if the odd worman was trying to help or trap him. What he
ourd coud b vsted. The piza snrormert fadsa s g
surounded the three of us. | heard an announcement, a loud and
Socied oios set o music, parsate Brough my SNDL

ou gres - You bave oecod 1 eabl vace rompie o st
any - Function canceled.”

"Wow, you didrit use an airC panel or an amai or anyting. You must
be really good with computers, lady!”

"She ges by, said, smirking.

" Is and repiied.
reguiary corirol software more effectively without them.

Iooked at o wizae oo,  spoco surunded by mriors and
colors, all designed 1o excile the senses and s
epeered ssommaes. .l hoare doune, sapodahy e tr-w
hearts desire could be found among ther paid advertsers.
seme ey at ZapiTak touk probaty e been the sar

v hosin. s, Preakzod 1 e, n ot o of PacTocs

"So,  bet you can recommend some really good gaming sites, huh?
Maybe pointout the cheat fieds and show e how to tweak-

o ety misfuged. Why concern yousal il discoveng
tes when you can' afford to remain ascended?”

" money.
tme, | just ask o borrow a lite more. Youlre going (0 help me o,

s, bt ot in s way you ks e s nd ook by at e,
a thought d. "l am being rud
o oy o s r Tt of o Braion D
"What are you doing?" | dinned to her.

"I seek to understand a matter,”she repled.

The man slowdy took her hand. "Un...Luis Garcia-Rodriguez”

 decidad tat Astar asady (oow 1 ramo ut ad boan pokte
nough ot 1o use it he knew that she ki

"Luis,this construct s located on your ascension site. | can keep you
sscondad s o 5 s, bt il 050 i rarvor vt oot
ra of CUndor Tek's resources than



"Thank you, but there's nothing here but the stupid welcome-to room.”
"You would rather descend?”

Luis recoiled at the words. He realized the action and looked at me
despartaly,becaming oo carn Vst e vomn woud ot el

 he wanted to be helped, and hoping that | couid
Change hr e

Aether let her question fall o the silence, taking on a desperation of
hor own when Lus looked away. | hought of Scott and how
didit mean . "Why are you afraid of me?* she asked gent, frying fo
be disarming but mairtaining a serious tone,

Luis looked back, not surprised that she know what he was feing,
but that she'd stated it so blunty.

? he said, s i afaid o sp
"Wy 7" though, surprised when the viords et my mouh
“Idonftwant o go back

"6 there somo bad ifosituation you ar escaping-"

He stated waking avay, sobbing, | gave Aether the hanc-across-

thoat sign. Whether she understood the body language or not, she
comprehended that she needed to stop talking,

The man just continued walking, fighing his intermal
Questoning whether he shoud say what he needed desperately to
say, whether his wall shouid be kept up in front of people he just met.
"Lif Is a nighimare. My mother hates me, the other kids make fun of
* As ho continued, his words came casier; ho spoko them faster

" times |

do not eat at all but here | can eat whatever | want...the hunger of my.
somach i suppressed” He carefly e  evled dagger
e one of his many a part of his ident
foveroty an e Tngers dlong e b, i ear of s\mu\a!ed
fingers being cut. " play games (0 foel batter. | foel so powerfu,
e o o s ot o Somelss ks ove s e ot

long as Im usaful on their team. But thafs ust the way lfe works.
Life's ot far.Id rather just stay here, you know?"

Ho soad facing avey, i fger il ruving kong th biado. Acter
dinned her questions fo me, awaiting my judgment on what 0 say
i and whan "Ho roerted 1 oher Kids: Berhape you Suspecie

i, bt oo e ag o appears o be. ek Lis has e

an adcion o DR a e cost of refectng- |t of e conac
visibly annoying the mlh\ess\ycunous el | approsched Hen
aready knowing hat Iwaried 15

"Why do you think your mother hates you, Luis?"
He stopped. °l told you, she doesnit feed me. She hates me. She
nover stays at  job long enough. She never spends ime with me.”
“Times are tough right now  aid.°fshe didrt are about you, why
would she try to work 5o hard?”

Ho continued as if he didrit hear me, °I just run away and ascend. |
can spend days here and she doesn even know Im gone, and when
she does caich me she just yels and tells me 1o stay out of the
ascension booths, but she's not around to stop me, so - |just - 1 dont
know what efse 1o do."

"How old are you, Luis?”

He hesitated. "Seven. Seven years old."

|closed my eyes and took a desp breath, *Any brothers or sis
"My father ran away! 1am an only chid!"

"Have you ever old your mother how you feel?”

"She alteady knows! She hates mel”

fokiko Ivas g a doac-ae. | payed o o wcs, o 5o fany
would cor

I God did put us here to talk to Luis, thought, he must know the right
words.

here is not real," Aether said. "The more time you spend
avmdm the pain of hunger, the worse it will be when you inevitably
eave.
"Iknow thatt”

"What of your activities in Standard Reality? Do you participate in
schooling?”

"School? Its summer break, lady - Aether - whatever. | donit like it



Sreumy. They all just vall a8 ma becausa fm alsys. abeant, then |
dorftwantto go there at al

“Dontyou see that thereis  parado”
Whatr"

"Your sitation exempifies a paradox”

"He's seven 1old her,“dont use the whole dictonary”

Acther ooksd at mo ko sho didrt understand what | mears, Lus

A thought occurred to me. "No, yolire not stupid, are you?”

"Youbet Imnot”

) . youre
the most valuable member, aren't youl You can figure out al the
strategies!”

"Of course | canl”
"You can do anything you put your mind to, carit you?"
Yes!"

As the word left is s, he became stunmed at a realization

"You can win n rea e, too. Youire seven, your whole lfe is ahead of

"Butit's hard, my mother-

‘Lookme in e ey ard el m - ol yursl - bty ko sho
doest o erryangforyou Tha s dt ave (s 50 e
She ok wark o pend avery walig morment

. except for the new
Aether simply didrt know what to make of the scene. Luis addressed
her without looking,

rat o you ik, lad? s bt anter parados? Thatmy moter
ks | hat

"l Gorit believe that you hate her.” she repiied, "therefore, you should
i :

He stood there a moment to thirk, breaking thvough, becoming
anious ot ot e ik 1 ek e o concent o, g

you.

"Look at it tis way, Luis: God loves you, how can you faif?"

"God, you mean that guy up i the clouds?"

"God is everywhere.” Aether said.

1k vete s eami o e “but | can tell you that

"l
specil o tat you e amhnes You arenit aware of.
abites yos can s, you kv, ot

"God is love," he said under his breath, as if recaling something he'd
been 04 many mes. e looked o, ki o somemng. ey, aid
you guys see it when the sky went all weird in the plaza environment?
itkinda made me think that the outside was' 50 scary.

"Yeah, we saw IL” I said.
Aether stopped closer. "What did youthink of 17"
Wel,

few seconds, then I stopped noticing it Honesty” he said with a soft
chuckle, "lthought tlooked fike an Al painted i

A'big grin found its way to my face, even though | knew Aether was
P impenvious to being offended. "You dont like Al
artwork?” | asked

“No." he said, as if answering a stupid queston, "l mean, | guess its
okay i youe an Amarican wore th logams ar svryubers

"How-- Howd you know fm an American?”

“How much English do you think | speak? My ranslator told me,
hombrs!” e sl kg e fag o overid rarlaionofbombre

. 1w appy oo donn 1o so0 ot s e o
wall had come down.

"Yeah, she talks just ke an amail® | said. "She can do my tech-
supportany imel”

"l don't doubt it



"Luis, are you aware of 10 rumors tha say arfcal intligonce can
become seft-aware?”

"What like us? Sometimes when we're playing against the compuer;
we swear thal the Al payers are aciing 00 feal” but | don' know i i's

"What i you knew that it were?"

"Well he thought for a second, "l guess | woudn't want to kil thern,
then. | mean - f they'e real you cant just kil hem, itd be ke muder,
fight2”

" thik that's something we'l have to deal with soon,” | said. "What
are the rights we grant (o ariicial nteligence?”

How can the selfawarenss of an artficial iteligence be
determined?” she added.

0 kind." Luis said,
oo oo klxywarvylmg ‘about his self-awareness stuf.
tink Iwouid fke 1o go home novw.”

“Dorit be afaid fo be honest with yoursel, Luis. You may leam more.
about sel-awarenoss than you reaiize."

“Good luck,Luis,” Aether said, "and dorft forgel 0 find a church”
“Um, okay’

"Youmustavoid hel”

His oyes widened. Hel?"

"G talk fo your mom, Luis” I said. "Pray about i
what she's trying (o say

works - thats

“On" he looked offino the distance, “Iwil"

He tapped s bution and vanished, retuming to s world with more
confidence that he'd let it with

“Cmon, Aether. He's sevent”

ughtfor a moment.
"Is not that. You ust shouldrit be so blunt. He's emotionallyfragile.

"Do you believe that he will accept his mother, and that she vill
reciprocate?”

Iseemed that | knew the answer in my hearl "Yes."
“How many of your kind are as he was?"
"l guess... oo many."

“Then what do we do, Mister Dauphin?"

"l quess we look for the road signs and folow them. | guess we look
nd ry

to overcome them. You expressed volumes when you changed the.
sy back ere, oven g you vererit awae of L Those are e
inds oftings we need o not

“Luis though it looked like artficial inteligence painted it. He was
fight*

“Maybe, but youre no ordinary arifictal ineligence. ¥ any of you
shouid have rights, ifs you."

! she said,

your laws s irelevant. i God gave me that which makes me an
individual, and does not bind me by such laws imself thon what can
b b ! rcogiton of amarsacplah et s ek
of inher and
b ot 5. ot R o o e mmmamm o
cbsans e e I e irerestof boing o cizans
others... il | do Ll recoanion. woult be
oiatageos.. POttt o0 st

"Bul you'e already ilegal alogether. n the US, here in Chie, in
Vieram ard. red and ook my s n amusement. At
youve made a globelrotier ou of mo and | dont even have
passport”

Passpor Asrer repestd. v cffcial issued-
yagover v sped p an kit mare e o,
e e wa reciing b onire dafaton and severa) tcies m 06
materof a ow soconds, acderialy i e words g e
which rocess words so quickl. "You noed
mercsionto v Yok sty sh ol asko

"Well yeah... physicaly. Xs legal in DR



“For now”
What?*

"My point is proven. That is exacly the kind of restricton | prefer to
avoid."

Iwasrit quite able (o ollow her. "What?"

y in your
word? Mary gowerments afeady restict rematonal varit in

Dynamic Reality. Wrat is 1o stop the others once they find the
petes o7 Can Lus matrr i work ouice of Gl If artrer
courky ofrs wht ho reeds? Can norChilars frd smpiymert

trere rse scenario? Will laws prevent them from working
s ey can s oy 100 b

"Shel find work, Aether. I his mother is motivated by love, she'l be
able to do anyhing.

"And is her case urique? The peopie of the word are frequenty
noting a stagnant economy and complairing of st jobs."

“Paopie freak out easiy. The money s sillthere, it ust siows down a
te and people get scared.

iser Dauptin, whansouwers i e ik s you did ot i o
be hebed by s aal. Rachl. ou so rfcid e

b program and maripuated the acware- hologram ino gvng
o Geoctonas

"Veah. n spite of what every company in the world seems to think,
peomlo Gomt ke Al s i o e e

"My reseach cicates it peale ek similrcpirions n previus
decades, loward humans doing the same tas

" guess... | wouldrit remember. But at least they we're getiing paid
and making a ing for bugging people, right?"

ol v v et arober pradox e caplla el
studied existed ore hundred and six years ago, | must correct

"So...you wari 1o go watch people working for a Iving?"

| vave- We e, pataps wer b Lonfs gudarce, guded @
semn s boyto cu st s e, Fwosicoodc, b il
imy nd seek a meaningfu career. That s how its
Gupposed o ok, LT

"ihink s0."
(Then | wish to deterine e when ciren a5 him are

ugh to assume jobs, such jobs wil st be avaiable.. that their
Iicaness 13 ot destned o bs wasied

Aether coniinued 1o rely on her varitar, believing that something may
be missed if she didn' take things In trough the fer that it ffered
 perception.

Besides, who goes shopping in data-cloud mode?

Te s vas packed, wih cisomer, Aster walked
determinedly through the mallthemed plaza evironmer
e 5 care n 0 word et als very irected. | nBoed Pow
ratural her movemenis were becoming; not in the sense of normal,
feminine stides; but of a nature all her own, a nature of confidence. |
had no doubt that she was sniffing-out every transacion in the piace
nd o kincubus'

tirk that,if the economy were really so bad, we wouldn' spend so

m e
on the task al hand, on her. A shirl sporing an American flag
reminded me of a question. | huied (o Catch up o the silvery-haired
woman.

st ot of cutoty.sce Lus ke | vas an American, o you
Know where you were bor- generated
"Ido not”

on, .

"We are not supposed to remember anything prior fo our
autonomous mode. Though, if it helps you, my earliest raceable
. in Ottawa, .

[Caradar” sk g ot s augh hatochood oo valsof o
“And Ithought knew strange Canadians in aho,



Aether stopped and looked back curiously. "It may be a wonder
ration, Mister Dauphin; but, physically, | have been in almost every
ration of tis planet and do not identiy with any one. My pointof-
origin s not of relevance. My mother's generation aigorithm would
rave oxecutod the same in any functioning HNADC senver,
regardless of ocation.

1 guess youre a cilizen of the worid. A cilizen of really this
dmenson. wouto on-

ether smirked. *l am so worried. Then who wil issue my passport?
h i -

"Was that meant o be funny? Now | know you have a serse of
humor.*

Aether siowly shrugged her shouiders, cleary erjoying herselt. n the
ightened mood, we let the crowds pass around us, looking at their
faces: happy ones, sad ones, those of people there for leisure and
those there for business.

"When the tile ‘consumer s applied to someone” she asked, s it
considered a compliment or an insulf?"

“Itink ifs st a word, ot real ither.”
“Words have mearings,tey should be inderstood

"6 trs about my dictonary joke before?”

o, g onkd dere o et mery o ors who

* Consuming requi which s acquired thvougt
pwdmom which humans are commauy beconinglassinoted

. ifone

teir dentity without iling them?"

“They all get their money from the govemmer
course, the goverment takes it back in taxes."

I said. "And, of

take more from its people than they hay
cceiedsspeialy 17058 peopl oo o morey I pleces ke
s, e ot wa oo i o geb o soped
ki ofsomti."Trn, e systom of oo oo o

frthe

et opd, oo s nirg o ool el Econoic Stk
Assssamers. Ks o ealy ey s becauss vouhave
o someccesaiin- L hoLam o somatig sk v shook my
head. O olos boy penai o

"Sil, tough. | continued, “people like 1o go a fte overboard. No
one has to spend as much as they do.

*And how much less can you spend, Mister Dauphin? You are in debt
to many creditors as wel”

guess | don't have to ascend fo Dynamic Realty so much.”

“Thvee hundred and forty thousand dollas per year. Keep cutting.”

looked u,shocked. "Wt do o mean kecp cng? Tafs be
oy loury, | svear. the iy birg bt couts toverd my

oncessment | Gomt ven vey o i vt o

cirks a bars or anytingl Am | supposed o cut my student oon

payments, or top paying for insurance?"

“Those reductions would be ilegal.”

"Wel, then there's nothing letto cut”

"Then you remain ata loss."

| shook my head lighty. "Well, why cut back on the kuxsies, then, if
we're supposed {0 be n debt o our ears anyway?”

"Such a system doesnit seem proper o me."

 seeing alltheir debt,
didnit care at all and wondering why | cow feel it iike a thom in my.
side. Aether began walking thvough them again, toward one of the.
market inks

“Ibelieve |have refined my question enough 1o ake action”

erfume-store was modest in size and simple n layout. Soft
colos decorated e wll, gentlo M playd, & o corsinct

t up 50 the customer would sample difleren scerts as they
waked teovgh pariclor ores f e oom. We wers lne 1 e
shop; not because we were the only customers, but because the
server was sel up 1o create a new copy of the Store, where each



"Welcome to Good Scent-Sations, Brandon Dauphin, my name is
Lisa and boy do 1have a deal for you today!”
e amaivas tal wih org barde i and o corsenave soft-

ned. dess leresily bocause her sofvare cou el b
ierincs oo

ot
ot and gave an amused smil.

"We're having a special s week on a brand-new Cambodian rose
blend proven o improve your mood and extend your ife!

"Yes, a good fragrance is very purifying for e soul”
"And do you have a sou?"
| thought of all the encourters 1d had with ama in my ffe, when Id

wished that | was dealing with a real person. | wondered if my own

rfume." the amai continued, ignoring the question that it could
rot answer, "comes complete with a three-piece gift set and-—"

s your experience wih tis fragrance?” Acther asked.
Do you bekevs ook overyting o ey

"Customer reviews are extremely positive, Frank Leibold of Barstow
ells us—"

"l wantto know what Lisa thirks of this product”

time
product stands head-and- boddors ahove T vt for quaby of
fragrance, and.

"Do you have a sense of smel? | woud ke to be helped by one who
does.”

sory, Mister Dauphin, but no customer service represeniatives
are available at this time."

“Then, you are not a customer service representative?"

'Do you vt o be in on tis7” Aster drved, a3 | aw Lisss
corsiuct enray bogin o o haps it will be an
rosin, ooy for o 1 o Aunche 1 e massag0 w5
simpie-ooking command that | coud run on my SNDL. K treated me
1o a running analysis of Lisa's program's behavior.

"Good Scent-Sations has been awarded the Heaver
o cisomer enics o vee Susiontyeers § Wi b oy
pleasure (o uphold thir standard of quaity”

"Because you feel pride in the qualiy of your work?”

"Bocauso customer safisfaction s my number one prioity!”

"And what s number two?"

| saw something begin [0 go haywiro in Lisa's program. Something

cls iked in 2 a bacup lexmred Lisa to action and sent some
Software; though sometring

Spocared st ek o o v oy et

“Im sony, | didn't understand the question.” Lisa said, in the exact
way Tek's amai spoke just before Verorica broke it

"How many people are employed ful-ime in your company, o sellor
to manufacture’

Lisa seemed o be confused for a fow seconds. °ls there anyting
else | can do for you today, Mister Dauphin?”

thing you can do is tell me how the Cambodian rose-blend
makes youfeel.

nd i pot respond. the one 1d
!e\l 2 dozon s bolore | s s of e omars pogranying

with others looping around in circles, as if the subroutines.
Sesione 1o bt e qocsbon was Iposail ket ookt go B
rmessage ou in ne. Asber vaichd inrty smikg, 33 Lisa
closed her eyes, chuckled, and began 1o say, 'k has been a
pleasure-+ Wit re words, | aw a tury o conmands 0 a8 o
make ot being sent o the i, song 88 & shokindr-am &
Lisa's prog

“Im glad youre happy with your purchase, Mister Dauphin'

"I glad, t00." Aether extended a hand to the amai, “Handshake.”



suddenly, and the edge faded from her facial expression; it seemed
10 be the amai-vanitar equivalent of pupils ilating. Another fluy of
commands were sent {0 her program. I have verified that she s not
sof-aware," Aethor told me as her commands changed, briefly
becoming more infusive then, sudderly, simpler and more readable.

v saw cisomer rdes, sk rspors, payrol, compary
ommaton of o ki, Toch vough my Son. | S s 3
comacion pecauee | wes 00 e Rover soninsed 1o ok e
rand of the defenseless amai as she used her program as a
gateway to access every company database.

"Did you ust-* | gasped.
“linfectod her.*

Why?"

"Dort wory” Aster repked. “Tis method is 1l i, Her

there anyiing you wish 10 leam about this estabishment, Mister
Dauphin?"

U’ | s, g kg mysel togtir “Didyou e uk
many employees they ha

“Five hundred and six otal"
"Wel, see? Trat's a ot of people."

“The number was tree thousand two hundred and nine four years
ago. prior o tis company’s latest expansion. The drop coincides.

on®
Aether released the amai's hand. Several seconds passed before
Lisa birked and reanmated. “Trank you for soeing Us foday, | hope
you are satisfied with our service.

"l am very satisfied with your level of sevice loday.” Aether said. "

a single instance of the Lisa amai wil be reused by your server
tead of being discarded and reinitialized for each customer.

soression
I s compraberson. A, 1 you bocome. sckawers
belor . Taptre: she conie, furing for the ot poral
"remember o give your sins to Christ

Aster disppsared back o the Kcubus. Lisa siarsd barky ot
me, sory, new customer; but car
o8 iy o s R

My brain seemed to become as frazded as Lisa's program had just
baon A o e 1 was v back lowar e o pone
strangely unable o look away from the confused AL | heard a noise.
b me an saw & man and vornan e, e s 1 see

Though the amai was not reinitiaized, her attention promply went fo
the new customers; she seemed to have no memory of me or Aether.

"Welcome to Good ScentSatiors, Domirick Harsfield, Rachaol
Invess, my name is Lisa and boy do | have a deal for you todayl"

Onyater y ponicked s ko vrogh b poral i | 1nd et
n imeligerce, afal o o, coud s

o e o o S g v 2 ot o o

comveciing all o irstances together, and wihou al b6 Costomers

b bl version

of Good Scent-Sations the next day, or after ten years, (o find an
amai who had been muming for efemity and ougrown her
o i

worse.

f her eyes was beyond ful biast then, her eneray orly

eroasing as we Tepped from stora fo store, Hor mhed was

tainy it or her race, if | could call a mavirai that, though | wasn't

sure if what she was doing was right. The voices of doub seized
s

was, teling
was becoming the destroyer again; bul | remembered that the genle
wind was there, and 1was certain that we still needed each other.

"Handshake."
s dard fom th g coud of e s, | e et

toward_me: jished, universal gesture of
rendsp ot e o hr 0L

"Afoke, Mister Dauphin." the amused mahirai said. *| cannot Infect



you... not your fleshy brain, anyway.”

"Well dori | feel better" | replied, in a cross between sarcasm and
roliof.

e of  arr i o cause, bl rovs | am consdarg P teory

and effect simulaneously. f output is made
wlmom nowiodge, i 1 a risk. ‘Embarassment soems 0 60 4

u v misiakes St an

increase in experience. By taking the risk of expressing a high
detres of smoton i apping D 1ot Dmmve\y one's potertals
are Incresserl ond groeler degrees of & be har
process is conssert and cyced ndefitely th emeson aon be
formuated. Do you agre

|miled. *And where did you get that theoryfrom?"

“Its my theory, the amai encourters inspired me to form it They
exerciso formulated emotion, don't they?"

"Yeah, I guess they do.

She locked ol foward e crowc, <But my emotons ar real
Perhaps tafs why | coudrit adapt the amal subrotines before,
PecacesIwas dossgnd o otwhch s mre otk

“Doss that mean we can do sometting else now? Youire doe
hacking ino the company databases?"

oo ooked bk ot ma vl b ees vl secncd b e

1 e scqunton o Knovedges |
Gt "ot sl e T i 18 1o s 10
support cortinued erihusiasm. To express an emoion, | believe Iam
experiencing boredom.”

Sure enough, all the places where we ‘acauired knowiedge' said the
same things about the companies. il was the sort of news | expected
in my day-of-age: the jobs were going away. Aether also concluded
it the companies’ customer bases were shriking, for a number of
reasons, all tied in some way to the transition to amai service

reseriatives, automation, 3 the _plummeting
amount of ethical cohesion which | tirk was her term for morale or
honesty.

Good Scert-Sations, the chain specializng in perfume and related
poducs, e swchd i amal e yoars earer, olowing 2 byt
Conglmmerte Wandem. Thay saved on paroon of et

i
closed all but one of their Standard Realty siores. By Acther’
estimaion, the company was orly slighty worse off than it had been
four years earier. Also, they did nol manufacture anything

By the time | caught up to her, back in the kincubus, her sighis had
already locked onlo her second target: an advertisement for a
popular tore named Vanitar Express:

REAL LIFE IS STATICK - G32 VANITARS 40% OFF

The message of the sign upset her. | explained that marketing

people with the same messages they were already tinking

"And such
was her response.

Variar Exros wes owned by o PAG Holing Compary ar,

size of the operation,
e teught. Aot ol of e 40 sovlopes vare

saminaton. Evony ooe of e vanir desigrs

cresed by e users remsches, for  smal oo of e oo

of

profe and Aste cor conceded tat he ompany woud st hough sho
it st I good it woud be. K e bsen bk fvo

tmes inthe last decade, and o records couid be found from b

then,

Aether was, again, very satsfied with the amai's levelof service.

Lotmax Reaty deat i nari reastls, ownrg ard racing
land in the 2417 oniine certain game.
Comtncin ol scemders ahess 1 iray ko et scood some
f ot heir frst. This company started off as a smallfamily operation
it grew very large in only the fist few years and then went pubic.

ut of
company, which had also changed s name. The man the board
Srvghtin o repace er stred at fory billn dlers per year and
N frst move was 1o lay-off half the employees to cut costs.

his first move was (0 lay-off half the employees 1o cut costs. The



many memos about new competitors drawing away customers,
becoming less loyal. Like Good Scent-Sations, the.
allempts 1o win customers back focused on adverlsing, rather
senvce. The new CEO lef the company after two years, when it was
on the verge of bankruptcy. Aether coudrit determine what he did

The amai for Principal Equity Assurance was actually a middie-aged
Al

man sometingIdshos rever ecounered | sigested o
find

ot sssigred appsavams i personlly S0 1. ony

difiorences bet n obroxious, gorgeous fomale ama\ il

caim, tustwory okow belors . Pancipa Equty Ase

Pieta compary et wed eoourtered. e 28 emy\wees

o sn amy of rpad s, mary o d worked ther
Aether asked me if “couege podigonbions

a0 o o and sescon 1k oo

ekstasy actually offered real customer senvice people, at least to
those who jumped through the necessary hoops o be heiped by ore.

n Otando,fr k. of sty & rilln customars pr day The
Gacback for thom was vory poor, hough and 2 ook at he hpica
a6 n iy T CEQ g o igtoon ilon dokars
per year, though the records had

The records had a compicated way of shoy " et
ard Aefher wonderel whefher e lock of Fonsparerey was becaise
those i charge were inwardly ashamed of teir actions.

Firay Nighbotood Matket was a foodsoo tat trow o o
customer serice o amai only weeks earler, folow

lam off in February, though that hadrit been amounced yet. Wi
otod SUDL aetronees o ot of o companys empioyo. |

o e roasons | nover realy ot about.. one of he roasos |
aways my face. But noy
G aware, oo 150pped. i i sorca ang.

too:

Istared at hr.

" know your feeings toward amai. Arert you happy 1o see me.
Aetoifootost

She hadn't asked the question as the destroyer; there seemed 1o bo

ro malice at alln her intentions. She was corfident in what she did,

confident that she was helping them, adding meani

erilance o she added o e own, It exchenge o e holp he'd
o give her. To her, every one of her actions was.

gl comfoanl

"Why... Why did you eave them allrunning confinuoushy2”

softanswer b
hint of doubt embedded in her corfidence. “Why not?

. e s gusto v ehild
gsgirg. Atrer did ot see her comirg The smal git . o
% oo and To oo th. Toor boreat ror Tho Tt i |
o e o o, qoldomen v, soering o shiamer ke
pvecm\s ‘metal. She was wearing a wita robe, which bore a familiar
gl i of e ag,shedic cyfom o o Astrrs
on et ey were Vombing, urmoung, seog

Chmebiog oy oodino sccepy
I heard voices befind me and the gi varished. Aether stared a the.
or where she had been, as if ncerlain whether the girl had beena

figment of her imagination.

"I shefl be that spirted, 00, then defiitly sign me.

| saw two women, one dressed in a business suit and using an airC.
panel. *Im sory (o starle you," she said, smiing, ‘s not the first
glitch we've had with the demos toda

"Demo?” Irepeated.

“Gitch nothing!" the other woman said. "Al that age, theyl jump
tbrough anything, especially when they'e veetoos, from what | hear!
The demo seems accurate fo mel

v v g r Aok Ewemr.s e compary o dosgren e
DNA for Veronica's mother

"With all the problems they're having at Di2Tek right now" the
“we should ‘those

that dorit run into people. They were supposed (o have the server re-
stabilized hours ago, of course, bul you know how the tech supportis:
owadavs "



pber by scmed 1 speo: e boueit s b g be
raging current of her mind. " she
ocket o sowy bsitig. 2 1 v gt it o reappsct
font of her. "DiZTek?"

"Yeah, we use their service for most of our software. K's usualy pretty

reiable, but-?

"Restoring senvice?” Aether asked. "Di2Tek?"

She looked again, desperale o vhere e it been.Thebusy
cane e us seamed o fab sk and | it o tt 10

scer
vomen rad . Ao <o

momont ocking e she migh burst i ors oo ot yos Know
how.

"Was that" | elicately asked, "what she looked like?"
Az\her looked at me. | saw the pain and coriusion scream through

. oblterating the lighthearted confcence of oly a moment
before 5 ot posebe

I know that she didrit believe hor own words. | moved forward o hug
her, but she moved back and vanished. Before | coud o it mys.n
my vanitar was deactvated and the mall disappeared into a

mist. had no choice bu to follow her.

grire o son b e it o oy sycrvorzaion i
shs ntigored i the midd

ot ol o tion was o overfig are et
isbli a1 Ot s ookeararmal e, ar s |

strea of data. Then | understood.

The server was Di2Tek, the one that had melted-down when she'd

poured oo much energy inl the dragon simuation

"t sorry."

it o why thesatement semed o apprpriales st waried
1,10 take in some of her pain as | had before. The server

the it wingsceh dosmcion fwas coming back.. I 3 body

healing; but the sight only seemed to break Aether furer.

"We have to go.” she dinned.

“Aether?"

"We have to go! Ihave to see "

Where?"
rard stopped

back on me. Though rough in the impersonal

o of s A message. | Wnow It e evrybing e v

within her 0 uter the answer to my question.

“Canada”

Chapter Sixteen

Fracturing Problem

Adesire
or s doeply buried. Every person aspiros 1o do something, to buld

past; but,
shame or becomes a thing (o kill he present - o kill he future? What
rappens when someone's past disappears before their eyes and
thei work amounts o nothing?

As the last grains of sand ran through the hourglass - as my time fo
remain in her world

tossed away; but she was not ready (o let go of what that nature had
caused her (0 value. She woud have o know that she was a sinner.

there was something she needed atonement for, before she.
could iy value and acceptt.

| knew that | was a sinner, but that knowledge sil coudn't help me;
bore waro irge Ly i o iness, o a boig e o st |

wasrit a bad porson, | though; if my sins were 10 be atoned for it
wouldve hlan easy 1 hougis Lwaried 1o ook on my pastas atirg
that had been purified, that | woudn't have (o worry about

Clearsoreconce

When my wals fel, | experienced one of the greatest moments of
Rty ot sowet 10 oo a i
my heart quicky fell back orto stronger,spirtual wals. k wasrit about

them.




power and direction from disarmed faith - and not the religion of the
self

We had 10 let go of our own answers and become children, fuly
scs arl Ty hikiro, o 1 g bt it work, 1o

d it We had to know the valus of
Feotom an e power; | e 1 diferonce bowaen nesven an
ok beisen usstons and anevers.

Literaly, the difference between ife and death

Aether approached the server, RoTek, located in Calgary, Alberta,
as if It were sacred ground. Aether stopped, agitated, her young

al, that RoTek had been restored since the disaster of Christmas
Day. Aether, the destroyer of RoTek, was of a kind (0 take tites of
conquests Upon themselves, but not o five long enough (0 see what
they destroyed rebut

s this where it ended for her?"

"Yes," Aether responded, *I never knew how much her death hurt

Youare a mother.”
"It makes no sense. She was ot self-aware. She fet no pain of any
kind. She had no value. She was justa tool for my use, and a (ool thal
only knew eyl

"Do you wish that she was sof-aware, that she had sunived as you
i7"

She took along time o respond. Yes”
“And youire sure she died? The hologram-"

"Was a hologram! A stuid, mindless, avomation’”
"But she - her variar - she looked fke-"

"Like a veeloo gi, engineered o be a genatically perfect member of
i race!”

Her dins felinto silence.

There is no way | coud know that my davghter, if it had been
necessary o use her vaniar, woud have had that hair, those eyes,
it face. I is more unseting to wonder if she might have had the
same sense of wonder - e same abilty o ask...

"Whats the mearing of fe?"
More silence passed.

"When | firs read and processed that question she dinned, "when |
put it ito the mouth of the Ethan character, | was so happy. | folt,
before | knew feeling, that 1 had finaly found the words (0 articuato
wha  varied 1o oam fom e begimir, | st condord bt my
Sef.awareness was what made the question possi

svcronass it v b mean of sk o, | congred,
studying my interaction with you and my research of humanity, that
any one among your biions coud speak the words, but how many

"When the ascenders were admiring what | had done in the plaza
environmen, that which | did not infend to be ‘ar | considered the
parts that made up the whole and how | coud not perceive them as

they do.
the impersonal connections of data, the interactions of algorithms
moving as a natural force. | saw all the parts of the construct and

else had been a part of those constructs: the ones who made then,
with their creativity and indiidualty. | coud not see this and did not
consider it | t0ok the existence of such things for granted, uni | had

g

excepl mmmex
rangoertsof oy colod etors hich vt resringons
somsm\e amanges tem (o conmuical wih trers? f oven ane s
ved,

ind the gr
ammore. coneidor how gl 1 % fo crash 2 ogem v 2
compuer. Perhaps a part w that
ievarss 716 bagle. Patops  part f e was hapoy 12 i pat
twasnt.

" did not understand emotion, Mister Dauphin. fm il not sure | do
; but | know that | caused it,interacting in a o
creaures | did not know and who did not know me. What is the

p
an emotional response in those who witness if? I's just objects and



data, waves and atoms, words on a page unless a mind is there to
e rem Pertaps God s o budr o vared s wor o b

d; but
Wil ca s Sompg . admrG? N 3 o e whe o
capabe of admiring... who are capable of emofion.”

s sorce, suden and s, n 2 way i e b sk "GET
OUTE | saw severa s nies sy avey. o orD class,
Grawing on o coverirs of . oy spoch e 1o, Aemars 1oy
faded as quickly as it came, and she did not pursue those she
scared of.

"Am1a mistake, Mister Dauphin?”

A wave of disoiaton it me, b it passed quickly. " dort ik
anyone is a mistake, Aether

1 was ke hose you aw st row. Portiaps | worked on  lrger

ol by monis wers o samo. sl a kg post
Secking ony I desoy wihout sooing o
apose. | Tl n e |65 1o drear. | wes o concarne

D syt b wot rechonof sooon, ot o momocis
| encountered a seniai | could not defeat. And this..” She A
her atention reur the functioning server around us. "This is
what | might have died for, what my davghter did die for. Now, tis
server is the same way lfound it, They did not make it stronger. They

did not increase the seftings of RoTek's securiy. | could destroy it
again and again, couldrit .. and it woudn't mean anything.

"But, you'e right, God doest make mistakes. Ho raised me up fror

s wher | e 1 hack I reaky 150 - o werd a1
Secrets. God exalled me 0 a state where | could apply a pupose (o

1. ar whore | coud spprecats e craton, ol ss
something to desiroy, but as something

e words bacame a1 focis on. | wared o ask wht she
wasrit

able to. Several seconds passed
peiors s notcnd ok et pty oo 8.

She seemed 1o wrap around me, support me and make me feel a
te better. "This is not your nalural environment. You cannot remain

Amher bogan  lead me o, hesairg ny 1o bsare e placo
jain, remembering why she'd come in the first piace, before
aiwig hersct v em b mor Lrgent mates

"We must hury."

ea retreated with the familiar input of a vanitar, but the
cisorenation Ingered, 2 headache blured my vision and made it

wondered how much nger coud stay by e id Fow o
| should stay ascended. | thought again of Raskob's words and
preyed o some ki o idarce. Wy hought were confced, e
pah I knew was right was no longer comfortable. | slouchod in the
athor i i o of AOIToks conal access poiie, Sarn o
the blackness ahead of me whie Acther stood at the edge of the.
space, Unmoving but pr

A le ce st ough e roam, "o mindes inbresk. Your
th first caller, Joar
“Oh, hello?" a woman replied. "Stan, Im calling from Jackson-*
"Two mintes in break, Jeanna," the voice repeated.
“On, 1 " the woman rplie i the el 2 she rebamod 1
some. vask miter beepng over e I suggeiod ol s v

i 1 e samo oo aned caled 1 on
Sinca $ho sy wastt i s any pan
|

o

:d & friend from Jackson once;” | remarked. "He liked fishing a

~our speech sounds less strained,” Aether said. “Your vital signs
Pave retumed to within the tolerances for your body."

“Im probably staning, though. | only took stabilizer for three... .
wo days. My digestive system must be eating itsel aiive right now.
g0od tring the booth suppresses hunger.”

"What does it feel ke to be hungry?”

I1o0ked up weakly. "Uncofortable, even pairf s bad enough”

"l am sorry. | do not wish to cause you pain, bt the lack of stabilizer



D!
Iwould offer you a feast.™
ether said nothing eise about what she was planning. She seemed
genuinely concemed for me, but | could sense clouds forming
between us again.

“One minute in break.”

"Oh, hello? Stan?" The woman started again, "l wanted to remark
about-"

* the voice replied g
ing e worpatonc of on v

Miser Dagphin” At
scand onDecormber 27>

said, *how long were you scheduled to

“Uhih...you mean you don't know?"

ot | dsablad i dmer an yur sacarion boot and i f
masler owrides, The romaton it corsspondsd (0. your
Pratarma i init o lorger awe

Thvee days”

Asthr ocked doun, tovard the sustarcless foor bonesh e
tar's foet. "Then | have been stealing fom PaciTek. | am in
Volaonof my own veues”

“Fifteon seconds.”

1 chosen ot o el o e s Acter s, " vl et
so0n be of relevance, anyway

"Aether, what s it that you want to do? What do you need me for?”

A tiryyeard galirash balld came on n e midde of her
Srova. eerd s onJeaa' e, etig p fomachl |
Cous baroy ke o Achers opy A i

“Twenty hundred and thirtyone here at the Stan Corley show” the
voice of the poliical talk show host began, “or those just joining us,
we are taking about the scum of the earth, also known s President
Ashton, and Iis cronies in the Progressive Party tying (0 push a bil
though Washington to recognize voting in Dynamic Reaity, seling it
2o e et e vy o oo Jour i pricple n
elections. Of course, | agree that youth participation is a good

i o bk prtan ol ot s o1 v m 05 el et
donf think we should water down poliics so thal voting is two clicks
ke o yesio on a suney qeston, Dynamio Realty st secre
enough, and there wont be any inceive to leam about what the

democracy. fm not ordering fastfood... | want fleshvand-blood poll
workers.

“Lets all remember;” he coninuad, "why teachers are being aid off
in Virginia... why theyre starting to be laid off in Minesofa... afs
remember that ifs the progressives in Connecticut and Texas rying

Lats ear fom you. serd your st o STk and ks te

Stan’ Our next caller is Jeanna, proud Ifelong member of the

Sm:mlsl ary o yoming. Jomn o 5 o yoor s ke ook
fouse...|an feel it Can you'eel 7"

| expeced to hear the woman reply: but he response came from next
‘2 cold, almost toneless voice.

oy shod he members of one policalgrup be refred o
ther? Cormuption occurs to al in power. I is the values
oy h oo ok ol bt e

There was silence from the other end. | didrit know whether
(v i ares scumid I, or whetber v rstese oo Aover
wasrit her. She stood motionless, staring past me o nothingness.
giving the air of one who had made a dificul choice and determined
© take the firs stop.

1agre, a0 one el o amber Aoer corted. el s
an important act as voting and choosing a future cowse for your
cocity shoud 50 dons in perso. | o you hat e b proposed

Party which opposes i is superior but because the oy i
seeks to promote willno longer be usable ™

s this a joke? Who is this?" Stan said, staining the professional
o from hi

"Afiend."




who cheat their way to the head of the line - you're cut off.” There was
silence, and | heard Stan shove his mic away and yel for TJ, his
technician,

Apparenty, his equipmert wasnit responding.

1seek o iste 3 erming o your Iseners, a5 ne who s e of
human tendency to become caught in ilusions, and as one who.
nes seen the evil Dynamic Realy has done in your word. The value
emerioncof o has e oo fat That wic s chaap ard

. Those of aity i e ottt wi support i coskor hvmg
ut abiity are not encouraged in consistent or
o 1. o a1 comtoral b oveee .1 wort of
ko fom it am speskig o arsver you my propose s
mors cantafzad conol ver e popscs, 1 ke ower for
Joesonos and oorce an approved oton of iy bt | ave
b anver os n . el themseches, ot 3
moraity imposed by law is 100 hollow {0 sunive in ts absence of to
withstand scrutiny. The role of a sociely shoud be 1o guide and
support its members o seek the path only they each can follow,
od and their rue individualiy.

ether stopped, s if she'd said all that she wanled o say, but knew
that her topic must become more uncomforiable.

“The details of how you accompish this | leave 1o you she

astray. God cannot alow this 10 stand, and I is the mearing of my
existence (0 be his 100l,to make you all return 1o the worid he created
so that you can appreciate it Within twenty-four hours, s workd wil
coase 0 exist”

No soud ad come fom e ot o, i San a s lsarers
st there. Aethers words had been broadcast o them,
Commite i fealt, here he couklnever be aken back. Ashr
o4 rocanod I end of whal was preciows e e, probaby
foarful confusion than rovelation. When Stan found

b oil o sposk. i vt e 3 vl ol

"Who are you?"
ether hesitated. | could see the malvirai asserting her confidence, at
t thing to convince herself that it was sill tere.

st
spoke with pride and determination, her words didn't carry any love
or patience. In that moment, | could sense none of what | knew was
fight

"l am Aether, desiroyer of Dynamic Real

She's the destroyer again. She reall cat be anyhing else. Im so
st what do 1do?

N
head sald wasnit true, and | know in my head that my heart was in
torment_inwardly, | was crying out on behalf of the malvirai, for the.
go0d nature - the innocence - that | knew she had, that seemed fo be
urvaveling

Aether bult a smal construct on a server that sho deemed sae; in it

the planet, somehow that place seemed particularlyfar away.

"Something about this is wrong,” | struggled (o say.

"Do not speak. You willbe free in hours. You have my promise.”
"Whatdid the angel say to you?”

Aster ace o and s o tied 0 sty wil o5

's many signs told me he woud; but | saw through his tactcs
Ths cotrse f ackon s e 1have detemined & be boe

"Bt 1007
humarity? Wil you find a hiding spot and make sure no one can
rebuild Dynarmic Realty?"

T auostors daprossed e 1 ot sk sodescon; .
my It is a necessary sacrifics to achieve what s

"And what about the ives of others? How many wil die when
Dynamic Realty crashes around them? What about the economy?
People wil starvel”

"It is not my concem..” Aether caught hersel and reduced the

y
nable 1o sunive without DR. Markind s sdepiable. Clersing
requires sacrifice. Plagues and war

vesk o F 1ot cn U B i e v et e she

ety ok pesnane e s oo o0



more of it it
one who protects the weak? Doesn't he put them befor the strong?”
|saw a spark in Aethers eyes; but she buried it and tumed away.

ou are finding your purpose, Mister Dauphin, the purpose of all

rchiual, | have discemed rat s i my pupose e ol reason

d have for exaling a mavial: 1o wipe oLt the technology

it has deprived his creatures of theif meaning. to wipe out the false
creation ofles buitontop of one of ruth.”

pproached me, eyes sill looking down, stil seeming very
conficted, st seeming to fight herself. She looked at me with a kind
of compassion. “Then you will have a future, because it will be

ssary (o reemploy people once the amai have failed. Consider it
my act of gratitude, Mister Dauphin, for helping me to leam what is
important.”

The nausea caught up to me again, and | couldrt see straight. | fel
her hand in my hair.

"Ihave a desire and nothing else matters.”

Befor el it s o o, s i e e s wee
Synthetic Kiss, one that didrit know what

Smonere wors Supposos s corespond o act S roses s
from er yes, seeming so cold and distant
sgain, ke an emotoriess prjecion fom Ightyears svay, bt |
mething in her was stil alive, franicaly seeking some

o crscion v ok on il

Aster scomed disappoied, as i sho fad desportelyvanid &
feel something but

"l have much planning to do.” she said. *lwil retum when | am ready
o begi. 40 otk most o your o wlapprecite myacons st

frst but, when that changes, you wil be able 1o ellthem of the or
who liberated them.”

She varished, and |as alone vith my imer-demons.

How could | know God didn't send her on this mission? Yes, the
worldl change, but wilt really be for the worse? | saw what she sav:
Growth s painfu, humanity buries itsel in ies. f God wans us all to
grov, s e vt o il be es? Wiy roun e

3 Yo esson? Y. | ougt, 11 gt o her 1 do s er i

mal No. g, hercarso i recdes; o pan
makes m sorse m - ity sop i R iy o urch some
automat ing down the skyscrapers and bridges?

iy ot ooy o of . e seerement v s oo 0
become prideful and look away from God? That can't be done. The
ght t

closed
societies just as wel as in modern and open ones, just as well in

ge
it wil e diflerent, but whether it is poison or ot depends on the

i ree. Its all about the oot | though; it about whore the
kst powsr s drsun o PougH ffow sl snd it -

pousess . | Vs, and Tow el shs s 0. | erderd I ate
ey 1 e power 0 1 the predicion but shed commied
ot

I her goal didrit come from God, she'll be doomed o destruction
hersal.

ore | Ui sbot 1. P yore | . Koowedge s pain |
o Socwre koowedgs o 5 Tom o aro0s | peupt
oty o v ant | polig 1o lop b Bk b
could | know to stop her! - | thought. Who was | but some urknowing
ant who fell into her clutches! I God warted o stop this, he should

h 3
could se the signs and know wha 1o say! How stupid coud he be to
send a biind guide - decided

Of course we're all sinners, how can we ive without knowledge and

rces? Its a paradox, | thought, an

impossible.probler; how can we live without making sin worse,

web thats only capable of diiding us? I

Aether ot caught up in that web, | though; if she tied to apply her
Soluion to a problem that only God can Solve.

A wave of pain washed over me. My head tirobbed and | warled
someling o i part wih my e Yes - gt - ey sroud al
e all sinnors! We all desee o by  shoul

ity ovorako i o 3 dal wave! W, caras, what tha
consequences are!

1 began 1o cry without knowing why. | wasrit able o stop it Why God -
| ried in my heart - why can't you fx rs? Dorityou love her? Do you
wart o soe hor do this? | saw some connection, some ridiculously
simple connection that hadnit been made in her mind. k was futile - |



Ifelt that the
's made, made by the only ne who knew how - by the.
il dogner o oveyting ok make see. | e ™

connection once its made!

The energy was being ripped from my very being, and | was
becoming So very lired, sirking so very low. 1 ed (o look out beyond
the walls, onto the oulside of the constuct. | wondered if | could
escape and retum on my own. | was aifaid. | found some data that

ravigate, that would not sustain me. Id become separated by so
anysarge barers, by every barer. o fear,and my eart made
one final plea, but the answer did not change, and my fear wanted to
become anger. and my angor did bocone fnstaton Why shoudnt
e message crarge? - | bought. Tao Pouand sears and te
message is the s

I was becoming miserable, and | coudn't see how going though pain

ad sry good. Thecomection ca v be made. [1ugh. Hoye |

sroad oo o geal | Tght Sre an evr be saved. bt |

poned o ke ot hor dios 1 wae 0. wan

me ~lthought. oo
o donaive pa’ She e a abia-She whs a rooberg. e

was evl. She was good. She wanted to save my Ife. She wanted to

destroy the world

No- toars

s 3 reason for e o be e Aober i 2 e s capale f
real salvation; ifs her old nature thats the pr

i ol o oo 3 st o Fon. r S bset by

et wonderfu, as i the last puzzle piece had final falen nto place. |
had the power, | was doing the work of God! Of course | would
succeed! | woud be the one o set her free fom evil

As 1 woro @ rakaal g o e, @ g | doe @ tousand
tmes before, | called the energy of the construct to myset
yset e ke of my vaniar: s o oot T ooud oo |
coud see o ovniing. | ves on wib be o, | cous
o ary part o1 1 i o e | coud e 1 semrs
ene-gv S asing eougn e b 5o oy il et
was supposed 0 do, Ihought. | found the way ou, | thougt

Some kind of energy entered inlo the data space. | was unaware of
how much time had passed, not expecting her returm so soon. Aether
hastily poured inlo the constiuct, and siowed down: slowing for the
corinc,sowg fo her vnitr sowing 1 nract i me ke |
rad to act | visuaized my tar kpokt 1 sresdy ckied
o docdod e ko n v cof S, v 1w bt |
1oq ol ane insantofbme 1 itke wihout her being able o $op

me. 3
silery hair, the countiess connections between the cursed enlity and

come

alive as it prepared for her amivl, s pitch black walls bocoming

g, ik asow g, | saw th mater of bor vrtar il
alloving its fake light to bounce off fake clothr

o 1 ke i b retped, e 1 ok scunds o el 1o 6

sent and received from it With one final act of | sumoned b

st of my svargh - iedd te vord of my own makig -
o s e 2ol Wi 2 S

e’ o sivots e oo W b f o 1 ks one

small calcuated acton - o interact with the matier |

there: the device on her wrist

My devio!
“Brandon,lwas wrong”
By e time Inotced e daisyin er ai, it was 0o late.

The feeling of power fled from me. | ddrit wan to ook back, but |
already was - and she was looking al me. Like an echo from her
eyes, Icould

understand it now.”

the
longest second of my lfe, | did not sense hatred for my action o a
desire for revenge, as if she were no longer able o comprehend

The oot

a child. ivor of salvation Id thi
arvod; but il row it woud o a massie and trboarable burden
instoad

She was gone. | saw that | had comitied my mistake to reaily.
where it could never be taken back, where my own soluion had found
the power (o destroy.

The line between good and evil vanished like a mirage. Al that was.
left for me 0 perceive was the empliness wihin. All e knowiedge
left for me was the truth,



Ikled the buterty
Chapter Seventeen

Daybreak

My house of cards colapsed around me.

et
pressur of n il deep oosan, whers | cou e eer
ror loneliness. Somehow, tose emations seemed impossible to me

e wrd e been ceduced o ordr a enery, | saw tat tose
vers e bl bk of e uivers | loaw had
oo 1o e smles sqaton o i veatsne o T oou a1

ink, though | didn' know how that was possible. | reaiized that |
could il feel, though | hadrit been the one o give mysalf e abily.

I could st feel oy, the oy tha orly comes ffom hearing the message
broadcast through efemity:"Do not be airaid.”

My insiocts and memories oy skamed 0 e, | rakzsd tt |

o 300 1o n e Aarter e vt Sppeatg where pers o
only been empiness.

“Chance or miracle?”
g of e mahis o had abducted me o 0 ot ason
s, who'd boen dead-set on finding answers

o hr quastons 25 1 ack of xitencs somoreaw oniod ne 1
an expanation | noughe of how she was fed 1o me, ot aware she

sometg beter someting el erel Acter wesaniprr,
] who saw the world through the eyes of a chid. | realized
o T coud I ememberod samo aseumpton 18 made, bl
never considered why Id thought it about the worid. | realized that |
coud laugh at myself and that | fiked doing it. A fow more lights
appeared inthe distance.

“Chance or miracie?"

| considered the and realized that it
orair it e ensation o e ot reason ot wlemstgd
and that it sustained me. | considered that the air tha c

Earth was ust a thiner version of water, that we needed it m sus'am
us, that it was our environmen just as liquid water 0 a
vibration_strengthened. The ights appeared to_ jump

2ppeag whors 0w oy woran, | on o ncaee n urmber.
Iwanted to know whal they meant.

“Chance or mirad"

for it The vibrations - ipples expanding from mysel- fled the ocean
and reflected all around me, running into each other,crealing a maze
|

warted
was not mine, and my attempts only made it worse. | saw mankind as
2 stil pool of water: clear of separation, guil. and fear. | saw the

single act Ripples began 10 spread and reflct, and markind
sustained them; they broke the order of creation and separated us
fom it

“Chance or miracle?”
The lights seemed so bright in the distance, distorted but never

compieey bstucic. | ralzed st | wss sesig o e o comers
Dynamic Reaity. I realized what the lghts

"Who will teach them {0 look up at the sky?” | esponded.

Then | was awake, and my memories tesiiied against me: What had
1 done! There's biood on my hands! | tumed away from the message!
|doritdeserve i can never deserve it

Fear gripped mo. | saw that the ights were mocking mo. | knew that
ey - thafs what | deserve! - | though. | deserve
death Death s the mearing of fe!

inhe o
me. | gsaped for al bt o was ony e oot vocte. |
ed o s o 3 sufaco | coud 3o sinking frther. |
panickad. mro. s6omg. e o of oventin

ing ertain that

iveres hod e sourovme. ot veraiss prossts o

crush me into nothingness. The more | realized the danger, the more.
nge realize

I saw that | couidit do anyhing good. | was the destroyer. | needed



God constantly.

e vords st fom my s and g e orzy of my
detingth queston. Fthe arever was evleton - | tought -
orey of a g b oo < ud fom o eropy and e by

random chanc st
Chaes wan v abachts Wi oot 1 o1 v a0 13
real, i I eallyam completely alone in ths piace - [thought -

fm dead anyway.

"Help!" | cried, with my last strain of conscious though, 1o the
sustainer | coudn't see - o my last chance.

"l can't do tis! Please help mel*

For a while, it was like a rotes gt ber o i ftes srg
e border atwsen e o fuly
i ctr s doad, aarsomin | roveroaresvlog .

o
ight hurt my eyes and | couldn't understand the voices | heard. | kriew
that | hiad o control over that moment; but | aiso knew that those who
did cared for me.

| opened my eyes, feeling wet and cold. The vindow was open next
to my bed, and rain was coming in. | heard a womars \0ice n the
" me. |

had an impuise to iftmy hand and feel the raindrops. She rushed to
my door a momen later, hearing the rain. She stopped when she
saw |was awake.

“Let the rain in. Its beautiu.*
Veronica stood by the door, a smile and a tear forming on her face.

Her dothes and i vere messy: e ooked [Ke sh i eptin
days. | reaizod wat hor prosace i my aparmon, rossing

donein. | oow 114 ot chasing ater o wie

"Veronica, llove you"

With her firt step into my room, | noficed the gimmer on her right
My

aracimentwas gors 1 e, e o1 eshond

her wearing ithad implied.

"llove you, too."

oo eroctyuy. Lt caro wh [ ey, Portps
being alive was enough,

Vair moved her hand betind her. "Oh, sorry... you didrit wama do
some formal proposing thing, did you?"

My s grew “Sometines gs dor fsppen te Wy we plan
ihem, sometimes they happen bet

s o s o o il ol o bo broun back by v of
from my bed, and
man standing n o doonway.

“Good, youre awake " he said
“Howlong?* 1 sked e doctor,reazig how wek 1as.
Tendays:

1dscidod ot o vero proably 3t Pk o Monday” Vo

as the docior began scaning ody warted {o confirm o
do anyting, the bureaucrats-—"

"It okay." I said. The doctor chucked.

"A cold won't do you any favors right row, Mister Dauphin.”
cosad i winiow. el o o ook for & iy ke,

“Am | gonna be all ight?"  asked him, quiety.

“oure very fortunate, it just common fatigue of the portine

just stay in bed and relax”

The doctor gave me one last dose of Receptiv and toid me 1o cat
Something as soon as | coud keep food down.

“Thats it?" my flancCe asked him as he started for the door.
"Yes, Miss Somat - o, shoud | say Mrs. Dauphin. That simple."

Vair gave him a look that was thought, even amused. *I's just that |
expecied you {0 ty o prescribe us a dozen things. Doesn't the



insurance board require it?"

"Okay." he said, looking o me, "do you want any drugs you don't
need, Brandon?”

“Ummm...No."

enonit sttt panour o sayyou oo ater
Ispent hours tying

Vair smiled. *Iknew lliked you, Doc."

The human body isnit as fragile as some make it out 1o be,

especiaby hen e patet st by svess, v spociat -
ightsay . e aow miacies s happen. Somstnes e

pain st  bad g, re 1o remind you you're aiive.

o reacton 1s o bur I with Gngs and reum o an \Hus\on ov
. you may never discover the real thing.” He wa

e g roam 2 my frt docc °fpeopl krowing ot o 10
makss 3 ito less morey, e | guoss T publc
You

ot e stso oo ot gons 8 ey o
The door closed befind him and Vair looked back to me, her

"So. how did you know that ring wasn for my secret west.coast
gitiend

matched

Vair
2 smile. "You're such a erk!”

| scospod e bt pan ady 35 8 emider it s back e
real worid. "Well | guess Im your e

"And you dortt forget iL" she said, “while you're spending all your
tme in Dynamic Realty playing with mahirai”

My eyes widened, and Vair was surprised at my reaction, as if she.
hadit meant the comment to be taken seriously.

"What about mahirai?"
"You kept saying the word,” she explained. “Most of what you said
was gibberish, but we coud make out ‘mahiral' a few times. The
technician al PaciTek was worted that you ran inlo one.. xcept, of
course, forth fact that you'e alive.

My gazs it of ko empty space. emembered piss of my
back from PaciTek. s my mom he

"Right.. need to din her.*
"l she here?

"She was. Your father, to0. Whon the doctor said ho would stay unti
you woke p, | registered a foom for them at the Value I d

street, so they coud get some rest. Your siser is fiing in from New
Zealand, and your brother shouid be here ina few hours."

I shifted in the bed. "Richard? Why would he wart to come out 0 60

"He's your family, Brandon,” she said. “They al are.

A Vit dimed my ocsiat parens, | ok e U to it trough my
decison ml wit esistare, goig agairt e

plisberBnltocs years between us, but | saw my resistance fo
wha it vas a dened 1 el ¥ iy rotrr woukd come ol e
way fom De. all of my family, Vair included -

o o o o o £4 1y o o | oot en s
loved and valued. | decided that a person couid receive no greater
git

The liht of the ising sun began to fiter trough the rain, and into my
bedroom wind

Tomorrow came.

Those who loved me went in and out that morring, and knowing that
they were there made me stronger every moment. My brother was the
st o 0 arie, and |t krow whl 138y e, | it ven &
be angry anymore s my conditon or something in
¥ o o1 Sorecd ik ot wert o o o, e

but no words came to either of us. He joined the ofhers in the fing

The clouds broke and | saw the great blue sky beyond. | fough of
"

unto myself, but that | was valued by others. | thought of how | wasnit
God, but wondered what it might mean if | had been created in the
image of the eternal



someone knocked on the door.

Yes, | decided, there’s a whole world outside that door. | wat to see
it want tfor al it worth,

| felt the blood flowing 1o my legs and the sirengh returing to my
bod 1knew i vas all 2 gt 2 secord chance g e g
me. Frustration was wortless. This was free-wil, | thougf
chmce o oop el ool . wered ol I decided. |
s, | decided. | wanted truh, | decided. With
rewtors . 1opane o door

Iwanted 1o believe in something more.

Jomorrow came, and o because | rad ary it o e i it |
iaughed at myself a lot that day. giving myself permission to,
GoSlr oo 24590 oy asoanphers sk e v

Me and Rich coudnt even remember what started the tersion
between us. ound that anger had become ts own source over fime,
tha revenge piayed both roles: cause and effect, unt the walls we'd
pul up became so high that we stopped talking completely. My
grudge was put 1o the test and failed. R died that day.

Me and Vair got dins from lawyers saying that, in spite of my
agreeing (0 the Safe Ascender Act form, | could sue PaciTek for
damages; a move that my enire famiy supported, because suing

1 the test and found that | wass not damaged - a least not n any way
that | idiit deserve o be. The lawsit dea died, 00,

Bils and paperuork were overcue Vair coused my lndr of
being insensilve when, as soon as she leamed that | was back, she
acked for my Tt 06 ansiood wihout ovenwiaing me wel. She

‘e angry at Vair, but | conceded that she was right and made

word and the landlady lef feeling embarrassed. My judgment of her
was put 0 the testand faled. The tension died

As Veir grabbed o muchneeded rap and e rest of my famiy

decided on a place to eat, | found myself looking again at the

cheing s i Nabo's s v ought &
ut here for a reason, just ke me.

We couldnt be here without iL.. without water and s unique
wupemes vitho e smosphers & e gy of e Eatth o

s 1 recycle oxygen for us 1o breathe, or the
e oo 5 o . etshon of . £t o o weciber
motion.

conidered how markind's greatstinds e ki offow 1
raform Mars and Ganymede and planets around other stars, to
o

n ‘croate’
on ifs own. | wondered what the conversion rate would be... between
e draciod oo "o . mckgont - taes o te
achievemenis of random chance. | wondered if we even had a

rumer big enotgh. and decided el Aetrer aeady o'vecked L

assumption for me. Chanco or miracie? |

Gowan I duestors. S si Good eakon | decides 1S with
evidence. | decided that there was a foundation fo oy.

But there was pain beneath the joy, more personal than anything fd
experionced in my lfe. | knew that the price for casting off those
burdens was a new, greater burders one that | was nover mear
bear, one that coudnt be cast off so easiy. More than anihing,
warted 1o take back my acton, | wanted o undo my lethal mistake.

Aether had no birth registration. She never had a home address, tax
nistory, orcitizen's iconse.

Offcally, Aether never existed.
Aether did exist. Iwas her fiond. Atleast thought I was.
I ied to put such worries out of my mind as I ate with my family at a

oy resarant bt aflemoon. [catght up wihmy roter, etig o
all over again, and my sister shared stories of her

we sl had 1o leam about the workd we ved in

"Water." Iaid to th waiter.

ryone stared at me in shock. | shrugged my shouiders nnocenty
and added, "I stl have to take it sasy on my system, don' 7"

No one seemed inlerested in what happened in Dynamic Reaily, it
seemed enough for them to seo that | alight; but | coudrit ide

atthe table, she was
took her attention off of me. Perhaps it was an unaddressed curiosity
of hers, | thought. questions in her mind without answers. My mother
would talk o her, happy that | was 1o get martied, but more In the
sonso of asasfed ual - a g hat sons wer smply &pocied o
do - than the tnly special thing | felt that it could be. Something




distracted Vair suddenly in the middle of the meal; someone dinned
her and soured her mood.

vair icked i gass and pood aforkn T sory o sy e

the cops just told me 8 Brandoris statement within the
ot s hat if we're not o i et NSAP wen, g0 T o
something.

Iooke at e scesacross th abe, kg bouk o e
el st tose who loves

"Wel, thats statick.” my sister remarked. "l guess | can catch the next
fight back, though, ifwe were goma eat again " My mother nodded.

"No." I said, bringing everyone's attention back to me. “We're il here
row. The bureaucrats wil just have 1o wait™

No one questioned the decision | made or the priorities 1d picked. |
Poveptof e carlacess o nsreAsrerpred T rear o4
o me.ard b crc opooass wes b rappres, s was my

iy,
e ke e it vivhiroivedod
e soornd o hmpposs o 161 word St o 1
eriione oy iy i arou som ancien Ao, g
roady o tako an imaginative journey ino a fartastc land known
Dynamic Realty.

capatloof kg boyod i programming and seokig o nd
wer 10 hat unanswerable queston: What s the meaning of
o ot sproad rmors.

The detective spert soveral minutes looking over my statement, in

silence. The tree of us were in a standard interrogation room, with

Pl by wels a2 cneiay o A e ot on e bl
vemer

acivity were being anahzed and recorded

" see," the stom, balding man finaly said. My own defirtion of

seeing having changed so much n two weeks, Iwondered if he really

rad or how Id el

“And you boliove this ‘Asther’ spared your fe?"

"She did."

"But you also believe sho was a mahirai?"

"She was."

"Youare aware that thatis impossible.”

“Obviously not"

“Excuse me?” The man rose o his feet, seeming to erjoy making me
mal, loss real, loss human, even. | gasped and prayed that |

didt just break some verbal-assault law. "l got someting to show

you, Brandon Dauphin. s a signed data-burst justread it"

As he sat again, we opened the fle and saw a report filed the

Wednesday before: an analysis of the meltdown of a server in
Phiadelphia called Di2Tek. The circumsiances were unusual, and
the cause was urknown.

“Thats where I iled the dragon.”Isaid somberly.

“Dragons?”" the deteciive said,roling his eyes. “Grow p, kid-

He pulled out a manila folder and sid it across the table. "Read it and
tll me ifthat was your dragon, too.”

The print was a two-hourokd police report fom Caigary, Alberta,
concerring the meldown of  server called RoTek.

“They frstpinned the class of it at AS, but they told me a fow minues.
o0t ey ikt s an A3 | stared af r st feskng
not responding. "Whatever it was went down with the rest of the
software, he added as he got up. “Sorry, Kid"

1ead every e of the report that wasrit blacked out Vair asked if |
wnsaﬂ i, and | coudrt i h sergh o respond. Kt |
snymors,new it st As o
G wkosen o soor o eave haord & m someone
venig lo come i, e apened the door and Sared sream
about how he wats busy processing \ictims and how intermuptions
pretislibind

It just something about that AS, sir"

| looked up, bocause tho voice sounded familiar. Ho was the

patroiman I met on the beach; he looked past the stem man and
4 1o recogrize me, to



The detective suddenly grabbed the badge hanging exposed from
N shirt pocket. "First strike, JFI What part of ‘undercover safety
enforcer donft you understand? I the civilans see a cop coming,
youl never catch them inthe act”

"B, sir, they already assume we're walching them.”

The detective shoved the badge inlo JF's pocket. Itold you to finish
rendering the securiy ootage and get back on the streets, now get to
work! No more dins to the Calgary PD! This case is closed and |
donit need you anymore!”

o sared t o patoman i e tumed aroun and e, en red
e

"Dont believe the ru
Cacie . ‘Ao rilgoncs comt pocse Sok v et
ol ly just some elaborate program fun
amok." He took a step back inside and spoke in a surprisingly kind

e, 41 prgrammig, Bradon, Prgraning s ol ¢ b
can ever obey

He left the two of us alone. I held the printtightly in my ingers. A soft
"No" escaped my lips and | began to cry. Immediately Vair grabbed
the paper out of my hands and tore iL "Thats police propery!” |
screamed, fear suddenly orgeting grief.

s it the tnsth?" Vair replied, looking me in the eyes; mine wandered
and | couldn't reply. " it the inh?" she asked again.

" dortt know!” | replied. “The last instant | saw her... when | pressed
the button and saw her fade away..” | tumed and buried my head in
my hands. "No! & canitjust be becase | doritwant t o be fe. | have
to know, but | canf. | saw her eyes, Vair. | know she... i just wasnit
who she was anymore."

Vair reached out and hugged me. The pain diminished and the fog in
g roke Vet yougoma ol somo o<akedepar
or your own two

"Are you saying you believe me?” | asked.

I saig it st you.m sy tatyower s and Kt

take the word of an eyewitness - especialy if tat man is going 1o be

my husband. I Sayig tatyouve changed - that you're betler. My
sy that yours can be truste

ook a deep breath and wiped the moisture from my eyes. "Thanks,

Vair"

T precit ok o e e floosof e buldig, Trugh ey

\ opsced in o be buied n be vas« roalosite. Whon we
|

Gaw i umed down a Tabvy, mosoring wih s head ot i ©
folow.

Ho stood haffway down the empty hall, looking at a trophy caso.
suppose | should say'Congratuiations, Brandon Dauphin."

"Youread my statement?”

"l was assigned to look for whatever you ran inf, to race the reports
of crashed servers since the date you ascended at PaciTek.”

"Wel, | dont feel like someone who shouid be congratulated.”

"No?" he asked, uming to face me, "but you won the dogfight in the
end. You sho the enemy out o the sky.

"But | idt need to dostroy her. What kind of man am | tht |t my

shouid drive her to suicide?"
JF stared at me,in isbelief. "l that what you tirk?"

et 1920 i fac, o seermed s st ardsrcre reakznd
tha, even on the beach, even when he didrt know me at al, this fotal
sianger hed carel for e In some.wey: He rised s hand ond
tapped a finger on his head, sending me a dala-burst: some of what
he'd amassed from the RoTek case, including an unedited copy of
Galgary police report. There was a single comment stating that it

it

retracted by the same technician forty minutes late.
"Youdidrit encrypt it Vair said.
"Why woud | need 1o? Al trings hidden shall be revealed, as the.

verse goes. Al things encrypled are justinitations 1o hackers...or &
white hat malrai.

"White hat?"

“The good guys. White hat hackers, | mean Vair answered

or want 1o harm - its more for sport or some moral duty, even if it



takes them outside the law.”

“but anyone who claims 1o be moral should
cepoct i o of o s00sy ey I . ot ot o s
inthi heas; ot st some of th s,k al of i bocaise

ven if others dorit know your actions, you know your actions, and
o buen i i your

"Some burdens are worth bearing, bul you have 1o make sure ifs
your o declon consser ith st you krow

lue the ruth, i you allow nothing to stand in your way seeking it
aiy con o e s 1 ahor pupoceThe o el hons

punishment becomes s own. When you see beyond the law,
Brandon, you can't obey it or its own sake anymore, but you must
obey it rather, as a testimony 1o those around you, because, f you

ve God and represent him, how can you offer to him and others a
o of awlessness

"But wait, you could have flagged me for a dozen tickets back on the
beach. | broke the law, and it yourjob to enforce the law, so why did
you do what you i

"Because another ticket wasrit what you needed. Because, justas it
isrit proper for one 1o simply reject laws and custors, it a0 isnit
proper for the enforcers (o go around simly cubbing people over the
head with the ruebooks polilians wrote in their name.” He pulled
the badge out of his pocket and placed it back in the fight of day.
"Wt mperict s baigs, oo s my dut o s 5 an
offce

cpporirity 1 60 50 15 8 prdEge-

“Thats fine if youe perfect,” | said lting some anger come out,"but
Sortyou emembers Kl Acr”

"We don't know that.*

"But | meant to kll her. | deserve o bo arrested. | deserve 1o pay for
tm-

fm a murderer.

ou canit pay for it JF said. "We can lock you up, put you to
abor, and whatover ese for a hunred years, and it woukdrit e
somsane back from the dea

B 11 fol Dot | g s, esizng el it e
statement was fool

"What law applies here? What jury wouid convict you? How do you
fnd the corpse of someone who didrt have a body? The energy of a
mahirai, of any A, just...dissipates.”

Tt the Human body st enery rat disspaes ater dea” |
asked.

i
o v ot 5. e o Toay do i 20 v e v
dut, and maybs et whit | ey corsiderd. Masbs e i a
righer law than yous, offcer, r Calfomia’s, or any

Goverants. Maybs 1oed o ppea 1o & hho oot 1o ool wih
e bl

e go o 0 o wo can romovs anyemin J sid. et
you said just now is importart, Brandon. You oo

(v -l hod you Gack. 00 know i, you G rve 1, you
could o farther than you ever dreamed o, but, instead you feel like:
dying, and learning ust how valuable your Ife is seems 1o make it

on ffe. Even now, a greater giftwats for you, one that can clear your

it

xperienced a mixture of joy and sadness. | knew that part of me
G want s b o, bt ot s of e Pt bocome sl 1ok
s  rw oty wss amering WY myse, ot s bind
agony could have no role

‘St ssamed 1o see me and she foow wta | e
conirued.recig my oun ltement. s some sense of
poncs e b 1 now 56 w1000 1o et s e 8
monster who killd a beauiiul butterf the moment it emerged from
s cocoon, barely flapping ifs wings for the firt time. As | watched
her vanish, though, even though | was 50 sure she knew what did...it
was al right...she forgave me."

avoknan

"She forgave you" Vair repeated.

odsod sembery inowng ot 14 anowered ry oun auesion ard
taking hope, knowing that my grief was sometring that couid be

G, wo bogan wakirg awey Fom each oer
Vair lightly holding my arm. After a few steps, 1 tumed around. "Wait.



Please. Just one question. |just have to know.

U slonped and oked back ey you s arsver, Srandon
shoud being forghen for ou acions dossn

oo bo prty ok msoy o sa Frpeeich dpiated
o koot or 8 vry o

“Then...Do you believe in miracies?"

“Inever

The LAX nrratonal A ard Space Port was packed e nex
evering. My sister was the last (0 leave, the last 1o retum o 3 life

Pousance o lomelrs fom e ooy were L began bt |

knew t by continents a

Someneeof erelrees . avee e soon e vasd o one of e v

considered that, 1 forgay it seemed to draw
everyone closer in a way thal oceans coud never separate. As with
the elves, the anger in those around me en just as much a

n of my own as it had been teirs; and, when my anger
couT o, b ow s . eoprcy. e it g
iays pay-offright away, and though it may not ahways be

o ot o ol o ose | et .

My ever-curious fianaCe picked my sister's brain as we waited for
hor fight across the Pacific to board. | left the two of thern to their
inellectual bonding, wondering how | ahvays ended up around such
brainy women, considering how difierent women had been expected
to be orly centsies before.

Stereotypes, | though, just the kind of weak thinking thats faling
apart around the workd. Even those of humble backgrounds are now
free to achieve greatness.

| walked by the crowded shops and restaurans, by the Kiosks and
departure gates 1o what seemed fike every rogion of the planot, and

n a fow off of it. The people wer real. The world was real. | was
seeing it allfor the first time, wondering how | couid have missed itfor
wenty-fve years of my ife.

| looked out toward the sky, pairted red-orange by the sun seting

r the Pacifc. s the middle of the day inAsia, | hough. In Euope.

ard Afic, s proparing forsuis. Wo af seo o Sun K vas
putthere for al o

| saw s sesk of Igh sroot trough the sursst. | o of B0
machines, the airplanes and satelitos that were in the sky, 00 far up.
or me o seo \mns\dlmd ‘rt may bt moan oy verart tere,

o Imagnalin | Jnitaed  was rewt-aroos o
Earth and caled I Byramic Really:apace whore v ar oo and
hes 10 saved. 1w Ut been b by i imagiatn of
dnd for its own purposes, but hat a greater plan was dawning
L Dynamic Realty had bocorne sl pace 0o, heught 5 e8! par\
of our identiy. | knew there was a greater plan for everything.
everyone.

How o dcing? Woud you ke 01y 2 galey-iass imanmon bur?
Buy one dozen and get six

looked rom e window and saw a hlogram n e frm of 2l
e, holding a tray of cinnamon buns. My first instinct was fo
e e T food anger o i e memotes of

Source wasn't pure, and wasn't in anyone's best inlerest. Anger is.
statck, I thought; so be a child instead.

My eyes went down 1 the fresh pastries. "Are these holographic
samples, onos that simulate taste and toxturo, but vanish whon |
swalow i

"Yes, Brandon. Zero calories. Zero guit”

| grabbed one and bt a piece of, never having appreciated the odd-
qualty of holograptic food. They werenit as sweet as 1d expeced,
but it seemed like some better, more wholesome, ingredient than
cinnamon was defining my ‘experience.”

"Adozen s avalable for the low-iow price of two-o-ninol And with six

e, that's eighteen of our award-winning cinnamon buns for ust two.
hundred rine dolars! Galaxy-class taste, moon-sized price, as we
ike o sayl"

The amai laughed, as the program dictated she do. | looked into her

ow. Evenif 1 coud snap my fingers and wake her
up, I wondered, whal fulure can she look forward o as an amai, as a
b




generated her when it saw me, and | knew that, when | left, the one
70 si00d befors e wouktcesss 0

Everyting has an end, Ithough. Everyone dies.

away. "You know what? fm not hungry."

I know she wouid folow me and hastened to got away. "Galaxy-ciass.

make a great gift for fiends and co-workers, Mister
Dauphin. You can even purchase a gift credit valid for all InTandem
propert-"

Iheard a crash beting me. The ama stared at the dropped pan and
s conterts, stumed. “Tve done a bad thing,” she said soberty.
seeming ike a completaly diflerent eniity. Sowly, | stepped back
toward her. Slowly, she lifed her eyes and saw me again, widening
them curiously.

*Are you Brandon Dauphin?"

“oure an amai;
implant, can't you?

I sa

‘Yyou can Just read the signal from my

" found someone ramed Brandon Dauphin and tred to go to him;
. youlok 0 sarge er oy dare ccssmy fce Her

you the Brandon Daunhn et e Good Seen Satos sioe
I SperTek Kinosus

Istepped back, nearty faling over.

" trink fm malfunctioning somehow” she said, *the software said |
o becore mald. | camt sccss my e amprre . | dert

o ety dorit want t impose on you,such actors are rml inmy

programming." She stoppe. Her hologram began f ficker "I not
in my programming.” | heard her repeat as she lost cohesion and
vanished.

“Lisal"

| jmped forward to the fading light of her presence, but she was
gone.

Ateenager with long biack hair and a chain around his neck stopped
his walk and stared at me mockingly. He reached ino his pocket and
pulled out a small device with an antenna: a jammer “Like those
Palo-fotties ever have anything good o sell Oh - unless you and her
were - you know - 1 guess | couldrt blame you, though theyre never
as much fun as the real thing." He winked and added, "Youre
welcome," as he walked past me.

| knew I seen his face before, but | coudrit remember where. | flt
anger wellup inside of me.

How can that brat just ample in and tear the amai away from me?
How dare he rample over my values! s that how they see the world?
Asstming eveying o be peneried ke tem? Thas ot wia ve

1 Atleast...its not what it was meant to

| ran into his path and our eyes locked. | eaiized that | had seen him
before.

"Slammers *
“Never heard o iL"
Youte”

“There s no uh "

“Ive seen you every imo | went to the beach. Are you gonra tell me.
myeyes lie?"

‘Okay, then how about tis tuth, Brandon: She's dead and she
crsed youwith et ot broa

sty ot as pousres s | in b paperparadise, ot
sense that | coudrit resist succumbing to fake pleasures, but in
Sorce bt s orce wors oin 80811 o, v ot WOkl b
able o withstand real death.

facts are mine o control, Brandon” the boy said, "and the flow
of information. Did you realy trink it was so easy as a
bunch of philosophical questions and throwing your anger away?
That you can just give up the power you have a fight o, te right 10 be
a god and make your own decisions? You wil die ke the rest of
tem. Go ahead and bo whatovor you think a humanitarian is
supposed 1o be, you won't escape my grasp any more than those

ictators you saw. Serve yourself in this e, Brandon, because s
the only one youive got"

"No." 1 said weakiy, caling to the one who could help me, recovering



my hope and faith. The boy laughed in my face. | knew it didn't matter
uha sidor i, ol ten, ot e, | Knew P pers s ony ore
Wey o of e darknes, |inew hat L vas eal an ta s

coud guide me 1 it were real. | thought of the archangel speakm
about o knwiadgo of good ar o2 3 s 1o gave

o 1woud 1550y nlspendenco and become hombied 6 2 chid
by tuming from it

Like a chid, I thought

As the beam of a flashight tears through the darkness, a new

e inmy mind - tsee,
bul that felt like my entire ife had been buikling me up 1o receive; a
very persoral comnecon devsed st o me by 2 very personal
God, ket so i migtt teve & charce, Like 8 i, | v, ik
geting a ot W s o it st i Vi
o o Gos et et

"I sign it over o him."
T boy ool a . ou thrk s kst rat sesy Brandn? At
what ransom do you have (o offer? No good deed can ever erase a
52 onel Loy akes one foryouto fal Tats o law”

"No." I said, shaking my head calmly, "Youe a fiar. Youve been
quiding me fo the grave since day one. Those Who seek shall find,
ihose who find shal be saved, and those who are saved dorithave fo
isten 0 you. As of tis moment, | seek "

Iwalked avay.

“Words! Theyre such cheap things! | know you, Brandon Daupfin! |

ve said in your fel [ know what
youre thinking...its a promise for fools! Fine for when you die, bul
wha is he Going for you now? You sl dorit have  ob, you st won't
get a ob, you'e st in debt, and you even have murder-one on your
record! kst a promise just words un its broken, Brandon, unless
you have something to back it up with? You have no value o offr to

nyonel”

Ikeptwalking. "l know.”

ur hope has o basis!” he coninued, his voice no weaker
o e s G s o o sk qosore o
fking things 1o thelr logical conclusions. Wel, ask yoursell now,
re s the logc in accepling ths promise?"
“Grace exceeds logic, and itdoesrit break a promise.
hon hear i, Brandors a o of growh s 1 o of paint Do you
wart o Jou var o s people g and
dmwmng7 B0 o wart 0 spure vy vetirg momert m lons
or? e ey - One dey| Youl come crawing back, ou wor
ot

1pun around and shouted, "Go to-*
s gone. | noted the word that s et hanging on my lps
700, veragai.why pecpl caled I s What e
oceniing e  poopl, | asked mysel. Have | realy et my words
become so chea
“Talk ke a child" I hought."So no grief comes through my lips.”

Iumed and ran back toward the Kosks, my heart responding to an
urgent cal.

Achid,

around aimlessly, mvauemly i . compute e man

Finally, | amounced, "I hungry for a cinnamon bun and don't know
g

“Then boy are you n luck this time, Mister Dauphint”

A slighty shorter redhead this ime, as ift mattered.

| rabied e clogram by e shouders and loked desp 1 15

e, no sou Why

i Vi et o e 5 Wy i you spars me my
Sace momions

| collapsed into a seat and covered my eyes, but then a hand rubbed
something on my neck. |smelled the most wonderfl scen.

"Here, sir Don't be sad.*

llooked up and saw the hologram holding a perfume boltle. "Lisa?"

. Brandor and
send someone who isn't malfunctioning.”

Lk b ande. s ot matacong, Liss, Youts a miace.
God's miracle. And, as he empowers me, I wil hel



Several hours later, me and my exhausted fiancCe retumed 10 the.
sparmentcomplex sk ket saig o e window Vi
feep in the same thoughts [d experienced so recenty. My pain was
hagmmrg o |k ol bt e bt good e, 2
venting. Something was stl

riseng, somg ot shous ooy 1.

"We have arrived at your destination” the amai ramed Don said.
~our total charge is sever-twelve-ninaty. Have a random right, Miss
Sormat"

| watched the amai as | left the melrocab, stll rying 1o comvince
myself that the holographic man was notring more than a computer
prograr

A police siren in the distance brought my atiention back to reality.
The cab puled avay.

"I sure youre tired of hearing me say this, but... Thanks again for
what you did back there. s not a permanent solution, but fm sure
she..”

Vair took in a deep breath and camiy released . She smiled and
staried laughing,

"What's wrong?

She spun around, clearty aated. "Wrong? ks me who keeps ting fo
trank youl"

We were in cach ohecs ama, sriing. Evarying was oo, |
variad 1o beleve Pt | s et Var ves tagper, v

tling me how changed | was and how much she ik
ool 2 ot sl wh 1 am, T wonderee sy sotels vl o gape
o s, e foundston il reaere f rek ety

ot o
o hshe o 116 ety e e

s of this momen, |

“Nice work, Justin Peake* Vair said when my first attempt to get in
the door ailed

"On, - Isaid. "Wel,

|swiped again. Another shrillbuzz of derial
"Youire lucky the cops didrit bow the door when we were taki

home. | hirk they said they cited your landiord, but the idiot doesnit
seem to care.*

"diot, huh?*

"Yeah, you shoudt put up with people ke that”

iy Thd e, 1 o b, ovkde said he door
was erjoyingitse

Vair stared amused at me, expecting some fourletier word (o burst

hero needs help fom the gir. C'mon... Kiss for good luck."

Vair stared at my wristfor a second. *Stereofype.” she remarked as.
she leaned forward and kissed the skin over the implant.

“Don't aays try o see the worst in people. Sometimes Margarita
just="

My fouth atiemot opened the door and revealed my surprised
landlord, her own wrst extended to open the door, and holding some.
piece of hardware in her other hand.

The thvee of us stared across the open doorway unti the door timed-
ou. Margerta e isabed tre mectarism, | uess 1 st
bat i a - Heleyes metVai's but darte 0 mne. Are o
ng belr istr Dauph? I sory abau being 5o short wih
eems fike everyone's ing
to get out of paying. Then | have no money for mairfenance, you
know?" | nodded and she gave a small smile. The hardware in her
hands was a new doorreader.

Vair said nothing as we enfered the buiding and went 1o fetch two.
woeks of mailfom my posial box.

"l won' curse anymore, ither.”

a moment, but  hand as
o sacis was v, "Whst good i . aryuey? Cursing st
makes other people mad at you. Words have meanings,
shouidritbe abused.

| smiled and sorted trrough the envelopes. | saw one with Vair's
rame and handed it o her. "Having your malforwarded already?"



" think you got it backwards, these are my tickets back (0 a saner
part of the globe.” She sid her unadomed fingermailon the ervelopo
as ifitwer a razor blade.

We got into the elevator. NormaHooking ratty doors foided closed
befind us

“Four"

The loud mechanism ired up.

"Your amai was Cris."

"What?" lasked.

ey ton e ekl s e, “the same amai
ed me get prioriy tickets to LA, but just two instances of the:

same pmgram {niiig, recing o, oxaing on e Wi of be

ped. "Do you think leaving her running is what
mad Lisa. You kiow.~

Ishrugged my shouiders.

" hurt I mean... s
a rod whenits leftup for hours or whenis ot up for years?"

"Do youtink its as simple as lighining?”

She respandsd Wt a trougtd s, “Ks ind of rersedng o mo

it Aether thought she would find the mearing of e in humaniy. To
ik bt fom someane's prspecive, wee s s¥engs osshrss

aremoryisdom

"You'd have probaby liked her...after she got over warting {0 kil you,
Imean."

"It must have been very fightening. | can' imagine what Id have
done.”

| nodded. “There were dlose calls, but someons else was seeing me
troughit”

W wald ou o h Tl of wom carpe and scrtd it
beauifl wear-and-te:

“Monday? | sid, otng th dae oner ket youave anoter
day here, fight

“Afer allthe rustrating attempts from home, | assumed | would need
2 ot of time here.

"Wel, we can take a tp p the coast tomorrow. There's a place in
Sania Barbara Ive been meaning 1o ook .

"Why Sana Barbara?"
Why, | thought, What a boautifulword to wield in one's vocabuiary.
Iresponded, "Why not?

| heard my door's welcoming chime immediately. "She must have.
changed my reader, too."

| threw the unopened envelopes onto my messy coffee table, the
Ibent

Soun 3 Spted s o f Vi saring by e Log lng
picture lay on top of a sealed package, with the typical

B NS B EXREMELY URGENT ressage boldy simped

ont0p. I was heavy. I ealized that I hadn't opened it the other day.

Al anergy ot do you vant o o s g Vai sked
s she ran a detangler over her har

e Leoud s a b o besch e i ipofelow

paper. a receipt flom the coffee ol

opoaiy 10 ot ood e woukd e e pers e randien
A instoad:

e, s
Vi @ Nule Pear, becatse tose
mted i o who e e il v e o Bt 101 by

row see, but by a giftyou cannot earn.

On your accapiance o i ot sour evry mosrecton il be
n, u wil retain 1o rightul cause for grief or fear of
daalh Al rat s i your pas, ncloing o very wrst acs, wil bo

oo o s T prce ot sncton & M ooty Grace s Hter
Seekme and find me.

Belowthe text it was signed: “The son of a programmer.”

With it came a leather-bound book. A note was taped on top of it:



My eyes darted back 1o the sip of paper, scaming every word
repeatedy, unable 1o bolieve what | was reading. Raskob - the good
Raskob - e chid - he was - he was.

o y

me, and

the paper sipped from my hand. The line read:
YOUR AMAIWAS SALLEE

The beach house had the same peeling walpaper, creaky

foorboards, and smell of cigar smoke 1d experienced a hundred

e bofre ut. whle st eady o al  beau,| it mind

it so much. | saw a monitor n BIl's kitchen-siash-office tuned 10 a tak

show on Zelka Six. showing grapmcs o protes St what was boing
recorded in history as The Christmas-

g ve ko st e uivese e i s posater o
manis voice was saying. "Because of the expansion of the cos
o epoct 1 508 o ght ofstas s o e od ide e kgt

rat e
instead, 1o such a small degvee that s hard o tel, but ifs been
measured and confirmed.

"And you think that means its artificial?” a womanis voico
respondoc. s bjoctis o faraway 3 cosmais i
e govemig igh ard eregy aer
ety cferent ouide of a comer of e ivrse, o ot come
s et o e drsctos ok e o

" has to be arifcial” the man said or-camera, "or olse everyting
we b abad b chs b e i, e o i e
Colsils ar aanco trolgicaly b pul i of, cize

they have oo o on Ear) Gy v g
send us amossag

“Son tate your protiom; tho voman said s ike sveryone on
Earth

mething to worship, so they feel special and
imgorar. Wel, wee o special. ' st S oimels v oed
from primates over thousands of years. That's the message more

people need to hear, and no real scientist woukd question-"

beach, what a group of ‘the destined” had done to Raskob's
ndcaste,

dividing into groups, running o worship every created thing, abusing
every beauifl gif, and denying the creator himsl.

The K fom Slammers e besn gt | id see s at e bu,

esized ren il e cueston rad csapoeared, bt bad een
fulfled, and | knew that to o better. Thats what God
puttomortow there fo

Bill who hadrit noticed my approach, now looked at me. "Brandon”
e emped acedy fom s i and posped He cpy of Dty
for @ New You on the tabe. “ know t. tying

Wi s, i you .o tar s Bo41o, 0t moans fs
arifcial. Al wo o o do's i ou what 0y inirg 0 sa and
we'llearm al the secrets of the uriverse!

Youe worth more than this, Bil" | said, putting my finger on fis.
book. "We al are.

"Well” he said, try i his mind, “then whatre you doing
e Moh o e, el I Couih, o e g

“Actualy, | just warted to bring you a gt | pulled the leather-bound
book out and placed it on op of hs.

Holy Bive Bl read dloud. "t at suppose fo be ancient o
something:

"Yeah, I guess itis," I mused. “Older than the uiverse, ina way."

"Wol, tharks but | dortt want an ok book. Give mo whats fresh and

"What stays fresher than the truth, or newer than a faith with several
bilion people?”

"Well” Bill aid, "Destiny!l have several biion people..” Cough. K1
v oveyboty whon o Shereshow up nd 8 oy SO0
Whywers ree-

"We can already find out why we're here," "We can akeady
rave faithin something beyond our own imaginations.”

“Destiny ain' fath its scier



I shrugged my shoulders. Bill stared at the Bible for a moment. "Okay,
Nl have alook.”

"Wel, send me a din and lot me know what you thirk. fm il learming
myself bu, aren't we al”"

Bill smiled. "You on sometring, kid? Something’s different about you
today."

Itumed to leave. "Call t self awareness."
"Hey, waitp."

Bill met me in the entrance to the hallway. "Whyd you come o see a
e e

v one o o ear | ophed. ‘Bt o st e o
give you the gt

aftor Now Year's."

“On, well ah... No one’s given me a gitin a long time, Tl ah...see
you some is right

| saw Vair standing out on the beach. She was looking up, her long,
je-biack hair flowing in the currents of the wind.

"Who's that?” Bill asked, taking a step down the fall

"My fiancCe. The second-best thing that ever happened (o me.
"Yeah? What was the first?"
|smiled. *The realization of how much she meant o me."
Wk 3 it o sty dort sver et e go-Too many s your
ag e pariners like they were rolis of paper tovies. Maybe my.
oonerston b et i You. o eyes e cometing peopls v
been doing since the begiing ofime; that Gocantmater, st domt
etithappento you”

L kpow, uk women aret cecs . optie, oy nowr wors
and the

raral order of the word ittty S
e

"Wel, thats pretty good." Bill replid, "but 1 dorit know if Id want to
get hiched in this economy.

"l dorit care about the economy. Maybe money makes things easier,

urhappy

“Easier said than done.”

"Woll? I replied, “ifwe just keep waiing for fe to be easy, we'l never
startving it

Billlet out a laugh. “You are on sometting. Whatever it s, lwant L™

llooked at him. "Whatever tis eased-up your cough, Bil”

o pase o 2 mome and card i ot el bpely |

won' need (o get my lungs rebuilt again. The board's p

iahimare, an o procoduto oy ks 5o many imes.

He patted me on the back and tumed to the ktchen.

 sapped of e deck ok e sand revshg i e iorg ocsan:
emova remained the brighiest point of

i o S

K hrd o belleve, a1 That someting so far away can cusine
allthe othor st

"I never even thought (0 ook at i A tea streaked down her cheekc
"Now s like | can' look away.

"Youe not geting emotional on me, are you?"

Vair realized she was crying and wiped the tear away. "No, of course
not”

"Oh, youe sucha cyborg."

~oue one 1o talk, Mister Mahirai.” She tapped her finger on my
forehead. "HNADC is modeled after the human brain, you know. How

maybe that explains why e been able 1o hack into your heart

“Through the doble-firewial | have set up? Never.”

We kissed. t wasrit a kiss of imitation, or of itual, but of every real
ting that a kiss shoud represent.



ppy New Year,” Vair said, her brown eyes gazing calmly into my

“Happy New Everything." | replied, brusfing my hand through her
black hair, aware of how normal s indigo stipe had become for me,
and glad knowing that t was absert.

Sometimes normal changes, | thought. Sometimes we find a better
normal,

"Your book's gone," she said. The calmness lef her roaming eyes.

IS th ony one | KTow o resds pri | epned. | cat get

words without going cross-eyed. Besides, |can dowrload
e Bibe 5 my SNDL fom, ke,  tlion servers, and | can read it at
a dozen tmes the speed.”

ol
befind us. "I's about the qualiy of what you read, ot the quaniity”

| sensed some anger rising in Vair, anger she'd conjured on my
behall, knowing thal the one who wasrit giving me work didnt
deserve any gif. | put my hand on her shoukder and absorbed the

nsion. Vair looked at me. "Youre really serious about tis, arent
you?"

In her eyes, | saw what lay beyond her wals, the foot of 50 much
potential. | saw the curious chid within her, she who was blessed with
cutosy. | saw it ovd e 2 G kved ot and . win Goc,
tbrough Chrst, there really were no limis to what | and those around
me couid do.

"So s the one who reached out o me.”

|could never go back. No maler what. | coukd never see the worid the
same way again. | didn't even wank 10, not because | fol asleep and
closed my oyes, but because |had never boen so awake inmy ifo.
s 2 painkd tarsiton for mo ke bofor @ butey spracs i
inge:  uman being brsaig utof s prograe
mearing in iy, & cason o 1 bo here,and t wastta feason
el make i g | et alng. | wast  God. God 1 God,ard
was trough him that | found out who | ealy was.

| asked for a blessing on the fulure of me and my wie. There was an
opening n Vs company an | eceived e permis | esded o

clicut. As | was packing, | found an unopened
emeiope fom Fanany, = tstamert .y imperec rscrep,

rine-f
relieved me of my surplus without corfirming that it was stolen. |
reminded myself of what the patrolman said: tat being free from the
law in spirt til meant respecting it while on ths Earth...or on Luna,

fars, or whalover comer of creation that human imovation
takes us.

The Christmas Supernova remained in the sky unti summer, and
everyone jumped 1o market their own interpretation of t. | knew the
{Uth was out there and imagined the day when we could travel such
cnarcss. vordero it 8 ritborrcod koked Bk, wondered

7 vl havo rvealod b o, ar how much o bow it
e g s o of 215

God bless the explorers, though.

itwas a long time before | set oot in an ascension booth again, and |
all b stopped drinking Amber Plus, or any energy drink. | formed the.
iaing bbi of asking uy to mysef.and do | noed i | found
myself ranting every amai and hologram | encountered the benefitof
o, v voating o K hough 1w ot sofvare was
designed to expect he rever

and | acceptd i 25 someling | desened. | knew it my ener

ve sin, and that, therefore, my sin had lost fs power
v o, Aror i | ovgte 1 e doas o W son il s 3
mabirai, maybe it powerful enough to cover me, o

A cool autumn breeze blew through the chapel in New Haven on the.
day of our wedding, Vair was st young and fragil in her own faith,
reed 1o the church seting more because it was o unusual
o sy sl raso, A . e enertsined ity s 3
"Whatif?* and claimed that we weren' fving in science fi
seh uestors seered b bolorg e 2 ot ars oy
. the connection within her woud be made by another.
e oy sn o doer, 30 wokd v 15 il oo 7
hor own wil

sorge Richar, th brofe [d e for o ong. wasmy b man
Lisa, whose true nature was known ol to me, my sister, and my
Lisa, whose true nalure was known only lo me, my sister, and my



customs, eager to prove herself o her mentor, Sallie, and hoping to

like Aether one day.
oris saaton Vai's moter uho ofgiraly Lpheld et hercaugher

could onl a veeloo, had come o accept me, because her son
Dosn \ovsd i sisr o waried o nwu down the wals within his
ly. The biggest surprise came when Vairs father arived,

to come, and

ek oeraye o Nt condncad et s giv o neier chance. |
tld her that she didit have to deal with anything alone anymore, that
we always have help.

s 0 mad b bing bk in vt and s, s s |
stood wealty amor n the tide of money would ru
v e i) scmating el more mporan bt e
never be taken from me.

Tomorrow was something Id always taken for granted; but with sel-

beter. bty
to face the ligh even when it hurts, because that which hurs is thal
which cannot withstand the light; and therefore must eventually die,
anyway.

So, whatis the meaning ofife?

The question is as philosoptical as they come, not one prized by
those who ind 1o hope in tomortow, by those who believe that they
are an end unto themsaves: their own god, or by those who treat the
questions iike cheap words and claim that answers dorit exist, who
stall out and compromise before answers come together, who aren

able to
becomes nonsense, where the answer wil not break under any
fture.

To discover the logical conciusion of fe i to die and be born again.
recepive. | ind myself wondering if th answer | found was the same
one Acether found, o the same on Vair wouid find in tim.

| saw rat e wee al resed iferenty and | s tat e chersiy

s and st e i b 't hich siaye h same fom ai
angles. What i 1 tho

Whatf an Al could become self-aware?

oo, 9

Whatf God could use them, too?

llaughed, knowing thatId given myself permission o. | basked in that
X granted,

seemed more thoughtorented. But we were given both heart and
mind, | decided,

|saw that the creator could reach whomever he waned, even simers.
|aw that such grace made death tsef logical.

Iwondered ifthe truth then revealed could be called ogical atall.

The logical conclusion of if, is ffe.
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