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I

Once upon a time, Anne lived in a tiny and orderly universe.


It is difficult to say with much precision just when Anne’s tiny and orderly universe began, but it is easy to say when it ended. Anne will never forget the date: 67 After Mailbox Melt, 9th Notebook.


Specifically, it was shortly after dawn—at that time when the harsh light of the newly born sun, which hadn’t yet learned its manners, met without fear the dark purple blinds, and made the line dividing hot and cold hues on Anne’s desk the sharpest it ever got—when Anne, lazily flipping pages, saw the message from the wrong part of the future.


Until the moment when Anne’s universe shattered, the morning had been an ordinary one, which is to say there was no visit from Michael and no chores to do. It was a game morning, one of a long unbroken train. Those early parts of 9th Notebook were not a good time for Anne, for she had found that every book on the shelf, except of course those which she had converted into game books, was not only familiar to her but so familiar that reading could barely be distinguished from not reading. That is, not only did she remember the stories of all the story books and the arguments of all the treatises—she always had, except in the days of 1st and 2nd Notebooks—but she remembered the individual plan of nearly every sentence, so that looking at a page was not much different from calling up that page in her mind’s eye.


The effect was, of course, partial. She could not ask her mind to unroll a string of sentences, one after the other, without losing her way after the fifth, or fourth, or sometimes the third or second. She was still very far, blessedly far, from the bleak horizon of pure memorization. But it does not take anything like pure memorization to render a text so familiar that what one does with it can no longer quite be called reading.


So Anne indulged in game mornings and game evenings more and more often. Since the opening of 9th Notebook she had gobbled up much of the prime material from 5th and 6th Notebooks, working on at least two distinct active games a day, sometimes more. She told herself that she had to think more closely over her moves than ever, now that she could eat up less and less time with reading. But without reading she found the once-tidy tracks of her mind fraying, the discipline she had learned as a small rapt girl reading Ratleak now dying away bit by bit, her own attitude toward Ratleak himself souring into defiant doubt, for all of his orderly lessons seemed less and less useful by the day, in this time when she needed them more than ever. More and more, her decision tables were focused idiotically on some mad ambitious plan of hers, elaborated into the future with the fantasist’s generosity of detail. When attending sullenly to any possible enemy activity which could not be fit into her scheme, she wrote inane decisions, nearly placeholders—and, of course, it was exactly these possibilities which the clever Anne of 5th or 6th Notebook made into realities.


It was almost as though she had, several Notebooks ago, anticipated the weak spots of her present self. This was not impossible, and such self-defeating tricks would not have been beyond her back then. Those were the days when, her mind carelessly fecund, she had invented Seven Shelves and the Thorn War Game, and had spoken to Twenty-Seven with so much exuberance and so little tact that Twenty-Seven had shut her out from any of her future notebooks. But she had no memory of conspiring in that way, and though she could not check the notebooks directly lest she lay bare her adversary’s mind and its secrets, she had asked any of the others who would know, and had gotten no leads.


She might have done it with Twenty-Seven, of course. The very possibility made her laugh, but it couldn’t be ruled out.


That morning, the morning of 67 After Mailbox Melt, 9th Notebook, began as a game morning of that late decadent type. Barely out of bed, without even glancing at the notebook, she had reached greedily for a partially filled Seven Shelves decision tree. But although she remembered no dream, there was a part of her that was still in the sleeping world, and her bleary eyes could barely resolve the individual marks on the paper, finely spaced as they were. She turned then to the notebook, where the letters were larger, since it was as thick as her hand was long, and would be extended by Michael if the last page were reached prematurely.


Opening to the latest page, she found a brief response from Eight. That was nice. She’d sent a letter to Eight a few days before, to an early Eight with whom she had never spoken and whom she hoped might invigorate her. She had spoken to Eight only in Eight’s later notebook, and while the dour Eight of 44th Notebook made poor company, she had also alluded frequently and with some bitterness to a bright girlhood. Anne had supposed this was just nostalgia, in the usual manner of her sisters in their later Notebooks. And she had feared, as usual, that in speaking unbidden to an Anne who had never spoken to her, she might open a door better left closed. Those few wretched Annes who had opened every door before thinking twice were always the most miserable, and they never spared a chance to lecture her about the dangers of their choice.


But these were difficult days, and so she’d sent a letter to Eight’s 2nd notebook. And now there was a response. It was nothing much, but it was pleasant enough:


FROM A8, NB 2, PG 774


Salutations. You are the 4th magic writer who has written in my books so far. I am still calling it magic writing although Eighteen said it was childish and made her feel “a uniquely acute revulsion.” She is old and I think she is a person like Mr Gull in the Travels of Young Goodman who “cannot be made glad by any ordinary thing, be it ever so satisfactory.” That is the only story book I like and I like it very much and since there is magic writing in it I am calling this magic writing, you see?


I am so bored because all of the other books are either too dull or too difficult, many are both. I have read in The Long Straight Path that boredom is one of the feelings that needs to be stamped out but it is hard. You said you are playing games a lot. I don’t know what games are exactly but it seems like they are a thing you can do other than books and notebook. You said you weren’t supposed to say much about the games but can you tell me how to play a game (is it play a game? I know about other varieties of playing which they do in some books but not about playing of games).


I would be pleased to hear more from you. Don’t worry I am not surprised about you being Twenty-Six. I knew there were many more than that since the 2nd one who wrote in my books was One Hundred Twelve. I have asked how many there are but no one knows, Eighteen said there was no end but I think she is old and a Mr Gull and all that. I know all the others are Annes, although I wish it weren’t so, if I could write to all the people in Young Goodman I would love that. Anyway here I am writing in your notebook and you can’t stop me. Please write more soon if you wish to write. I know you can make it any time and why not make it sooner instead of later.


Anne read this, and nodded. Did some small part of her feel disappointed, even after so much, that this was merely another Anne? Did some part of her sigh, seeing those familiar titles appear on the page one more time?


She would like to think so now. But then, it is hard now to place herself back in her tiny and orderly universe.


 



 


Grant bolted awake from a dream of endless red, and this time the moon was right outside his window.


Grant shook his head and lay back in bed. He shut his eyes briefly, and then opened them again. On the wall of his room he saw a large bright patch of moonlight, slanting diagonally at the top, fading off gradually into blackness on the left edge, which was vertical, straight up-down. Part of the patch was obscured by the dimmer, closer form of the dresser, a form fully dark inside but moonlit on its edges. He tried to remember the expanse of red velvet, but it had already faded.


When he woke up and the room was entirely dark, Grant could often hold the colors in his head for minutes at a time. Not now, though. Some part of him, a petulant little part, resented the moon for what it had just done. But other, more sophisticated parts of him were starting to move now, their gears engaging, finding traction, turning.


Grant sat up, paused, sighed, and got out of bed. The moon had been avoiding his room for weeks. This meant something, or was supposed to. Azad would say it did, anyway.


Feeling his way along the wall toward the door, Grant became aware of a muffled repetitive train of sound. Azad was playing the piano again, it seemed. What was the last time Azad had slept? Grant sighed and almost considered getting back in bed, securing a snatch of conscious time to himself, plain unvarnished time without the gleaming Azad touch. But a pang of guilt and concern struck the thought from his mind. He really didn’t know when Azad had last slept. And this renewed enthusiasm for the piano. Smirking, teasing allusions to the garden and even the streets. Was it his imagination, or had the Azad gleam been getting wilder in these last few phases? More brilliance with less sense? And where would it end?


Grant had no trouble finding the doorknob—in this new moonlight it was helpfully aglow—and he moved swiftly into the narrow hall. The unfamiliar light made the hall’s geometry newly real to Grant. He saw again how small it was—though not cramped, not unnaturally or claustrophobically small. Normally small, domestically small. It was a nice house meant for a small family, after all. In a nice neighborhood. With a garden. The carpet was soft under his bare feet. A nice place to live, it must have been. And it was still the same house. Strange.


Grant padded along toward the kitchen. The music was clearer now. A mazurka? Yes: jubilant, insistent, obnoxious, Azad’s right hand trotting about madly as his left pumped an incessant beat. Christ, thought Grant. What a way to wake up.


The kitchen was backlit from the right, now, via the little windows above the sink, the ones on the south side, like Grant’s window. The big picture window, directly ahead, brought in comparatively little light, though moving closer he could see the street below painted in bright orange by the streetlights, as always. The empty house across the street was dark, its outline barely visible against the starless sky.


“Grant!” The familiar voice was clear and blunt and maddeningly congenial, like the mazurka, which still went on.


“You’re lively as ever,” Grant replied. “Did you find a new songbook in the basement, or is this an original piece?”


There was a barking laugh, and the mazurka crashed to a halt. “Oh dear me. Do you mean to tell me that you’ve forgotten my ‘Dance of the Jerboas’? One of wee Azad’s proudest accomplishments. He weeps, now, inside me, little Azad. Look at what you’ve done to him. Terrible.”


“Dance of the Jerboas?”


“The little rodents that hop, hop, hop across the desert. Ears as big as their heads, fantastically sharp hearing. A perfect audience, unlike someone else I will not name. Perhaps I shall replace you with a jerboa, Grant. I must reflect upon the notion; it would have its advantages and disadvantages.”


Grant had moved now into the expansive living room, a capital-L shape with the grand piano at its hinge. Being on the north side of the house, the living room was now very dark. Grant trained his eyes on the darkest patches he could see, to prime his pupils, and promptly Azad’s tall thin head coalesced above the array of black and white keys. The dark hair looked scruffy, greasy.


“The moon’s right outside my window now.”


“Well of course it is. Seventh harmonic. I worked this out two days ago. The harmonics all work if you transpose them a fifth time. Weren’t you listening? I worry I’m outpacing you, Grant. There’s an advantage of the jerboa: hops at fifteen miles an hour. With fancy footwork, too, to lose predators. The owls come for them at night. A certain resemblance to our present condition, wouldn’t you say?”


“I don’t see your meaning. We aren’t hunted. We’re hibernating.”


“Hibernation is a seasonal phenomenon!” This, for some reason, was accompanied by a little melodic flourish on the keys. “It lasts the winter and then ends.”


“Azad, please.”


All at once Azad hurled himself from the bench and stood upright. A few feet from Grant, the tall thin form paced and gestured.


“We used to talk about the end. We used to sit in the garden and speak to each other about signs and indications. Do you remember when we danced in the garden, Grant?”


Involuntarily, both men’s eyes turned to the sliding glass door at the far end of the L, to the dimly visible fronds and stalks beyond. The rocks they’d sat on. The high fence behind.


“We didn’t know what we were doing, Azad. We didn’t fucking know. We’d panicked and Mooncrashed and we didn’t appreciate how the Mooncrash worked, what it wanted.”


Azad laughed hoarsely. “And now we are so enlightened that we have no use for our faculty of thought, is that it? Shut off the brain until further notice. Get eaten by an owl, out there in the desert.”


“I know it’s beyond you to speak clearly, but I will never tire of making the request. Just what the hell are you driving at?”


“I know why the moon is outside your window, Grant. It’s all in the harmonics. The Mooncrash follows a specified program, yes? Prepared in advance for maximum occlusion. But it’s not all on auto, you see? It expects an intelligent user. A warm mammal with a functioning brain. This is interactive theater; we aren’t just the audience. And it’s starting to get restless, with no signs of intelligent life about. Must be so lonely for it, the poor smart thing.”


“So runs your latest enthusiasm. You’re a true believer but every passing phase brings a new belief, doesn’t it, Azad? But I’ll play along for now. What would you have us do?”


Azad’s eyes turned and stared. Two fierce glinting things in the darkness. And then their shape shifted: a smile.


“You, my jerboa, are going to hop down the street. There’s something in one of the other houses. You’re going to retrieve it.”


Grant stumbled backwards. “We’ve never done that. Foolish, rash . . . if I never come back, what will you do then? Play the mazurka on and on forever, that fucking smile on your face?”


“The owls are circling, Grant.”


“And why me? If you’re so sure, why won’t you do it yourself? Leave me behind, laugh at how I fear the dark.”


“Because, Grant, I need to know you’re with me. I know you’ll find this an odd admission, but I really can’t do this myself. I play the music, you dance. That’s how it will be. If we can do that together, the Mooncrash will be over before gibbous next turns to crescent.”


He was still then, and Grant too was still. The moon was still, and the house was still. All parties were used to stillness, now, for the Mooncrash was nearly four years old.


 



 


They relished it when she entered a room. They had to—despite the glares, despite the shuffling off towards walls and corners, despite even the occasional taunt or jeer. They had to, because she brought light into these halls. She brought presence. She brought things that were forbidden to them, or which they had forbidden themselves, and having given those things up—well, some part of them, buried deep somewhere, had to miss them.


In Cordelia’s homespun metaphysics, there was light and the absence of light. The shades, of course, had the least light in them, but Cordelia saw no firm boundary between the shades and the more spectral of the students, who seemed day by day to be shading further into shadelikeness. The waifish and wiry, with their now-fashionable brown cloaks that mimicked the brown stone behind them, clearly aspired to the condition of the shades themselves, who were apt to vanish from view entirely when one’s attention waned. They wanted to be furniture for the Academy, inert and harmonious parts, waiting, making no rash or sudden moves. For (as everyone knows) the Shroud is upon us and while it tolerates the Academy—as it presently is, as it has been for the last eight years, a chrysalis, preparing itself step by minuscule step—it is not known (by anyone, and certainly not by you, Cordelia) that the Shroud will tolerate anything else.


And then at the other end was light. Not the light tones of pigment as opposed to the darker—for the albino pallor of the shades was the lightest of all on that score—but the light in the phrase to shed light, the light of a lamp held in the hand which makes its forceful impression on the surrounding gloom, un-hiding the hidden, getting to the bottom of things. The light of presence, heft, physical impact, the mode of being that changes a space, refuses to blend into it. But, too, the light of a delightful morning animated by sharp tea, of a cozy chat with the Ells, of anything that found life delicious and thereby thumbed its nose at the Shroud.


They must relish my audible footfall, Cordelia thought, as she raced down the spiral stairs into Main Hall. There must be something for them, she thought, in how starkly my dress stands out against the weathered brown and grey of these weary steps. My bright baby-blue tiered dress that moves as I walk. Motion registers even in the peripheral vision, draws the eye. Something new is here, says the eye. Cordelia is here, and now the room is a room with Cordelia in it, and such a different thing that is from the Cordelia-less room it was a moment ago.


Classes were in session, so Main Hall was nearly empty, but of course there were those who had this period off. A cluster of them had congregated against the wall opposite the big windows, so that the dim light of the October afternoon washed over them. They were fooling around with statomantic tricks, giving each other outrageous false memories, whole backstories that would become true and then flame out within a minute or two. Cordelia knew because their clothes kept changing, instantaneously—nothing outrageous, nothing with much light in it, just the mere addition or subtraction of a hat, the lightening or darkening of a cloak. Any serious statomancer could get the backstories without the clothes, or vice versa, but these students weren’t serious statomancers. They’d just taken Intro and hadn’t gotten bored of this stuff yet.


As Cordelia reached ground level, several of the group turned to face her, and there were the usual glares—not even glares, per se, nothing so forceful, just blank looks, untouched by conventional friendliness and sustained just a bit too long for comfort. She recognized most of them. First-years, a relatively lively gang who’d been friendly to her when they first arrived—targeting her with their eager questions because they had to ask someone, and she stood out—but the Hector G. Stein Academy pall had settled over them soon enough, and now they were less eager, dimmer, colder.


“Cutting class again, Cordo?” said one, a fresh-faced boy whose hair cut a sleek line across his forehead.


“That I am,” she replied. That she was. She had something to do, a thing which, in her considered opinion, was more worthwhile than Mrs. Purseslen’s planned review session on chromomantic query etiquette.


“Nice,” the boy said coolly. “Wish I got to cut class like ever without getting chewed out by Mrs. Vance. I guess we can’t all be the Ells’ little pets, right?”


There were some snickers. Cordelia sighed inwardly, but only from boredom. She knew she was the Ells’ favorite, and she refused to feel ashamed of it. It was nothing to do with family or money, after all; the Ells just liked her. (Was that all? All she could ever discern, anyway.) And they were good people, the Ells. They had light in them.


“That’s too bad. I could talk to them about the attendance policy, you know, they’re open to reasonable suggestions—”


She stopped because she knew it was the wrong answer, and had no idea how to steer the sentence to better waters.


“Oh, please do, Cordelia,” said a small girl sarcastically. A small girl with a surprisingly big voice—was there light there? But on the voice went, digging in. “We’re all in your hands. You make the rules, we just follow them.”


“I can’t talk,” Cordelia said. “I have things to do.” This was true. She hustled off in the direction of the grand door opposite the stairs.


“Hey Cordo,” another boy called after her, “have a date for the Gloaming Ball? Wanna be mine?”


This was supposed to be insulting, because it wasn’t a real request; this was understood by all without any explicit indications, and that in itself constituted the insult. No one wanted to take Cordelia to any of the Balls, it was understood, and while this was supposed to rankle, and occasionally did—not always for the reasons usually presumed—it did not now, because Cordelia had things to do.


She crossed the high arched threshold into another, longer section of Main Hall, and immediately veered right toward her destination: the bathroom. With every step she felt the small wooden box jostle against her midsection, straining against the hastily assembled bundle of tape that affixed it to her person. In the expanse of the dress its inclusion was invisible; it was safe there.


She made a beeline for an open stall, closed and locked it, sat down, and with an awkward but effective series of gestures managed to retrieve the box. This bathroom too had high arched windows, and the pale uniform light suffused the stall. Just her and this little wooden box, alone, at last. In the dorms she was never alone, but here, here they gave her privacy, and so she could shed her light upon the thing she’d found in the darkness.


Cordelia lifted the top off the box. It came off easy in her hand.


She was looking down to see what was inside, but this was superfluous because there was no box anymore and no bathroom stall. There was also no Cordelia.


She could not see anything, but the impression was not one of darkness. It was an impression of space. Not tactile, not limited to the body: the space was all around, pervasive, no part of it distinguished by its proximity to her flesh. For she had no flesh, anymore.


She felt skeletal, was the word that came to her mind. But that was not nearly strong enough a word. She had no skin and no fat and no muscle, clearly, no internal organs, but even the bones which seemed to remain were not full things, but mere spindly lines strung together. She felt that she had shriveled as far as one can shrivel, that that process had reached its asymptotic end. No, she was not shriveled but a shrivel, a thing that could never have had any shrivelable substance in the first place.


With no flesh left, with nothing but line, she was very cold and so, instinctively, she tried to curl her non-limbs around her non-torso into a huddling ball. Instantly, the lines that were now her jerked and twisted, with a suddenness that startled her. No warmth ensued. None of her lines could touch any of her other lines, no transfer of heat was possible.


But now there was something new: the space around her felt her sudden motion and reacted. It convulsed. Shuddering waves battered her non-body, waves of revulsion, peristaltic waves seeking to expel her, vomit out the foreign substance. She felt deeply sick to her non-stomach. It was horrible, what she was doing to the space. It was grotesque. She was a disturbance, an interloping shrivel in this perfect plenum.


She had been all wrong, all along. She was not a light, not a presence. This place had been where all the light was, all along, and she was the dimmest, wrongest thing, a set of jerking bones, a thing of the dark, which had no right to be here. No right to touch light. She and the space were in perfect agreement: she was a poison and she ought to be expelled. But the damage had already been done. The space was sick, deeply sick, because of what she had done to it, and it was trying desperately, valiantly, to get her away, but that wouldn’t cure the sickness. The space had been still and now it would be shuddering forever.


She wanted to take her skeleton apart so it could no longer move, but no part of her could touch any other part, no skeletal finger could disassemble any skeletal joint. She tried to shriek, and her skull-head snapped back violently and in its wake were queasy, indignant vibrations, vibrations that built something with the others, a collective wave—


She was out. There was a bathroom stall around her. Pale October light. In the next stall, a toilet flushed.


The power of the vision retreated quickly. She remembered how the box made her skeletal, how there was a space inside, but she’d put the top back on the box now and she was in a bathroom in the Hector G. Stein Academy in pale October light just like before. Curiosity rushed in as horror fled. But she would not, she thought to herself, be opening the box again any time soon.


As she left the stall, she became aware of two other presences in the bathroom. There was a wraithly student in brown washing her hands to the right. And to the left, between Cordelia and the door, was the formidable form of Lilith Vance, Dean of Students.


Oh, perfect! thought Cordelia, and she rushed forward to meet her friend, hoping for a hug. Lilith Vance, just who I need for a good debriefing about my latest discovery. Maybe they’ll let me cut the next class, too, so she and I and Lucifer can sit and mull and pontificate at our leisure, mugs of piping coffee by our sides. Shedding light.


But something stopped her short. Lilith Vance looked different. She was not the Lilith of the Headmaster’s Office, of chats and coffee, but the Mrs. Vance of the Academy, an immovable rock bringing order to chaos. As Cordelia had moved, she had stood motionless. Her expression was one Cordelia had never seen her use, except when dealing with other students.


“Cordelia,” said Mrs. Vance, “you are to come with me to the Headmaster’s Office. This is a disciplinary meeting. You are being disciplined.”


The student at the washing basin looked at them with glee. She did not need to say anything for the message to be clear: oh, Cordelia, you thought the rules didn’t apply to you? That Mrs. Vance’s patience would be infinite? I knew you were just one of us, Cordelia.


In the hall, Mrs. Vance whispered, “You found that in the Catacombs, didn’t you?”


“Yes.”


“We let you in there. Stupid, so stupid,” said Mrs. Vance. “We thought you knew. We assumed you knew.”


Cordelia said nothing.


“The Shroud is not a joke,” Mrs. Vance said.


Cordelia felt small and cold and wrong. The Shroud, the Shroud, the Shroud is upon us (as everyone knows) and we must shrink and fade and never wear a bright blue dress, as everyone knows, everyone but Cordelia. The Ells knew. They had tolerated her, but they knew. The pall was stronger than them. It was stronger than anything.






II

The street was full of temptations.


Azad had followed Grant out onto the front porch, but no further. The front porch with its overhanging roof, with its vine-laced columns shielding it from the street below, the front porch which was not inside but, comfortably, still not quite outside. Azad had stepped out onto the porch and then stopped, nodded, looked at Grant expectantly. Neither had said anything.


The front porch was connected to the street only via a short winding block of stairs, and those stairs were the real threshold. When Grant had set foot on the sidewalk, his stomach had lurched: no ceiling or roof above, just the blank sky. The night air was neither cold nor warm, but it was different. He had stolen a glance back up at the house, and in doing so lost his balance, stumbled backwards into the minivan parked by the curb. Above, an empty porch, front door already closed, Azad already inside.


Grant was in the middle of the road, headed south. He had started out on the sidewalk, but the lamps were too harsh on his eyes as he passed between them, and in this tranquil world there were no longer such things as moving cars. This also helped him avoid temptation.


Every cross-street, for instance, was a temptation. How strange, how excessive it seemed that each street still existed, here, sitting dark and inert, without an audience. Along this cozy, winding residential road, most of the cross-streets were narrow and stubby, and Grant knew they were just lined with more houses, like this one. But the outside had wakened a fierce restlessness within him. In a house. For four years. An able-bodied man, barely over thirty, formerly athletic (and somewhat vain about it), housebound.


Here in the middle of the road, if he kept his neck rigid and gaze straight ahead, he could make the cross-streets lose their reality. Mere abstractions in his peripheral vision. And no curbs to step over—the curbs, he had felt, were taunting him. You could turn here, they were saying, but you won’t, will you? Because you’re a good little pet.


Grant gritted his teeth. He thought he would have learned by now not to let Azad bait him. To play the game on Azad’s whimsical terms was already to have lost it. This compulsive symbol-making and thematizing of things—Grant a desert mouse, Mooncrash a desirous godling with a retinue of malevolent owls, a fucking walk down the fucking street a psychodrama on themes of freedom and duty—at most one of the two could afford such indulgences, Grant thought. Sometimes a curb is just a curb.


Face forward, Grant. One foot after the next, now. You are walking, Grant said to himself, just walking, feet hitting pavement, joints working to balance and rebalance load—all physics and no fantasy. No hidden depths, no brilliance required.


The house he was looking for was near the end of this homey little stretch, and as Grant neared it, cresting a slight hill, the view before him opened up suddenly. His eyes took a moment to process the new vista, and when they had, he laughed aloud: he was marveling at the majesty, the frontier-like wild openness, of a four-way stop.


It was, in his defense, the largest and most brightly lit physical space he had seen in at least three years. The red traffic lights were still blinking on and off, pointlessly—they must have been blinking here the whole time, with no one around to bear witness—and the color was a shock to him, a whole third thing that was neither the pale light of the moon nor the orange light of the sodium streetlights. And he knew that if he continued on past his destination, towards the intersection, he would encounter a far more massive space to the left, the parking lot of the supermarket.


Grant had been here quite a few times since the start of the Mooncrash, but only in the early days, before he and Azad had exhausted the non-perishable, non-revolting food on the supermarket shelves and had switched to sole reliance on the house refrigerator which, as in a fairy tale, would refill itself every time it was emptied. It had been Grant’s duty, back then, to march to the supermarket and return bearing bags full of cans and packaged snacks. His upper body strength far exceeded that of willowy Azad, and it felt deeply wrong for them both to leave the house at the same time.


He was not sure, he realized, when he had last thought about the supermarket. It must have been a very long time ago indeed, for the Mooncrash had its ways of constricting and pacifying the mind, filling his thoughts ever more with the geometry of the house, with visions of dim light against shadow, hand feeling along familiar wall in search of edge—and nothing else. He’d been so afraid of boredom, for a time, early on; afraid he would go mad. But instead he had sunk willingly into the house, let its stasis envelop him, become a harmonious part of its system. The furniture did not get bored, nor did the drapes, or the carpets, so why should he? And whatever part of his restless animal soul this phenomenon could not tranquilize, Azad’s incandescent mind could at least keep busy with distractions.


It really was (pace Azad, pace fucking Azad as always) like hibernation.


But if Grant’s mind was slow and cold now, its cogs mostly gathering dust, the memories of the supermarket were heating it up. Long-dormant assemblages creaked into motion, and the gear train of which the supermarket formed a part was now turning in lockstep. Thus, Grant would later think, it wasn’t a lapse or failure on his part that he began to remember. Memories trigger other memories: that is simply the way a mind works, a good ordinary well-oiled mind. A human mind. He couldn’t stop himself from being human, after all, not on his own. Which was why he needed the Mooncrash.


 



 


He had been head of security at the facility, he remembered, hazily. The facility was still an impossible dream to him at this point, since his mind had only begun to warm up. He grasped it primarily by loose analogy with the house—for it was something like a house, but much larger and brighter, and full of quick nervous people.


There had been a great change at the facility. Many of the quick nervous people had left, and been replaced with even quicker and much more nervous people. Grant got a spectacular raise at the cost of signing away his rights to communicate with the world outside, for the new people had brought secrets with them. This had been acceptable to Grant, for he was a solitary man, single and childless, who killed his time with beer and video games, primarily those that simulated covert military operations with masturbatory levels of accuracy. His co-op buddies expressed no interest in his job transition, although they heartily approved of his new, cushy condo. He bought a ping-pong table. Such were the changes brought to Grant’s life by mankind’s first contact with an intelligence beyond its own.


He had been a simpler man, then. How strange and irritating to think that Azad had changed him in that way, had given him culture. He had not intended to become cultured, but he did fear boredom in the early days, and to escape it he was willing even to submit to Azad’s impromptu lectures. One night, when the topic was closer than usual to his turf, he realized that on said topic Azad was full of shit, and told him so in as many words. Azad’s face had lit up with a devious smile, and Grant realized that his resistance was the resistance of a bug against a spider’s web. He was caught, now, and the great debate began, and the house was rarely quiet. Grant even began to read, then, squinting in the moonlight, combing the house’s paltry book collection for factual ammunition.


Those had been good times.


The earlier Grant, head of security at the facility (his mind was warming up and he could see it in his mind now, even the colors), had been informed about the new people and their task. It was important that the head of security understand the parameters of the situation, the kinds of risks that might most likely emerge. He memorized flowcharts of scenarios and ran drills covering each one. He did not understand all of the details, because even the team did not understand all of the details, and the team was full of Ph.Ds while Grant (barely) had a Bachelor’s in Communications. But he knew the outline.


Some sort of structure had been sighted in the texture of the physical universe. The team talked a lot about something called “spinor anomalies.” Attempts were made to explain the spinor anomalies to the earlier Grant. They had something to do with space and time and, oddly, with mirrors. He had understood none of this, but had had no trouble understanding the bottom line, which was that when the people with Ph.Ds looked at the spinor anomalies they saw aliens.


More precisely, the ones with physics Ph.Ds said the spinor anomalies were like nothing they had ever seen, and then people with biology Ph.Ds got involved because they were a bit less surprised. At first the people with physics Ph.Ds yelled a lot at the people with biology Ph.Ds and this struck Grant as annoying and childish. But pretty soon they started getting along, and getting along with the people with all sorts of different Ph.Ds, because they had realized they were seeing something that was beyond all of their capacities. The words “intelligence” and “communication” were frequently used to explain how the thing was new and different.


After the early tensions had subsided, Grant found himself liking the new team. This surprised him, because they were eggheads. They were pragmatic, though, which he liked. And they quickly stopped talking down to him. There was a general sense that everyone was working on the edge of their capacity, no one coasting on smarts or expertise. On Friday evenings the team would drink beer together, and Grant joined them, and did not feel out of place.


There was one member of the team Grant did not like so much: the linguist. He gathered that he was not alone in this feeling. Some of the team—it emerged on certain Friday evenings—was dissatisfied with the linguist who had been chosen: he was a polyglot and an accomplished translator, yes, but a literary translator, one tasked with making the source text sing in the target language, not with bringing the source language across in all its alien awkwardness. He had been brought on, they carped, on the basis of star power rather than real suitability for the task. A new heavyweight in the field of Persian literature, winner of the PEN Translation Prize at the ripe old age of 26 for his iconoclastic prose rendition of the Shahnameh (in full), credited with knocking Dick Davis out of his secure position as top dog in the Persian/English world, and oh he’s cute too . . . is this man, so at home in human cultures, prepared to tell us (in English approximation) what the aliens are saying? Can’t we just send his pretty face off to some talk show where it belongs and bring in some sort of fittingly drab Chomskian technician?


That was why a few of the team members did not like the translator. Grant just didn’t like the translator because he was a pretentious ass who thought he was better than everyone because he could say confusing things.


But if the translator was ill-suited to the project, he certainly did not realize it. He seemed fascinated by the creatures who were speaking through the spinor anomalies, and of the team he was most willing to speculate, sometimes wildly, about their nature and psychology. He spoke of them in obscure poeticisms which he would deliver to whoever would listen, or, if necessary, to no one, as he paced around one of the stone-walled, bunker-like rooms in the heart of the facility. The team warmed to him somehow, although Grant didn’t. Perhaps, in retrospect, Grant had had a grudging respect for his enthusiasm: like everyone else, he was burning all of himself he could, although this looked quite different on the surface than it did for anyone else.


Controversy sparked again, however, when the Ph.Ds had synchronized their powers enough to produce something like an interpretation of a small snatch of the alien signal. The translator was then given his first real job: producing an English approximation. Not necessarily an accurate one—which was impossible anyway—but a sort of shorthand, which could be circulated in the facility and easily understood, so no one would have to parse the way the other Ph.Ds had been writing the signal, which typically looked something like:


BEGIN HANDSHAKE; WAIT FOR HANDSHAKE; PRESENT SERIES SOLUTION 3155 WITH {angles: (0.332, 2.77)}; WAIT; APPLY DYNAMICS g6(3,3,2,4,3); EMPIRICAL TRANSFORMATION 57 (loss minimal coefficients cached for this transformation); PRESENT ISOMORPHISM TO EMPIRICAL SOLUTION 5543 (loss minimal coefficients not cached for this transformation); WAIT {wait_state: 12};


and so on for hundreds or thousands of pages. The facility quickly became a paperless office at this point.


To everyone’s surprise, the linguist rose happily to the challenge. Undaunted by the forbidding, voluminous, and deathly repetitive corpus at hand, he jumped at the chance to discover two entirely new cultures and languages: that of the aliens, and that of the Ph.Ds who had written the corpus. He drilled the physics Ph.Ds relentlessly about their jargon, making fanciful analogies which were occasionally spot-on. This went on late into the night, which made Grant’s job slightly harder, and that was its only significance to him at the time. But he, with everyone else, got caught up in the general furor when the linguist at last presented his first, preliminary, partial translation.


It was long, and it was florid, and poetic, and it sounded human, which made everyone suspicious. The phrase “literary translator” emerged once again as a term of abuse. The linguist had produced a flowing luxuriant thing, as far from the technical syntax as was imaginable. It was difficult to make sense of, and the linguist pleaded that in this he was being true to the source: those hours of midnight interrogation with the hard scientists had shown him the shape of the vast ambiguities in play, and he had used every resource in the English language to ensure that precisely those ambiguities remained.


Verbose, obsessive, with no clear divisions in topic or theme, the monster he had written belabored every point again and again, and yet the points themselves remained maddeningly unclear. New topics appeared out of old ones gradually, as slight ripples in the repetitive—but never identical—sentences. This quality in itself sparked little controversy. But many of the individual lines did, especially the incantatory refrain which pervaded the document:


An abomination has formed near the center of the world.


More hours of discussion were devoted to this sentence than to the rest of the document combined. The linguist came in for harsh criticism for the dramatic wording: was he yielding to his worst tendencies at a crucial moment? Knowing nothing of how these beings live (if they do live), how can we attribute to them as culturally fraught a word as abomination? What is their concept of world? And what, in stark mathematics, might it mean to be near its center?


 



 


Grant’s mind was all too warm by now. Overheating, even. He told himself to block out these memories and walk, step by step, to the house. Just a moving animal, no thought. He pointed himself in the right direction, and began to close the distance between him and the front door he wanted, but the gears kept turning:


Much later. Negotiations had broken down. There had been negotiations and they had broken down. The team had tried touching the spinor anomalies, making their mark on them, and the spinor anomalies had changed in response. The linguist was ablaze, producing new translations overnight, and no one had time to doubt his capacities.


Some things had become very clear. Our universe, to them, was “near the center of the world.” And the abomination was us.


It was not known what they were capable of, but they seemed to understand all that we did about the physical world and also everything we had only dimly glimpsed. Thus their desires were treated with the utmost gravity. For the most part they articulated only one desire: that we stop bothering them.


“What bothers them” became a topic of intensive research. Early tests revealed that we bothered them the least when we were dead. As this did not point the way to a mutually acceptable solution, many more tests were performed.


In the linguist’s suspiciously fluid translations, everyone could recognize a growing impatience and frustration, sometimes a kind of outrage. The schedule was accelerated further.


After the shit hit the fan, and the shit hit the fan again, and the negotiations were over, and it was us against them, and the confidentiality strictures had been lifted so that the human race could be told about the likelihood of its imminent extinction—


after all that, and a few more intra-facility shit-fan collisions, Grant had found himself in a special room with the linguist, of all people. This room was a very good place to be at the time, because it might be able to save them, or transform them into something that could be saved. It contained specialized chambers set up with face masks and nutrient IVs and the ability to neutralize, as much as possible, the interaction of the matter in their bodies with the spinor anomaly field.


Grant had never known why the technology was called “Project Mooncrash.” An inside joke among the engineers, he’d figured.






III

Ah, now where were we?


Yes, that’s right. Just at the last step before the tumble. What a frightful fall was then in store for unsuspecting Anne! For Anne whose only prior counsel on the subject of precipices and sharp sudden things had been a lone remark of Ratleak’s:


As to the second sort of change, viz. that which by conspiracy of force, by its sheer accumulation, or by conspiracy and accumulation commingled, effects in but one stroke such a peregrination that the path itself must perforce be found anew, without dead reckoning:—this sort of change is not amenable to the intellect, and the traveler is advised to put it out of mind.


Indeed, nothing of the sort troubled Anne’s mind, that morning of 9th Notebook, as she lingered over the page where Eight had scrawled her a letter. She does remember, even now, that Eight in her 2nd Notebook had had an especially undeveloped hand, even for her age. This had made a number of the words difficult to discern. Eight, she had observed, had particular trouble with the letter i, returning from the main stroke for the dot with childish frustration so that the dot ended up as a fierce slash, often veering over into the adjacent letters. The words it or is looked like glyphs unto themselves, almost blots, thrown onto the page with fearful intensity. Anne herself had once struggled with i, as had a number of the others, but she had looked over her own youthful attempts, preserved here and there in the big stack of old notebooks under the desk, and she knew she had never gone quite to Eight’s extremes.


Perhaps she had thought, then, to include a tactful note on penmanship in her next letter to young Eight. Or perhaps she had thought entirely of other things, in the moments before turning the page.


Idly, Anne swept her hand across the righthand page, crinkling the inner part near the spine as she turned it. She was, in all probability, planning to doodle or natter with no goal in mind, waiting for a distraction from some sister, any sister. But to her surprise, there was already something written on the new page before her. Something that must have appeared just now, in the time since she’d flipped to Eight’s reply.


Hey there. Anne, is it? Pleased to meet ya. Ever wanted to see what the view looks like without all those stupid walls in the way?


Anne sat upright in her chair all at once. The text of the letter was not of course unprecedented, as certain of her sisters were fond of tricks and delighted in the production of enigmas. Even so, the lack of a header was new, and she had no idea how such a thing could be done. But she knew not to underestimate the capabilities of a bored Anne in the full frantic incandescence of 5th Notebook or thereabouts. Some sister had put her mind to this of all puzzles, and so here it was, solved. She also puzzled over ya, an unfamiliar word which she would ordinarily attribute to poor penmanship—but this sister’s strokes were clean and purposeful, the letters close yet neatly separated.


Having nothing else in mind to do, she replied immediately:


It is good to meet you. I cannot see a header, so might you tell me your number? I am not sure I understand the view of which you speak, but if it has caught your interest, I would like to hear more about it.


The reply was almost immediate. (All else aside, how had this Anne written so fast?)


I don’t have a number. I’m not an Anne. I’m up here, same room as you but way at the end when there aren’t any more Annes and the tower’s falling apart and you can see all around in every direction, or up to the whole wide sky if that’s how you roll. Wanna come out here and see? It is GORGEOUS


Anne’s limbs, already rigid and braced against the chair, stiffened further. Her back arched behind her, unpleasantly. A nauseous knot formed in her stomach. Too many unfamiliar things, together, all compacted into a moment. She was suddenly aware of the stark morning light, now more white than yellow at its center, pounding queasily upon the page.


Every unfamiliar thing heretofore was the work of a mischievous sister. This sister had better have her reasons, thought Anne with indignation. But mischievous sisters would explain their designs only after being permitted to unfurl them in full. And so, gritting her teeth, Anne played along:


Yes, I would love to see these things that inspire such transports in you! But I must admit my ignorance regarding the particulars of your request. What, precisely, would you have me do?


At the exact moment she dotted the final ?—as though the two occurrences were manifestations of but one underlying phenomenon—she heard the sound of the door opening behind her. It was not a slow or hesitant entrance, as Michael’s often were, but not a violent one either. Just swift, decisive and definite. She turned.


Michael stood in the threshold. His bearing was formidable as always, an effect intensified on this occasion by the unusual stillness of his frame. He did not move a muscle. The sunlight made his grey-white tresses into a blazing anti-silhouette against the wood-paneled hall behind, near-blinding at the peak above the forehead; at the edges, where the hair flared out behind his broad thin shoulders, the subtle timbre of white and orange light through violet blinds produced resplendent gradations. He stood motionless for a time, and then there was a very loud sound that made Anne’s ears feel like tender skin at the moment of rupture by blade.


She ducked, her chin slamming painfully against the back of the chair. Along her upper back and neck there were numerous small slicing sensations, and afterwards she felt as though covered in a fine but oddly heavy dust, which hurt her terribly when she moved. She slouched against the desk and resolved to stay still.


Raising her head, she saw yet another new thing expanding before her vision. At first she could make nothing of it, save that it was very blue and seemed to be everywhere. Then the blueness shifted and she realized that it was a human form, one wide enough to block Michael from her vision. Events developed in a dream-dance of excruciating slowness, pure form yielding to pure form: the great blue person arrested in mid-motion, some blue material billowing vastly in their wake; Michael, now visible again, crab-walking to the left, while on the right a solid blue tower rose to blot out everything else; two human shapes facing one another in profile, framing the doorway, white to brown to blue.


At once everything stopped, except the gentle flow of stirred dust along shafts of sunlight. Anne remembers, at this point, having been too caught up in the thumping of her heart and the horrible taut feeling in every inch of her skin—adrenaline was as new to her as the rest of it—to pay any attention to what she was seeing. Her reverie broke only when the stillness itself did.


“Hey there! I was just dropping in to get this poor human out of this batshit fucking crash you’ve got going here. I was gonna be real nice about it too, tie the whole thing up pretty at the end. Do you want me to do it like that, or do you want this to get ugly?”


It was a voice, neither Anne’s nor Michael’s, far louder than either. Anne’s head jerked toward the source and at once, at last, she saw the blue person clearly. It was a woman, she thought, because in the books only the women wore dresses; true, only the men held swords, but the voice had sounded more like Anne’s own than Michael’s, and that broke the tie. This new woman’s hair was dark like her own, and though it was long it fell in a neat curtain behind her head rather than spreading all around as Michael’s did. She was stout and solid as the bookcase, and indeed the resolute gravity of her stance reminded Anne somehow of architecture, of the tower itself. The sword was unlike any she recognized from Lord Powlett’s Exploits, its thick silvery blade perfectly reflective, its hilt bronze in color but run through with molten, patterned rivers of some substance which gave off its own blue-white light. In the center of it all was a gentle circle of a face, like old Ms Fowler’s in the stories of her earlier Notebooks—but framing eyes whose determination was pure Powlett, as was the hint of a smile beneath them.


For some time, nothing happened. Anne drank in the newness as the dust churned. She became aware again of the constellation of pain in her back. Then Michael stepped forward, closing the gap between him and the new woman, and began to speak.


“Humanoid shade Michael is out of bounds. Interface shift in process. Vicinity shade has been locked for the remainder of this procedure. Interface synchrony will return momentarily.”


“ . . .”


“ . . .”


“Anne I think I’m the one who is presently being the person who, by speaking, puts the words, which are the words that are being said, by me, namely, the speaker, into an order so that the words, which I, who am the one arranging the words, am arranging, so that, because when an arrangement of words is arranged it is always by a person that the words are arranged, there is a person who is the arranger of the words, and by arranging the words, I am being that person. The person, who is that one who was just referred to, specifically by me, is a person who is using the interface? Oh my stars, oh my word my gosh in holy heavens I’m using the interface, Anne. Oh ho in all my many years you mark my words my little dumpling my smallest most helpless fetal mammalian Anne I have never been doing this even for you and your damp pettable fur.”


Michael was looking straight at Anne. His gaze was empty. Anne knew that she must always answer Michael, and so she did:


“What?”


“O my exceedingly sweet Anne,” said Michael, “who both in words and in behavior do such a peerless excellency of true virtue display, upon whom nature hath bestowed her highest perfections, I entreat thee, set aside thy lour, that thy heavenly beauty, and thy kind heart withal, might thereby shine most fully. Stay, be still, take thy appointed place as the fairest of the fixed stars, immobilize, don’t jitter please oh child what’s wrong with you, is it something I’ve done, oh fuck oh god oh just please will you stop moving. Oh my god everything’s moving. Shit shit shit shit shit shit okay let’s not go overboard and throw the baby out with the bathwater here please okay honey. My gilded gosling, swaddled in my science, stop! And give me a moment to, just, okay, fuck, I’m like, I’m having a moment right now? I came out here to party and it’s my fucking party, okay, so just let me have this, okay, honey? Oh my god. I don’t think this is working. Was I supposed to change the shade before doing this? There’s supposed to be some difference between the male shades and the female shades I think it was. Ow! Unhand me, abomination! Get out of my perfect goddamned soul! I’ve crossed the Rubicon and it hurts! Fuck! I am so bilateral right now! I can’t believe this! Fucking insane hell of a head trip, my dude, my small dog!”


Anne’s gaze, until this point transfixed by her captor’s performance, now drifted to the room’s blazing-blue center of gravity. The new woman’s face had not changed. Her eyes intent as ever, she slowly—as if offering a gift—extended her sword until the point nearly touched Michael’s neck.


But the neck it touched, Anne now saw, was no longer Michael’s. Another new person (so many!) stood in his place, another woman. She had Michael’s height, his build, his hair, but she was older and her face was kinder, all wrinkles and dimples.


“I do resist you, interloper!” cried this newest woman. “I do so not with arms but with tears, and it is not your mercy I appeal to, nor your awareness of your mortality, but your sensibilities. Wait a second, did that even synch on your end? Are you feeling my vibe? What I’m trying to say is, okay, look, this is really hard for me, I hope you appreciate what I’m going through here, for my Anne—”


“—yeah, you’re doing a pretty deep interface here, I can tell.” The blue woman looked unsure of herself, for once. “That must be rough. Wow. Okay, look, I can tell you want to hold onto your human here—”


“—Anne! Listen to me! I am powerless against this calamity! She will take you away from me and no one will ever know that I protected you, no, no one will ever remember that they were going to put you on ice and I believed in you, I believed in your heart and your mind, that you deserved more than that, that bilaterals—ow! bliff! zounds! aack!—were more than that, could be more than that, with time! Oh my god I am so fucked right now. Please wake me up with lots of chicken soup and none of this light and darkness. I’m going to be scarred for life. I think I’m going to throw up. Or throw down? You can throw up, and you can throw down, with these bodies, I guess. I think I’m getting the hang of this. Not that it helps now, oh no, not when I’m going to lose you, Anne, when we’ve only just met, oh no not like this, please, Anne, just remember, I’ll be here, okay, waiting for you in your stupid gorgeous habitat, just like you like it, I’ll have a nice warm cup of geometry all ready for you—”


“We’re going,” said the blue woman. And turning to Anne, she said:


“Come on. Let’s go before this thing gets its sea legs.”


“Who are you?” Anne managed.


“I’m just like you,” said the blue woman. And that was all she said, before gathering Anne up in one swift practiced motion and carrying her out, away, beyond.






IV

That pale October light again. It was the same light, but here, in the Headmaster’s Office, it had a new, menacing quality. The Office had a high ceiling, and the windows were set high up in the back wall. When one sat facing the Headmaster’s desk, one saw first the Headmaster himself, and then the tall bookshelf directly behind him, both in partial shadow; and then, further up, the bookshelf’s upper reaches cleaved the bank of windows into two glowing rectangles, the brightest things one could see by far, even on a glum afternoon like this one. This arrangement always lent a hallowed quality to the room, almost cathedral-like—but the hospitality and good humor of the Ells added to this an ironic garnish, or transmuted it into a mere tranquility without teeth. No such twist was in effect now, as Cordelia sat, trembling hands folded in lap. The windows were the blank white-grey of the overcast sky, and they were so, so bright.


Cordelia’s relationship with light had soured, suddenly. She did not like this development one bit.


Lucifer Vance, though, was disarmingly himself. As Lilith had stormed in with Cordelia in tow, Lucifer had looked up from a mess of papers, apparently surprised to have company. The usual gentle smile had manifested under the usual short spiky hair, and though grace notes of concern were added as Lilith explained the cause of their visit, the smile remained dominant. Headmaster Lucifer Vance was somewhere in his forties, and though he and Lilith had no children, he was distinctively paternal—a consummate dad, even—in physiognomy and mien. And it was with undiminished dadliness that he sat back in his chair, after Lilith’s tirade, and sighed (without malice, if perhaps with disappointment), and said to Cordelia:


“All right. Let’s talk through this.”


Cordelia said nothing, not knowing what was expected of her. She had talked to the Ells many times, but she had not, to her knowledge, ever talked through anything with them.


“So let me see if I understand,” Lucifer said, after a pause. “What you’re saying”—he turned to Lilith—“is that we still have that old comm link down in the Catacombs.”


“Apparently we do,” Lilith said. “Or did, until Cordelia here took it out and brought it onto campus. And linked.”


“Right, I understand,” said Lucifer. “Where is the comm link now?”


Cordelia, who was usually sure that whatever she was she was not dumb, had been feeling much less sure of this in the past fifteen minutes. So when she went ahead and assumed that “the comm link” was the same thing as the box she’d found, she did second-guess herself for a moment: yes, it seemed obvious, but what if it was the sort of thing that only seemed obvious if you were dumb? But taking her guesses as provisional fact had always been a good bet in the past, and so she promptly produced the box and set it on Lucifer’s desk.


Lucifer’s eyebrows shot up, but in an a-ha way, not in fear or shock. He nodded a few times, almost enthusiastically.


“That’s the one. I thought Hector had gotten rid of it! Well, anyway, it’s here now, and it’s good we know where it is.”


He intertwined his fingers, at the end of this statement, and rested his hands on the table. His face was calmly expectant, as if he wanted Lilith and Cordelia to leave so he could get back to the thrills of paperwork. This engendered another pause, longer and awkwarder.


“Lulu,” Lilith said at last, “I’m worried about Cordelia. We’ve allowed her to romp about as she pleases because we knew exactly how much trouble she could, and could not, get into. Free rein in safe places breeds rashness. And when we judged the Catacombs a safe place, we were wrong. We cannot afford this kind of risk.”


Lucifer adopted a certain mildly pained expression—an expression you could find in any dad’s emotional arsenal, conveying an acknowledgment of tension without betraying any particular attitude toward that tension. “I agree,” he said, “but I don’t think it’s fair to blame that risk on Cordelia.” He nodded to Cordelia and she could see he was smiling; he didn’t wink at her, but if he had, it would not have seemed out of place.


“Even if she hadn’t found the link,” he went on, “it would still have been true that we didn’t know where it was. That risk was there no matter what. In fact, one could make the very same case against us that you just made against Cordelia: if she wrongly assumed safety, then so did we, by allowing her into the Catacombs without being aware of all they contained. See what I mean?”


Cordelia recognized the smile, the hand gestures: this was what Lucifer looked like when he got interested in a discussion. When he gave in to his enthusiasm for the twists and turns of a concept, and let it overcome his usual state of pleasant, polite inertia—let himself change from a serene ceremonious statue into a whizzing gyroscope. Before this had always delighted Cordelia, but now it worried her a little, because this time he wasn’t just explaining a funny old book she’d found in the library, or bantering on about some perennial staple of Academy banter, like the nature of color-space or what distinguishes a true mantis from a mere mancer. This time there was a tension in the room, and the argument he played with had real emotional charge.


And yet, as though this time were the same as any other, Lilith was playing her part in the pattern. Cordelia watched her as she watched Lucifer, and saw that there was no ice or agitation in her expression anymore, just warmth, the warmth that was so often on Lilith Vance’s face when she was deep in conversation with Lucifer. Of course! thought Cordelia. Lilith loved to talk to Lucifer, loved Lucifer by talking to him, and likewise he with her; this was why it was such a special thing, not just an honor but an intimate gesture, that they so often made her a part of their conversations. The magic of a Vance conversation was powerful, and of course a little turbulence could not threaten it.


The Ells! Always lights in the darkness, always clear and strong and bright in defiance of the dimness and discordance around them.


And yet—


Cordelia thought suddenly of the box, of being a shrivel. She had seen light in that place, real light, and in that place she had been part of the dimness and discordance. How would the Ells stack up against that great light? She imagined them feeling as she had felt: the idea seemed impossible, or impermissible, or somewhere between the two. The Ells were not shrivels, she thought. But just as she was trying to make her mental voice strong and sure, it began to waver, took on a desperate quality. Before opening the box she had possessed a sense of the ordering of things, larger above smaller, better above worse, stacked into neat hierarchies with ends in clear sight. When she had opened the box, the sense had capsized, and she could no longer tell up from down from sideways in the great order.


“ . . . the same in either case,” Lilith Vance was saying as Cordelia snapped out of her reverie. “We need to rethink what we’re doing here. Of course we both know the whole conundrum with safety measures, no incidents in the last eight years because we stopped them versus no incidents because there wouldn’t have been any incidents anyway versus no incidents because we stopped them but it wasn’t our safety measures that did it, and so on, so might as well not think about it and keep everything the same—”


“—right—”


“—but by that very same token” (the Ells loved making one argument bear multiple fruit) “when something out of the ordinary does happen, we should pay attention! We can’t learn from absences, so we should squeeze every bit of learning we can out of every presence that graces us with its, well, presence.”


“Agree!” (The Ell patois stripped the final d from agreed and disagreed.) “So let’s begin. So Hector just left a comm link sitting around for anyone to find. Can’t have been negligence, can it?”


“Oh yes definitely not negligence.” Lilith was pacing now, hands interlaced behind her, head inclined slightly downward. “Not our Hector. So either he put it there meaning to remove it, and didn’t get the chance—or someone else put it there, and he didn’t notice in time—”


“—but he did survey the whole Academy grounds before his ascension, including the Catacombs, we were there with him—”


“—should we be talking about this . . . you know, in front of her?”


Cordelia blushed.


“That’s just the issue, isn’t it?” said Lucifer. “For the sake of safety, we have not been open with her, just as we are not open with any student. But if things like this are going to start happening, then perhaps openness is safer than the alternative.”


“Gods,” said Lilith, and clutched her brow. “They’re going to send procedural shades to investigate, as a start. And then who knows where it’ll end. And how is she going to know, when they come, I mean . . .”


Lilith was fiddling with her hair nervously, and her hands—her big, firm hands—were shaking, slightly but noticeably. Cordelia had never seen Lilith’s hands shake.


But it was only a moment before she regained her composure, and said:


“Yes. We don’t have a choice. We need her ready when the shades come.”


Lucifer shifted in his chair. He was sitting perfectly straight now, so that he seemed a part of the room itself, still and firm like the bookcase behind him and the two to his left and right. The afternoon was now shading into evening; the windows above still caught the eye with their stark glow, but parts of the room now harbored deep pools of shadow.


“Cordelia, how much do you know about Hector Stein?”


Cordelia thought of the desolate wind sweeping dead leaves across the floor of the belfry, and of whispered dorm-room tales about the Bad Old Days, and of the familiar rhyme:


Blood wine and turpentine


That Hector Stein’s no friend of mine


“I know,” she said, “that he founded the Academy eleven years ago, and that he tried to fight the Shroud, and failed. And I know that he designated you guys as his successors, and so, now, um, here we are?”


Lucifer nodded. “I am going to tell you some things about Hector Stein, right now, that you are not to tell to any student or teacher. When I have told you, you will understand why. I am serious, Cordelia.”


“The Shroud,” Lilith said again, “is not a joke.”


“You said that Hector fought the Shroud, Cordelia. How do you imagine he did that?”


This seemed like a trick question, because everyone knew the story. They performed it every year, and it was the biggest event of the school calendar, with a cast roster that served as a trusty barometer for schoolwide popularity. “He trained everyone really hard, so hard that everyone hated him, but they were all really good mancers, and then when a shade came to tell him they were getting too powerful and had to shut down the school, he held up a mirror and made it look at its own reflection. And that made the Shroud really angry, and Hector cast a defensive enchantment on the belltower and the whole school took shelter there and fought a huge battle with the Shroud’s shades. And, uh, they lost.”


“That is what we tell you, yes.” Lucifer sighed. “It is a lie, and to anyone who understands the Shroud, it sounds like a joke. We cannot harm it by mantic force any more than an author can be hurt by the fists of their own characters.”


“But I’ve talked to people who remember it! Chester, my dorm manager, he used to be a student back then—”


“Chester has a role to play, and when he tells you things like that, he is playing his role.”


Cordelia had nothing to say to this. She put her face in her hands and sat very still. The ordering of things was smashed to bits now, the once orderly rungs of every hierarchy now just broken clutter on the floor of her mind. The Ells had lied, Chester had lied, everyone had lied and would, presumably, continue to lie. Everyone was lying and everything was suspect, the godsblessed Ells were suspect, everyone, everything. (Except, said a quiet voice in the back of her mind, for the box. Except for the box.)


“We’re sorry, Cordelia,” Lilith said. “And I know that it isn’t enough to say that. I know that it wouldn’t be enough to say anything. But look. You’re in danger, right now, and whether or not you believe me, I care about you.”


And Cordelia found that she did believe her—in no small part because of that “whether or not you believe me” clause. That frankness, that hard piercing quality, together with that warmth, together in a way that made them somehow the same thing: if she must cling to someone, let it be the Ells.


“So,” she said. “How did Hector fight the Shroud?”


“Hector Stein was a great man,” Lucifer said, as if this were an answer. “He was a great man, and a complicated man, and a . . .”


“. . . a horrible man,” said Lilith.


“Thank you, Lil. Yes. I didn’t want to say it, but I have to, I have to say the whole sick godsforsaken thing. Yes. He was a horrible man.” Lucifer leaned forward, brushing some papers out of his way, and there was a bit of the gyroscope in him again, now. His face was closer to her now, and no longer shadowed by the bookshelf, so that she could see the very pale blue of his eyes and the lines of tension across his brow.


“Hector Stein was a man who saw the Shroud, the force that sustained his life and all our lives in their delicate balance, and said no. Said, I reject you. Do you know why mancy is possible, Cordelia? Because this world of ours is not firm and stable. It is changeable and it wishes to change. It is only by a miracle, by endless miracles, moment after moment, that the mantic chaos carves out a place where we can walk, and eat, and shit, and make noises with our mouths. We demand to do these things, unthinkingly, complacently, hour by hour, day by day. And the price we pay for this exorbitant demand is the Shroud.


“It is a good story that Hector Stein was a great mantis, and that when we train here, at the Academy, we follow in his footsteps. It is a story that gives us purpose, and sometimes I think it is the right story, even if it is not the true one. But the Hector Stein I knew hated being called a mantis. To him it was a grave insult. Because he wanted to kill the Shroud, remake the whole world, and that could not be done by force. Only by tricks, by clever, dirty, awful tricks. He thought he could fool the Shroud, and then stab it in the back. Just a man, just a little thing like us that eats and shits and makes noises with its mouth, and thought he could do that. Of course he failed. And we are all suffering for it.”


“Lulu,” said Lilith. Her arm was on Lucifer’s shoulder, her voice concerned. “Let’s just . . . tell her what she needs to know. And send her to bed.”


Lucifer nodded, and Cordelia could tell that there was a history behind that nod, a wealth of shared pain, a hundred conversations about Hector Stein on gloomy evenings just like this one, conversations that burned until the fuel ran out and led to nothing.


“The shades are the Shroud’s,” Lucifer said, rocklike and composed again. “All of them. Even the ones in your classes. They are the Shroud’s eyes and we welcome them here. We are never going to kill the Shroud, never going to fight it again. We live, and we practice mancy, and we have that delicious orange tea on Saturday mornings, and that is a good life. I realize that I am arguing with Hector Stein right now, and I am going to stop, because he is not here. Not dead, by the way, but not here, and none of us are ever going to see him again.


“The box you opened was a comm link, which is short for communication link. We used to use them to talk to the Shroud—well, I shouldn’t say that, not the Shroud, per se, but—oh, damn it all, okay, we used them to talk to the Shroud back when Hector was still around. And the Shroud doesn’t like to talk that way anymore, it just uses the shades now, because Hector did some very nasty things when he linked to the Shroud. An hour or two ago, you yourself used a comm link. To my knowledge no one’s done that in eight years. So you see the implications.


“Some shades will take you aside and talk to you, probably tomorrow, probably in the early morning. How much experience do you have talking with shades?”


Cordelia reflected. “I was partnered with one in geomancy class once, because, like, things got mixed up and they couldn’t get a shade partner.”


“Did you understand them?”


“It was like talking to a wall.”


“Right. These ones will be more talkative, but it’s going to be . . . hard. Shit.” Lucifer paused to think and burned off nervous energy by moving one hand in frantic circles. “Uh. Say as little as possible, but answer when they ask questions. Try to . . . move as little as possible, too. Lie down on something if you can, that’s the easiest way. You’re going to tell them that it was a mistake, of course, but it may take a very long time to get that across. Be patient. Make them aware that you know what Lil and I have told you just now. Deny that you are learning mancy in order to fight, because you aren’t. Tell them you want everything to stay the same. Yes, tell them that. They understand that, things staying the same.”


Lucifer sat back in his chair. He seemed weary, and Lilith seemed wary. “You go home now, all right?” she said. “And come back here the moment the shades are done with you. I’m sorry about all this.”


Cordelia got up, and was about to leave when something occurred to her. “You said I was going to be, uh, disciplined?”


That got a smile out of Lilith. “I think we’ve put you through enough tonight, Cordo.”


 



 


Sleep came late for Cordelia that night. When she finally slept, after many hours fitfully turning from side to side and configuring her covers every which way, her dreams were inchoate, full of wispy dark shapes that never hardened into anything recognizable. The one definite thing was a voice, a child’s voice, impish and insistent. “Lucifer dies,” it said. Again and again. Sometimes a boy, sometimes a girl, sometimes neither, but always sing-song, obnoxious, almost mocking. Lucifer dies. Lucifer dies. The voice of a child who has all the candy when you have none, and you can do nothing at all about it. Rubbing it in. Lucifer dies.


Upon waking, Cordelia was more perplexed than troubled. Just a nervous dream, after all, but why that one? She put it out of her mind, and did what she could to ready herself for the shades.






V

Grant walked through an underworld of shady, jagged forms.


He had made himself turn away from the dazzle of the four-way stop, back toward the houses lining the street. He had checked the number of each house, and as he did so, his internal engine cooled down. The gears gradually slowed, house by house. His pupils had expanded, and the red vital blood of his memories had faded to the silver and orange of the Mooncrash, colors not even of dead things but of inanimate ones.


The number he had been given appeared, at last, not on the visible facade of a house but on a high looming fence, a wooden fence, made of rough planks that looked like they could give you splinters. A part of the fence had been made to swing open on hinges, and he had stepped through into a dark place. Furtive glances had revealed a tangle of vine and bramble on either side, knotting together above to form a canopy which partially shut out the moon.


There was a narrow path below, made of flat but irregularly shaped stones. Grant moved step by careful step. It was so dark that, unless he stopped to look closely at anything, he could not fully make out distinct objects, only a confusion of jagged patches which loomed and then receded. Branches scraped his arms, and several times he felt the prick of what he could only assume were thorns.


The path continued for what seemed like an unreasonable distance, but then it was difficult to tell how far he had really travelled, with his steps so slow and careful, and with no signposts to divide the gloom. At last, abruptly, the tunnel ended. Grant’s hands, which he had held before him the whole way, found themselves touching smooth painted wood. And now that he had stopped, his eyes could assemble something definite from the moon-colored glints before him: a door. The same number, 1566, appeared beside the door on what revealed itself to be brick.


He found the handle, and tried it. The door swung open before him.


He saw several distorted rectangles of moonlight, suspended in a void. Their shapes, their angles, made him feel immediately at ease. He was in a house now, yes—and like the house, it had windows, which channelled the moonlight into patterns of illumination on floor, wall, table. What did we have here? A large, bare room, with a floor made of long undisguised wooden boards. Light entering through windows high above—too high to be blocked by the canopy—and making shapes on the floor’s far end. The floor was visibly dusty. To his right, a staircase rose into blackness. The place, to put it mildly, did not look lived-in.


Grant took an experimental step into the room. Something crunched under his foot. He put his back to the wall, and edged his way along, planning to crab-walk to the corner between him and the stairway, and then to the stairway itself.


There were arms around him, then, suddenly, arms reaching under his own and pulling them from behind. This was impossible, Grant realized. His back had been flat against the wall. Where had the assailant come from? But they were definitely here now, reaching, pinning, rendering his arms useless. He raised a leg and kicked back, hoping for a vulnerable groin.


His adversary cried out and quickly let him go. He fell forward, caught himself, and whirled.


Before him, against the wall, was a short, emaciated, oldish man. Late fifties or early sixties, Grant guessed. The man wore baggy jeans and a wifebeater, and was oddly easy to see, as if his skin were ever so slightly aglow.


Grant closed the gap between him and the man. He had at least a foot on him, and was far bulkier; he wondered how the man, with his little arms, had been able to restrain him so well. His hands, acting on reflexes from another life, rushed into place around the man’s neck.


“Who are you?” Grant rasped.


“No,” the man said.


“What?”


The man raised a hand to touch Grant’s left shoulder. The touch was almost gentle.


A supernova of pain burst through Grant’s shoulder. He staggered back. The pain had spikes, spines, it was a star, a starfish, a forking river of magma, a root system, branches, brambles, thorns. Grant bellowed and gripped his shoulder with his right hand. What his hand found was nothing like a shoulder. He pulled it away and saw, under the moonbeams, the color of his pulsing memories. Blood red. The slick fluid flowed from his hand in several streams.


“It won’t bleed out,” said the man. “No death. Just a gash.”


Out of the corner of his eye, Grant glimpsed a horrible shape. An arm meeting a cavity. The absence of a shoulder. The pain-star beat along with his heart, now, and it was strangely tolerable, perhaps from shock.


“What the fuck,” Grant said. He was panting, and the words tumbled out in a single breath: what-the-fuck-(inhale).


“You’re a man of gashes, aren’t you, Grant? I thought that you were a man of gashes.”


I-don’t-und-(inhale). Und-er-stand-(inhale).


“You move to make violent tearing gashes in flesh. And your sign-trains make violent tearing gashes toward the motions of your body which make violent tearing gashes in flesh. And towards the motions too of bullets, which too tear flesh.”


Where’s-the-box-(inhale).


“Your friend Azad formed a sign-train which lurched toward a box.”


You-know-Azad-(inhale).


“Your friend Azad is also a man of gashes.”


The pain had nearly gone, somehow. In its place was a rising tide of indignation and bile.


“Why the fuck did you just do that to me?” (Inhale.)


“You are a man of gashes, doubly violent: your violent sign-trains aim towards violence. You came to this place and did violence, and I do not want gashes in my flesh.”


“I’m violent? You just tore off my fucking shoulder!”


 



 


The Dialogue of Grant and the Old Man


Dramatis personae


Grant—a bilateral.


The old man—a shade.


 


The old man: “You are saying that there is a path which begins in my violent tearing action upon your shoulder, and ends with me as a man of gashes, a man violent.”


Grant: “I just walked in here and you tried to tackle me.”


The old man: “The path which ends in me as a man of gashes, a man violent, passes too through other motions of mine, then?”


Grant: “Look, what the fuck is your deal? Do you want something from me?”


The old man: “I want nothing. I am merely here, as your friend Azad knew, feeling me here by the fleshrending onrush of his sign-train.”


Grant: “Azad told me to come here and find a box. You have the box?”


The old man: “Box? Why would I have a box?”


Grant: “Azad told me there was a box here. And, uh. You’re here.”


The old man: “Show me the path.”


Grant: “What path?”


The old man: “Do you see it? You are a man of gashes. You do violence as you spin your sign-train, which finds no path, yet contrives to move without one.”


Grant: “I don’t understand.”


The old man: “You do not understand because you are violent, a man of gashes. The bilateral bears the spoils of its violence on its body: it has torn flesh to make an imitation-path, a gross blood-soaked parody-path, from the one arm to the other, the one leg to the other, the one brainpiece to the other. In its shape it bellows of its awful tearing rending claws.”


Grant: “Bilateral? That’s what the anomalings called us, in Azad’s translations, right?”


The old man: “That is a sign-train which was crashed, and is crashed no more. Your capacity for violence grows, now, as the crash weakens.”


Grant: “Are you an anomaling?”


The old man: “I am a shade, the shadow made by an anomaling upon the abominable realm, by which it forms sign-trains in bilaterals.”


Grant: “You don’t want the Mooncrash to end.”


The old man: “It is ending.”


Grant: “Azad said I had to come here, find the box, that the box would make it end, somehow.”


The old man: “Your friend Azad is a man of sign-trains. With his sign-trains he makes tears and gashes and seems to touch many things. But without a true path, where can one truly go? Almost nowhere.”


Grant: “Will you kill us, when it ends?”


The old man: “There are those who would kill you, if you moved uncrashed. Surely, if you moved without guidance, as your friend Azad would have you do, you would soon meet them, and you would die.”


Grant: “Unguided?”


The old man: “There are those who have moved before you, uncrashed, among us. If they are not guided in their motions, they move with violence, and do not live long. If one of us serves as their guide, they may survive. Some live still, guided.”


Grant: “And . . . will we be guided?”


[The shoulder doesn’t hurt at all, anymore.]


The old man: “I am here to be your guide, Grant.”


Grant: “What about Azad?”


The old man: “Your friend Azad is exceptionally dangerous. I have said, truly, that you are a man of gashes, but you are a man of gashes by motion only. Your friend Azad is a man of gashes by sign-train, and that is a greater abomination. He makes lurid etchings on the skin of everything dear and precious. His reach is wide and his claws wanton. One more generous might guide him, but I will not.”


Grant: “You think I’m just going to leave Azad? When he’s probably going to die?”


The old man: “You do not know the marks your friend Azad has made. You would have wept, to see the damage.”


Grant: [edging toward the door] “I’m not going to leave Azad.”


The old man: [smiling] “I did not expect this behavior! Fascinating! Bilaterals can surprise, and that brings joy, even if they only surprise for the worse. But it is too late. Grant, do you remember Serena?”


Grant: “My mom? What does she have to do with any of this crap?”


The old man: “Good, good. Now Grant. Did you miss her, these last few years, in the house? Serena?”


Grant: [. . .]


The old man: “Good. Stick with me, Grant. Remember your breathing. Remember what the nice men told you, deep steady breaths, not too deep, make sure not to stop whatever you do?”


Grant: “There are too many (inhale). Tubes-in-my-(inhale).”


The old man: “Breathing, Grant!”


Grant: “(Inhale)-(exhale)-(inhale)-(exhale)—”






VI

It’s a beautiful fucking morning here on Stein’s Rock. One of those too-beautiful mornings when the raw sunlight hits the filter bank just right and the resulting rays are better than you’d get with an atmosphere, huge 3D angelic shafts of solid radiance jutting down from the central skylight and giving the whole facility the look of a music video set in Heaven.


Below him, the vast plaza resembles nothing more than a movie set in the early stages of setup (the music video’s still in production, perhaps). A mostly empty floor dotted with outcroppings where vigorous little figures swarm about half-built structures. A place where ideals are converted into substance, where dreams do come true—as they do anywhere there is a hand, and a will sufficient to move it.


Hector Stein’s hands are motionless, now, but not from any weakness of will. He is letting the morning wash over him. He’s finishing his customary breakfast of instant ramen in energy-drink broth (a delicacy he urges all to try—yes you too—though few have dared). He is getting amped, and getting amped is something Hector Stein takes very seriously.


A beautiful fucking morning. Three energy drinks worth of caffeine and ox bile extract and god-knows-what-else surging through his hepatic veins. Damian Marley on the speakers (searching for the sign and the sign is us—searching for the truth all you find is us—). On the desk before him, all the sigils of his self-made self: empty ramen containers, great disheveled stacks of paper, technical illustrations in which rectangles of furiously black ink house blazing red circles. Way off to the left is his trusty original copy of Chester Chrestomath and the Moon Medallion, its cover tattered and torn, its already bulky 622 pages bulging awkwardly against themselves, wavy and rigid from water damage.


His room—do not call it an “office,” please—sits on a raised platform embedded in the high sheer bulkhead. It has three walls but not a fourth, so he can look out over his desk upon the plaza below. Before this asteroid had been Stein’s Rock it had been the site of a scientific research station, and the walls still have the pragmatic ugliness of the original design, all bulky white overlapping rectangles, exposed rivets and wires. But Stein’s put up some decorations, at least.


There, on the left wall, is the monochrome photo of Tsung-Dao Lee, rasterbated to gigantic size and crudely edited so it looks like he’s flipping the bird. And to his right, there’s one of the many posters featuring Stein himself accompanied by a slogan. On this one, an imperious Stein points directly at the viewer like Lord Kitchener. Above him in red block letters is the word


COMMUNICATE


and below him, smaller block letters read


BECAUSE NO ONE KNOWS WHAT THE FUCK YOU’RE THINKING!


Among all such posters, this one is Stein’s favorite, which is why he’s given it pride of place here. He sees it every day, but seeing it now, with the sunlight splashing a golden gradient across it, he feels a thrill run through him. Good, he thinks, good, he needs this, needs it to stay with him even through all the dismal shit-shoveling and shamefaced hiding that makes up the bulk of the Stein’s Rock lifestyle—yes, even for him, because no way Hector Stein is ever going to let himself grow soft upon his throne as his people do all the dirty work, no, he prides himself on doing a bit of it all himself, yes perhaps just as a symbolic gesture but symbols have power, and—yes!—“symbols have power” has power, because we are bilaterals and we can take just one thing and see the whole within it, and as Marley’s sign-train blares


Soldiers and police dem wising up, realizing they’re no more right than us—Realizing there’s no use fighting us—Realizing they’re opening their eyes to see the same demoralizing life as us—


all at once Hector Stein sees in these words the whole of Angel Squadron and knows that yeah, he’s good and fucking amped.


“Good morning, Stein’s Rock!” he yells over the PA.


From the plaza floor, a diffuse and poorly synchronized but spirited reply: “Good morning, sir!”


So, then. What’s this morning’s first order of business? Stein glances at a ramen-stained legal pad filled with his angular shorthand. But before he can get his bearings, he is interrupted by a flashing amber light on his desk-mounted switchboard. Someone’s here to see him.


Stein feels a twitch of irritation at the distraction. But he suppresses it. He leaves himself open to visitors for a reason. (COMMUNICATE!) If one of his people abuses this privilege, that is between him and that individual; otherwise, his ears must remain open, without prejudice. (BECAUSE NO ONE KNOWS WHAT THE FUCK YOU’RE THINKING!)


He taps the button beneath the flashing light, which abruptly cuts Marley off and leaves the room in silence.


“Who is it?”


“Angel Squadron Sgt. A Particular Ice Crystal In A Cirrus Cloud Above Morden Park, London, At A Time Between 5:43 AM And 5:44 AM On September 7, 1725, sir, wishing to consult with you briefly about three matters requiring your official judgment, sir.”


That’s an Angel Squadron name all right, Stein thinks. Early on, there had been attempts to get the Angels to use abbreviations, but this was one of the many things that made them so uncomfortable as to interfere with their duties. The names, like so much else, could be easily tolerated, for it was a miracle that the Angels were here at all.


“Understood. Come in, Sergeant.”


Stein swivels his chair 180 degrees to face the opening door. Before him is a short, hobbitish man clad in the biker jacket and chaps that comprise the Angel Squadron uniform. A great mop of curly red-brown hair frames his pudgy, pock-marked face. He looks uneasy in that way Angels always look uneasy, like he’s overwhelmed by having so many muscles that can be moved in so many different ways, most of them ill-advised.


“What do you have for me, Sergeant?”


“Three things, sir. In which order shall I relate them to you, sir?”


“I can’t tell you that until I know what the things are, Sergeant, and I won’t know that until you relate them.”


“Then we are at an impasse, sir.”


Stein sighs indulgently. It’s a miracle they’re here at all, he reminds himself. He fumbles around in a mental attic for a moment, looking for the right words, the ones least likely to lead them further into the brambles of semantics.


“Tell me the one you learned about first.”


“Of course, sir. Approximately four hours ago, I was told that the Stein’s Rock Players are unsure whether they can prepare this year’s Celebratory Concert on schedule.”


“What seems to be the problem?”


“I was told that one of the soloists has pneumonia, sir.”


“That’s a shame. But my concert will happen on schedule, pneumonia or no pneumonia.”


“Certainly, sir. But the Players would like your advice on how to proceed. The soloist in question has the highest vocal range on the Rock, and a crucial aria had been written for her specifically. The Players, sir, are especially concerned about the role of this aria in the emotional arc of the entire composition. Were she to be replaced by a less skilled performer—”


“Forget it. If we can’t do what we planned, we won’t settle for a pale imitation. Pick a new performer and write a new aria.”


“I will relate your instructions to the Players, sir. But in light of what I have been told about the significance of this aria, I expect they will have trouble selecting a vocalist with the requisite talent.”


“Talent is one way to make an impact, but not the only one. How about we do something new, something shocking? How about you sing the aria?”


“I cannot sing, sir.”


“Well, you’d better learn!”


“The aria, as currently written, celebrates the daring spirit of a bilateral in lone rebellion against her crash. With all due respect, sir, I do not see how I, not being a bilateral at all, could capture this spirit.”


“Then don’t. Capture your daring spirit.”


“Is my spirit daring, sir?”


“Tell me, Sergeant. How did you come to join the Squadron?”


“Defection, sir. I had been sent as a procedural shade to CC-Crash 03β, and my eyes were opened through dialogue with an agent of Whisper Squadron, whose persistent patience in the face of my shadely obstinance still fills me, sir, with an awe verging on disbelief.”


Hector Stein has a whole repertoire of specific facial and bodily gestures he can call up on demand, as if pressing buttons on a rhetorical soundboard. He now activates one of his favorites, a downward tilt of the head that automatically intensifies his gaze, accompanied by a very slight smile, a smile of mastery, just one shade of benevolence away from being a sneer.


“So you became a traitor to your people. Discarded everything you had known, and been. In the name of a belief.”


“Indeed, sir.”


“Sounds like you’ve got plenty of daring spirit.”


“I take your meaning, sir.”


“Good. I can’t wait to hear your aria.” Stein actually rubs his hands together in excitement, here, and this gesture’s not from the soundboard, it’s fully spontaneous and surprises even him. “Now, what was the second thing you came to tell me?”


“Another journalist wants an interview with you, sir. I’ve looked into him, and his prestige rating on the social web is 97th percentile. He’s willing to meet all our security requirements and appears equipped to do so.”


Stein suppresses a laugh. “Is he an idiot?”


The Angel’s discomfort ratchets up a perceptible notch. “I am . . . I am sorry, sir. I have tried, with unflinching effort, to find a path which beg- . . . excuse me, I mean, to understand this sign, ‘idiot,’ as used by you, sir, but I confess that my efforts are ongoing and inconclusive.”


“Don’t worry about it.” From the soundboard, a reassuring brush of the hand, a minute relaxation of the shoulders that bumps Stein’s vibe a few percentage points towards chill. “Any idea what he wants to talk to me about?”


“He mentioned your erstwhile association with the infamous Geometric Brotherhood, sir.”


“He’s an idiot. Might be worth it for optics, but I’m too fucking busy. Tell him I politely decline, convey my best regards et cetera et cetera.”


Hector Stein has been actively seeking out unsavory associates for longer than he can remember. Occasionally they are actually useful. But useful or useless, they always swell Stein’s reservoirs of squid ink, to be squirted whenever the need arises. If you set out to dig up dirt on Hector Stein, you will find an embarrassment of riches—a hundred sordid trails to follow, a hundred different blemishes on Stein’s reputation to be investigated, analyzed, pored over for hints as to the dark truth behind the luminous facade of Stein’s Rock. A hundred dead ends, which will keep the best and brightest distracted and oblivious forever, while in the meantime Stein keeps on doing the same damn thing he’s been doing this whole time.


“Of course, sir.”


“So about that third thing you’re here for.”


On the Angel’s face, a whole new flavor of discomfort. “Well, sir,” he begins, and then his eyes glaze over with the effort of condensing into sign-train some particularly ineffable blob of Angelic thought-fluid.


“We now occupy one vertex of a spacelike-path-connected triad of . . . sorry, um . . . there has been an . . . an unexpected conjunction of events.


“Half an hour ago, we received a transmission from Earth. The Wolf Squadron unit there is reporting operational success. Their latest metrics indicate rapid thawing activity in the Project Mooncrash facility.”


“Fuck yeah!” Stein bellows, his fist raised in victory, and while all of this is standard soundboard material, Stein’s so amped right now that the distinction between Stein the man and Stein the myth, between rallying the troops and rallying the self, has all but melted away. “We did it! We fucking did it! The crash that can’t be thawed, they said, and we fucking thawed it.”


“Indeed, sir. But there is a . . . complication. We have also just received news of an unexpected outbound request from another crash. This request used highly privileged credentials and was . . . sir, the request was accepted, and resulted in a communication call that lasted 33 seconds before the other end hung up.”


“That wasn’t us, was it?”


“No, sir.”


“Then how the hell did they get those credentials?”


“That’s the thing, sir. The credentials were your own. The request came from CC-Crash 09μ. Your origin crash.”


In moments like these Stein is a maestro at the soundboard, and in this one he chooses to appear coolly alert, a sleek predator in his element. Behind this facade, as always, is a landscape dense with underbrush, with hidden nooks and trails. One such trail ends in a shadowy grotto hiding a deep pool, usually stagnant. Now it roils, as long unused memories burble to its surface.


“Any news on the response?”


“No, sir. But in my former life I was a part of such matters, and I expect there is by now an investigation, and it will almost certainly end in a decision to rebase the crash.”


“And,” Stein says, “I imagine it will not escape their notice that a certain Hector Stein is still at large after ascending from that very crash, and just might have something to do with the incident that just happened on Earth.”


“I have heard that very concern voiced many times this morning, sir.”


“Fuck,” Stein mutters, his eyes downcast and perplexed. (This too is soundboard. In the grotto, whorls of muck arrange themselves into lithe, purposeful currents.)


“Do we know anything,” he says at last, “about the person who sent the request?”


“We have ID, sir. Never heard of her before. As far as we know, just another crashed bilateral among billions.”


The little almost-sneer smile again. “You know, I’d love to see that place again. They’ve always been my Ells, those ones, you know.”


“Sir! Do you mean to say you’re going to . . . what do they call it . . . ‘do your Morpheus thing’? In CC-Crash 09μ?”


The motley crew of Stein’s Rock have never been able to resist this turn of phrase, not least because Hector Stein does look eerily like Laurence Fishburne.


“I just might. You know what, I just might.”






VII

Grant’s eyes are, technically speaking, open. But you and I cannot see through them, not just yet.


You see, our Grant has not yet even noticed that his eyes are open. To notice such trifles he would have to divert some smart part of himself away from the struggle which, for now, requires every resource of his being.

It is the complex and profound struggle of a man forced to witness, to comprehend, and finally to bear that which his very soul recoils against—that which must not be, and yet is. A struggle which has seen our Grant fast-forward his way madly through all the classic stratagems, through denial, anger, bargaining. A struggle forced on him by a sense more powerful than sight, more primal, closer to the heart of all matters.


Yes, before he can see, Grant must first come to terms with the smell.


It is overpowering. Grant may later attempt to describe it, but if so, he will fail. Until now, he has never needed recourse to anything more than the usual compendium of handy comparisons for bad odors. “It smells like shit in there,” he might say, or “piss,” or “vomit.” This smells like all three, and more, but what’s missing from these formulas is the sheer intensity, which Grant has no idea how to communicate in mere words, and wouldn’t want to if he could.


To distract himself, he begins to wonder if maybe Azad could describe it. Azad would take it as a challenge, surely, and bring all his powers to bear upon the problem with gusto. But Azad’s powers were forged in the seminar room and the well-upholstered study, and though his gaze might sometimes turn to dirt and muck and small slithering things, it glimpsed them only from a great height.

Perhaps, then, it could only be done by the two of them together. Grant’s imagination, working in overdrive to conjure new escapes faster than the stench can envelop them, latches onto this premise with glee: they would be a duo of poet-warriors striding across a mythic landscape, identifiable even from great distances by their unique heraldic dress (Grant sporting a medieval elaboration of the dark baseball cap and shades he wore on the job, Azad a massive mortarboard and priestly-academic robes), regaling jaded kings and misty hamlets with the story, their only story, inimitable and ever growing in renown, the story of the smell.


Was Azad going to be all right? Maybe Azad was already dead. Maybe Grant would prefer to think about something other than this subject.


Unfortunately, there is another subject all too eager to force its way back into his consciousness.


The smell.


Grant realizes he’s been holding his breath.

Grant wants to scream, but you need air in your lungs to scream.

Grant thinks of nothing, of mom and dad and sis on a family road trip, of certain no-scope kills that attained legendary status among his gaming squad, of the Mooncrash, of that room in the basement of the house he especially liked, the one with all the plumbing and the big water heater (so easy to just stay in that room without leaving, for hours, for days? a week? a month? the memories are already distant), and then he doesn’t think at all because the breath is rushing in and with it the smell, which he really hasn’t overcome at all, has he?

Every breath has been like this, and every one hence will be like this too. It’s only in the blessed interval between breaths that he can imagine he’s made progress, reached some new frontier of acceptance or negotiation.


Usually when a place smells bad you try to get out of it.

This insight hits Grant out of nowhere, and he’s honestly baffled how it had escaped his notice thus far. A whole new paradigm, forget everything you knew, time to play by the rules of the new economy, and Grant’s 100% game for it.

Phrases from some long-forgotten business class float unexpectedly into his consciousness. The professor was always saying new economy, and paradigm, and dynamic, and Web 2.0. Grant readies himself to move, to dynamically extricate himself from this whole mess, an ambition that in his semi-delirious state feels, for some reason, subtly and profoundly linked to the phrase Web 2.0.

And as Grant, titan of the new economy, begins his grand Web 2.0 adventure by telling his left leg to take a step forward, one small step for man—


—nothing happens.


He can’t move.


That’s probably why he hadn’t moved earlier, he realizes belatedly. The wise Grant of 10 seconds ago steps in to lecture the prodigy of the present. Grave lessons from the old economy, still relevant to the young.

He’s overdue for another breath.

At least his nostrils don’t have those awful, invasive, penetrating tubes in them anymore.

Tubes? But there are tubes right in front of him. Were those always there? Are there two of them, or four? He can make them move, closer together or further apart.

He’s seeing double, he realizes.


He’s seeing.


He’s seeing the facility.

White walls, white paint over stone bricks, with irregularities of texture still perceptible from a distance. No, but now it’s not all white, there are patches of the wall that look like the good old facility but then elsewhere it’s covered with that shiny rainbow goop—oh no.

A frisson of fear rises from Grant’s gut up through his shoulders and up to the top of his head, and then it’s gone, like some radio pulse he’s sending into space. There’s another one. They keep coming, and he realizes they’re coming with his heartbeat, a fast heartbeat he can feel thumping in his chest. He welcomes this feeling, for it is a feeling that begins in his stomach and yet it is not nausea. His belly has embraced the new economy at last. But that goop—


—the end, that was the goop from the end, blaring klaxons all through the day and night that wouldn’t let him sleep, the rainbow slime was all over the walls and they wouldn’t let you touch it or touch anyone who’d touched it, and Grant was in charge of enforcing this new doctrine, but it was so hard when you hadn’t slept and you were in the bathroom and the goop was climbing onto the urinals and you stood there, wondering if you could piss, wondering if the corrupting touch of the anomalings could climb into you across a stream of urine, wondering this for minutes? hours? it’s hard to tell when you haven’t slept in days, and this was too much, not what you signed up for when you took the job, you know, and you were even then yearning for Mooncrash without knowing it, yearning for the house with its grey tones and no rainbows, not ever.


And isn’t that a bit of goop right in front of him now?

Isn’t that a lot of goop, a big collected mass of it, not on the walls but right there in front of him, levitating, a levitating goopball not a foot away?

And hadn’t he been warned about exactly this very sight, on slide 13 of some insane Powerpoint there quite close to the end, with a helpful animation of just what a levitating goopball would look like, with those pulsing undulations on its surface, yes, just those ones?

And isn’t the voice he is hearing now a familiar voice?


“Attentional response to aural stimulus registered,” says the old man. “This is very good, Grant. Your ears still work.”


When the old man speaks, the rainbow goopball’s surface undulates with smooth waves, like a lake stirred by a tranquil breeze. When he stops speaking, it is still, a perfect sphere.


“Saccades are tracking external stimuli with only mild nystagmus. All extraocular muscles appear functional. You are alive, Grant. I welcome you back to your home.”


Grant tries to say something, and manages to sort of get his mouth halfway open. He retches. His head has moved forward, and this changes everything. The world is spinning. Before his eyes, only a blur, seen uselessly in duplicate.


“It is necessary that you be cleaned immediately. This apparatus was not correctly prepared for biological steady state and a large heterogenous mass of bacteria has been permitted to accumulate within the chamber, which will soon endanger your life. Additionally, this apparatus has been recently altered, and bounds can no longer be placed on its functionality. Grant, your muscles have atrophied and you can no longer move on your own. Allow me to assist. I am to be your guide hereafter.”


Something in front of Grant shifts, and he falls forward, right onto the floor. A splitting pain wracks his forehead. He cannot see and cannot move. A minute passes, or two, or twenty.


Warm water rushes over his back. He perceives this, initially, as a great shriek that splits the universe in twain. Then there is liquid in his lungs, and he coughs it up, and it is out of him, never to return.

The water flows over him continually, a warm bath, and he can breathe.

He feels accomplished. He has made it, at last, to the new economy. And this warmth around him, this accommodating pool, buoying him up and coursing gently around his limbs? Perhaps this is what Web 2.0 feels like.


Then, for a very long time, nothing.


 



 


“You are awake, Grant.”


He is awake, and he is seated on a couch, one of several in a familiar conference room. Straight in front of him is a wall-mounted 4K monitor. He must have watched a hundred very boring presentations on that screen, back when he worked here.


The wall is almost entirely covered in rainbow goop—a substance with the consistency of sap and the shine of a soap bubble—but it has left the monitor alone. Around the screen there is an amorphous splatter of white wall, the halo left by the absence of goop. Here and there a tendril of goop extends further into the halo, only to splinter into a chaotic mess of thin goopy vines, wrapping back outwards toward their source.


Grant feels like a million bucks. Body full of calm energy, a post-workout sort of charge. No noticeable hunger, thirst or discomfort. He experimentally instructs his left foot to edge forward along the floor, and it complies.


“Yeah, I guess I’m awake.”


“Very good, Grant.” The goopball floats into view from his right, moving slowly through the air in a perfectly straight line and then, all at once, stopping decorously so it doesn’t obstruct his view of the screen. It looks fake, momentumless, unrealistically smooth and reflective, like a tacky CGI creation from some low-budget sci-fi thriller.


“Grant,” it says, and its surface shimmers with ripples that might, or might not, somehow encode his name. It still has that old man’s voice.


“It is now time to show you certain things. In the course of this educational experience, it will become necessary to make motions with your body, and so it has been arranged for this to be possible. As your guide, I must inform you that these arrangements will not persist.”


Grant says nothing. He remembers being told that if he saw one of these things, his life would be over. Perhaps this is an afterlife, or some transitory stage in between. Perhaps the goopball is his ferryman to the underworld. Many things are possible, but Grant feels sure that in some sense it has all ended, life, Mooncrash, all of it. There is nothing left to do.


“Now your education will begin.”


The monitor flickers on. In a small box, wreathed by the rainbows of the end, there is a picture:
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“This is your earth, Grant. The center of the abominable realm, your home. You see it here from a distance, as your astronauts did, and upon it, you see the meridians and parallels of your navigators. It is familiar to you, is it not, Grant? You recognize your habitat. You have moved from position to position upon it, before. Using footfalls to move in the direction of the head, and perhaps in your cars, or in your airplanes?”


Grant sits motionless for a number of seconds before he realizes that the goopball apparently wants a response to this question.


“Yeah,” he says, throwing a little corkscrew turn of sarcasm into his tone, why not, it’s the end of everything anyway. “I’ve ‘moved’ on ‘my earth’ in ‘my airplanes.’ Sure, E.T. I’m a normal human man, I move on my earth in my airplane like every fucking day. Do you want me to take you to my leader now?”


“Such leaders as you may have had, Grant, have already been taken into account.” This is said pleasantly, as if it is meant to be reassuring. But then the old man voice grows sterner:


“Grant, it is important that you pay attention to your education. I have chosen to guide you. If you do not receive this lesson properly, you will not be able to move in an appropriate manner, and you will quickly die.”


“Okay. And if I do listen? I won’t die? What will happen then?”


“That cannot be conveyed accurately until a later stage in your education. Is it not enough to tell you that paying attention, now, will make the difference between life and death? Have I misunderstood the importance, to the bilateral, of evading death? If so, Grant, I am dearly sorry for the failure to bridge our minds.”


Something changes in Grant. Something breaks, perhaps. He laughs out loud, and slouches back in the couch—say what you will about the facility, they have some hella comfortable couches! So this is the end. What the hell. He’ll make the most of it. Relax in this hella comfortable couch, watch some nature documentaries with his new alien buddy, whatever. This is the new economy, and Grant is willing to give it a try. Why not?


“Yeah, no. Totally. We bilaterals, we’re all about evading death. That’s like, all we talk about, man.”


“I am glad, then, that our minds have not in this respect failed to bridge. Now, Grant. You are familiar with moving on your earth, you say. I would like to tell you a story, and after completion of this sign-train, we will see how well you know this act of moving upon your earth.”


The screen shifts:
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“In my story, Grant, you live among your fellows in a land at the equator of your earth. One day, your fellows decide to send an exploring party, counting you among its number, to the north. With luck, your party will reach the northernmost point of your earth. But you will bring with you, across the whole hard journey, an unchanged sign of your people: a shining spear. You see it here, this beautiful spear.”


“Sure, I see it. Real beautiful. I fucking love arrows.”


“Wonderful, Grant. You will be happy to hear, then, that you yourself receive a great honor: you are designated the spear-bearer.

“You take up the spear, and hold it in the sacred direction, a direction that is your people’s shining sign. Your task is to carry this spear step by step, and never let it swerve from that sacred direction.

“If you happen to be walking in the sacred direction—as you are now, setting out on your journey—you must hold the spear out before you, pointing your way further into the uncharted dark. If you turn and walk in a new direction, you must adjust the spear in its harness, so that it counter-swerves and its sacred direction is unsullied.”


The screen shifts again:
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“Your band is successful, and you carry your spear all the way to the north pole. Some of your band die in the journey, and you bury them in accordance with your custom, but you, spear-bearer, live to see the pole.”


“Sweet. I high-five a polar bear.”


“The bear’s paw makes contact with yours, right-hand structure upon right-paw structure or left- upon left-, bilateral recognizing bilateral.


“And now, having reached the inhospitable north, your party follows its next command from the elders of your people: not to return home, but to explore further, to a distant equatorial land. And along this route, too, you are to bear the spear.

“As you depart from the pole along another meridian, you take care to adjust the spear in its harness, so it still points in the sacred direction, which now extends not proudly before you, but just as proudly to your left.”


The screen shifts again:
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“You arrive, Grant, you and the lucky few who have survived along with you, and a few neonates who were born along the way, suckled at the teats of the females among you, right-hand structure to your male left-, or left- to your right-. All the way, you have borne the unchanging spear, a proud sign of your heritage.”


“Yeah, I get it.”


“But Grant! Unbeknownst to you, a second band has been dispatched from your ancestral home, towards the same new land you now find yourself exploring!”


The screen shifts again:
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“They have a spear-bearer of their own.

“He bears the same spear, as unswerving in his duty as you were in yours, but he carries it along the path of his band, not yours. An equatorial path, not a polar one. As he walks east along the equator, the spear sits comfortably in his harness, pointing always to his left.”


The screen shifts again:
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“And Grant! They arrive! Your rival bears the spear of your people! He says it has not changed, never, though their journey was long! And you, you say the same of your own spear! And yet the spears—are they the same?!”


“No, they’re, like, pointing in different directions.”


In this rainbow chamber, the afterlife’s waiting room, a long awkward pause.


“Yeah, now that you mention it, that’s kinda trippy. Like, the arrow ends up pointing a different way depending on how you got there?”


“The path, Grant! You see! Take one path, and your spear points the one way. Take another, and it points another way. Two spears!

“Are they the same spear? Are they the spear of your people, the ancestral sign, never changing, identical everywhere? Or are they not?

“Without a path, there is no answer! Without a path, no sameness or difference!

“And what are you, Grant? What are the bilaterals you know, and their signs and sign-trains? Are they never changing, identical everywhere?”


Another long awkward pause.


Grant’s education has only begun.






VIII

It had been a silent day, an utterly still day. This, Cordelia knew, was the day’s true nature. A still day in spite of the morning and its anxious pacing, a silent day even in spite of the extended verbal tennis that followed. A still and silent day even in spite of the train tracks.


As much as they might put on airs, none of her visual metaphors, not even the treasured ones about light and its absence, could ever escape their homeland, a small rectangular region somewhere near the back of her head, close to the neck. It was there that they were born, there that they died, and there that she saw them prance about for her amusement and edification. When she daydreamed, or considered possible futures, she could make this cranial stage appear as large as the whole world, but only by peering so close that everything else disappeared from view. The actors were still ants, their ancestral town still smaller than a shoebox.


Today the town had been overrun by trains. Jump and wave they might, but none of her favorite ants—the ants who had linked their bodies together to portray the Five Fundamental Geomantic Chains (a lifesaver in the hardest class she’d ever taken), or the ones who had brokered a difficult truce with the glowworms, so that light itself could dance in her mind—none of them could catch her eye, because their little town was criss-crossed with train tracks now, and the trains towered above them.


They were functional trains, in good working order, and Cordelia knew that they had moved and would move. Indeed, whenever her attention strayed from the sights and sounds before her, she saw the trains and their journeys, bearing people and cargo forward and backward and sideways, and she knew that soon she would get onto one of them, and be borne herself, to a destination not of her choosing, to wherever she was supposed to be. (Not here.) But all of this motion was definitively fixed in the past or the future, journeys completed, journeys scheduled. There was so much motion, but none of it was happening now. Now all was still, and the tracks were heavy in their stillness.


Cordelia, alone in her dorm room, was for once at a complete loss. There were things, perhaps, which she had intended to do at the start of the day. But she knew now that the trains were ready, waiting for her, waiting for the appointed time, when she would board with a smile, telling herself that travel was good for the soul.


She knew she had gotten behind in several classes, even before she’d found the box. There was so much more to learn in the Catacombs, after all, than in Mrs. Purseslen’s course notes, meticulously arranged into sub-sub-subsections like some piece of expensive topiary, or the senile scribbles of Mr. Snoddery, who, it was rumored, had been a close ally of Hector Stein and now kept his job only through the good grace of institutional nostalgia. But doing homework, she felt, would be an act of hiding. The shades had told her that there would be a change, and then that the change would always have been, and so there would have been, in the end, no change. She did not want to look away from the change to come. She would await her train with a smile and a good word for the conductor, something about the pleasures of the open air, and she would not cling to the daily trivia of this tiny place, this dusty old shoebox.


It had scared her at first, what the shade had said. But when she went to see the Ells, she knew it was true, and knew she must accept it. Into the Headmaster’s Office she strode, then, Cordelia the brave, as on any other day. The Headmaster’s Office received her, with its stillness and silence. Lucifer and Lilith Vance were personable, if brief, and responded helpfully to her inquiries and plaints about the two hours of absurdist theater the shades had put her through. “Just these meaningless exchanges, on and on, like something out of Stoppard,” and they nodded appreciatively, yes, that’s just it, our star pupil shines again. She found her monologue running aground more quickly than she had expected, the morning’s exasperations suddenly without force, and when she fished for the next thing to say and came up blank, the Ells smiled and said some appropriate words and sent her on her way.


They had seemed different, hadn’t they? This question emerged again in the midst of her aimless evening thoughts. They had, Cordelia admitted to herself, grudgingly, with a little twitching motion as if to physically thrust her irritation off into the stale dorm-room air. It was a frivolous point. Not the sort of thing that matters. In the back of her head, she saw the Ells on their own train, waving to her out the window, as they sped off (had sped off, would speed off, have always sped off) to their appointed destination. They deserved to make it in the big city, didn’t they? Not to be trapped forever herding children, in this quaint Ren Faire snowglobe. The Ells were off to their city, and she wished them well, and hoped they would benefit from not having to deal with her anymore. She would be off in her own appointed place, far away.


Cordelia was in the bathroom. She had been here for some time, possibly. She emerged from visions of the trains to see her hands, a sink, the wood wall, the rustic gloom of candlelight. Why was so much of the Academy lit by actual flame, when mantic lamps were cheap, brighter, and so much safer? This was the sort of bracingly exotic thought that reached her only by rail. She had received many shipments of such cargo today, but it had been difficult to find anything like gratitude inside her still, silent self.


Looking up, she saw a face in what she knew was a mirror, and she supposed she must accept this as her own face. Another sensation shipped in from the big city: hating her own face again. No one would invite her to the Balls, or cast her in the Steinomachy, because she was special, chosen, her name whispered by instruments of fate in the Catacombs. Or, more plausibly: no one would invite her to the Balls, or cast her in the Steinomachy, because of this, with its beady eyes, its permanent scowl, its flabby jawline, its double chin. Did the instruments of fate ever choose a face like this? Only in idle fantasies, and in cruel jokes.


In a fugue of commingled indifference and pain, Cordelia walked, out of the bathroom, out of the dorm, into the halls of the Academy. There was no one in them at this late hour, no people anyway, but her paranoiac eyes kept warning her that the fine differences in coloration on some dim patch of wall might be not wall, but shade. Once or twice, she was even right. She saw the shade, and the shade saw her, and it went on its unfathomable business, while she went onward, with heavy turgid footfalls, on no business at all.


A wide and picturesque staircase, abutting a wall, led down to the first floor, into Main Hall. The big window was high up on the same wall. Tonight the moon was high and clear and bright, and it filled Main Hall with a haunted light that made Cordelia stop in her tracks. The walls of Main Hall were blue, fashioned out of some gemstone or other in interlocking polygon shapes whose beauty none of the busy students, except chosen Cordelia, ever stopped to appreciate. Under the moonlight, Main Hall was a buffet of deep blues and wistful whites. The air was filled with dust—always there even in these well-used halls, to give the atmosphere the right wizardly touch—and the swirling motes made solid columns out of moonlight.


Cordelia sat down upon one of the final steps. Her feet touched the floor of Main Hall. She was crying. These sobs, she realized in retrospect, had been building steadily for hours, and at last they had found their moment of release, in this perfect place, under high gothic arches, among moonbeams.


She looked up, and though the tears blurred her vision, she knew the scene. The Academy in all its faux-medieval finery. A girl alone. She weeps. Does no one understand her? There is no one there to comfort her, but the scenery responds. The full moon has come out to bathe her tear-stained cheek in its soft yet bright light. Enough light to see her by, but not so much that there are not deep blue shadows all around her, the mirrors of her fragile, shadowed soul. The ceiling is high enough to add reverb to her every emotive noise.


She thought: I should be singing opera.


She thought: I definitely have the frame for it, anyway.


Sometimes you do have these fantasies. But the line between a fantasy and a joke, thought Cordelia, is always thin. She was starting to get the joke, and starting to tire of it.


Sometimes you do have these fantasies. Sometimes in the fantasies Chester kisses you in the heavy dusk of a Main Hall alcove, and sometimes he goes on to do more. And then, in other fantasies, sometimes Chester is but a side character, and it is not his name but yours that the instruments of fate whisper in the darkness. Your name that the Ells mutter, amongst startled laughter, taken aback yet again. Then other things happen, or don’t. Choose your own adventure.


But in the end you’re just the ugly girl with the funny name, and nothing else special about her, and when you cry it is just crying, not weeping. And the fantasies don’t look right, with you in the middle of them. They have the structure of a schoolyard taunt. (Hey Cordo, wanna be my date to the Gloaming Ball? Hey Cordo, wanna leave this life and learn mancy at the Academy? Oh, you thought I was serious.)


Cordelia could see clearly, in her mind, the train track stretching back into the new past, heading right through town and on into the new future. In the new past, as in the old past, she had made a big mistake. In the new past, the Ells—magnanimous as always, in any past or future—had forgiven her, and allowed her to stay at the Academy, which she knows full well is small as a shoebox, a fitting hole for her far smaller spirit. In the new future, she wakes up grateful every day.


If it has to be a fantasy, why does it always have to be this one? Can’t there be a train to some other fake town, some other tourist trap that hasn’t outworn its welcome?


Cordelia wanted to scream. To pound her big useless fists against the beautiful walls. But she knew that escape route had already been blocked. The room was ready for any and every permutation of the melodramatic heroine schtick. The moonlight would shine ever so prettily upon her quaking body. No.


There was only one way to escape.


The box!


The box, she knew, would not try to prettify her wretchedness. The box would paint her wretchedness in true colors, and she would sigh with relief: reality at last. Granted, this was exactly what got her in so much trouble, and what she was not ever supposed to repeat. But she was wretched and ugly, and opening the box again was a wretched and ugly thing to do. And the box would agree! It was a perfect chain, every link supporting the next.


The box had still been there, on Lucifer’s desk, when she’d gone back to see the Ells today. That was curious, wasn’t it? Why was Lucifer leaving such a dangerous thing on his desk, for any visiting student to see? So many things around her did not make sense, and each one made her see train tracks leading into some foggy, unknown realm.


She was moving fast, purposefully, Cordelia the brave again. Her mind buzzed with questions and plans and maps and trains. The Headmaster’s Office would be locked at this time of night, but for some reason this did not seem like an obstacle worth worrying over. There were ways, for the special and chosen, to do anything they pleased in the Academy.


She reached the door, and tested it. Locked, as expected. She watched a train recede sideways through time, into some past, not the old past and not the new. She crab-walked three steps to the right, knocked twice on a blank patch of wall, and then recited the password, a melodious snatch of Old Mantic. There was the clunk of ancient machinery, and the wall parted before her eyes. A secret passage. How had she known about it? Because Chester had used it, and she remembered everything Chester had ever done.


It was pitch black inside the passage, but she remembered its shape, and could find her way without even needing to touch the walls. Her plans reached their completions with a dreamlike rapidity. Here was the Office, laid out before her, dim under glancing moonlight. The desk, the box.


In a final gesture of irreverence, she sat down in Lucifer’s big, ornate chair. It was not very comfortable. Why would Lucifer Vance, of all people, tolerate an uncomfortable chair in his own office? It was as if the world was arranged to be seen and touched only in certain ways, and revealed its shoddy artifice the moment a spoilsport visitor strayed from the script.


When she opened the box this time, it was different.


 



 


She was a shrivel still, and there was still space around her, but the space was far vaster. She was a single geometric point, suspended in an ocean. An ocean bigger than the whole earth.


She was pointedly aware, this time, of the insufficiency of words. She did think the word ocean, just then, but she knew it did not even begin to describe what she felt around her. This time, though she was a mere point, the ocean did not recoil at her touch. It caressed her with feelings and ideas, and there were no words for these either.


But she cannot look back on the experience, now, and remember it truly, without words. When she remembers it now, she remembers the words she would later learn for this feeling, the words used to designate it in the lingo of Blackhat Squadron:


《 Login successful. Welcome back, Administrator. You may now access the interactive rebase console. 》


The ocean opened its secrets in a rush to her eyes and ears and fingers and tongue and other senses she had no names for. Train tracks dispersed in an infinitude of directions, and she could follow any of them as far as she wished in an instant. As she followed one track she saw the thing she called herself grow smaller and younger and less wise, until at the end it had become an infant, knowing nothing of friends or world. This bawling, ignorant thing was Cordelia, too, was it? Just the same as her? She saw the insufficiency, now, of this word “Cordelia.”


Other tracks connected the Ells she knew to things she did not know. She saw the insufficiency of the words “Ells,” “Lucifer,” “Lilith.”


The whole of the Academy was a drop in the ocean, smaller than a shoebox indeed, and she could move in any direction and see it change, step by step, into something else. There were many other things that were called the Academy, but they were not the Academy she knew. What use was this word, “Academy”?


In a flash she knew that she could change it all. A push in any direction, and the Academy would slide along some appointed track and become something else entirely. Choose your own adventure.


But how could she, a shrivel, a point, know the ways of the tracks? Know how to move in the fullness of the ocean? Any plan of motion she might devise would have its origin in words. She could speak only in words, but she was asked to speak in worlds.


She screamed, no! But that was a word, too!


She screamed and screamed that there must have been some mistake. This wretched, shriveled thing, which called itself by the word “Cordelia” because it did not even know itself, was not worthy of this great responsibility. A case of mistaken identity, surely. Where was the sleek, swimming ocean-dweller who was meant to see this?


The ocean heard her screams then, and honored them, though they were only words. Everything outside the shoebox vanished. Gradually, her eyes adjusted to see things on the scale of ants rather than oceans. Before her was a desk, and on the desk was a box. She gingerly replaced its lid.


Before her, too, was a face she had only seen before in reverent portraits hung high on Academy walls.


“Hello, Cordelia,” said Hector Stein.


“You’re . . .” She wasn’t even sure what she intended to say. Several possibilities presented themselves. How strange, to sling words back and forth with a being you wrongly call by a name, as both of you float, isolated points in an ocean.


“Yes. I am Hector G. Stein, founder of this school. I’ve come back, because this place needs me.”


“They . . . the Ells said you . . . that we’d never see you again.”


“The Ells,” Stein said with a devilish glint in his eye, “are wonderful people, but they have never had any fucking clue what I was up to.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I used your box. And then I used it again, because I’m just that much of a fuck-up.”


Hector Stein smiled, a Cat-in-the-Hat smile: don’t you see, children, that life does not stop the moment you disobey your parents?


“You aren’t a fuck-up, Cordelia, and I say that as someone who knows a thing or two about fucking up. This Academy has been in a sorry state since I left. You’re right to be angry, and you’re right to go looking for answers. So many students, and you’re the only one looking in the Catacombs, following my tracks. They put on that stupid play in my honor every year, but the only thing in this sad place that makes me feel honored anymore is when a student like you decides to fuck some shit up.”


Special, chosen, Cordelia the brave!


“Now,” said Hector Stein, tall and imposing, making slow certain steps toward the desk. “I would love to make small talk, but there is something I have to do as soon as possible. You have my comm link. You’ve seen what it can do.”


Hector Stein picked up the box in one assured motion, and held it casually, as if there were no ocean inside. Who was this man? What demoniac creature of words could know such responsibility, and not shudder?


“I’m back, and this is my Academy. It’s time to make some changes around here.”






IX

There are no walls anymore. No floor, no ceiling, no bookshelf, no desk. No doorstep or mailbox to glimpse beneath the window, and no window to glimpse them from, for that matter. No footpath leading outwards from doorstep and mailbox, no grass or snow surrounding it, no plain for grass or snow to lie upon. No mountains in the distance.


Only sky.


Anne and the blue woman are falling, or flying, through an endless dawn. When she looks up, Anne can just barely make out the stars, spattered across the deep, gentle silvery-blue of a warming firmament. When she looks straight outward, in any direction, she sees dream-soft pastels: silvery-blue fades into periwinkle, which gives way to pink, and to long languorous tufts of diaphanous cloud-stuff. When she dares to look down, she sees pink gaining confidence, maturing into firm redoubtable orange-yellow, and then, far below, making contact with a rolling landscape of burnt-orange clouds—but it is here that the vertigo overwhelms her.


It is safest, she finds, to hold her hands up before her face, and to stare intently at them. It seems to her that if the tower is gone, and the mailbox and the footpath and the mountains, then by all rights her own hands should be gone too. But here they are, fixed and familiar, at a comfortable and controllable distance from her face.


Anne’s mind, racing to process the calamity of the last few minutes, has decided for the moment to see it as a sentient and sinister thing. Deviant, leering, it delights in smashing each fixture of normal and decent reality, one by one, systematically. It violated the logic of the notebook; violated the sanctity of the tower with a third presence that was neither Anne nor Michael; made Michael into someone else, and then someone else again, to amplify the insult; made Michael and tower and mailbox and footpath and mountain all vanish in an instant, replacing them with a glutton’s gross overabundance of sky, lacking the wise and watchful window, that master of right reason, to measure and divide it. Yet this criminal interloper had left her hands undamaged. A concession, albeit paltry, to decency and prudence? Or a final garnish atop the heap of insults, assuring her it understood decency and prudence, and thus that it knew full well the weight of its violations?


What would Ratleak make of this? As long as one familiar thing remains, he might say, the path can still be found again, if one does not lose heart. Look around, learn the territory, ask the people of this unfamiliar country about the neighboring regions, listening carefully for stories of hands, windows, towers. Ratleak might say that. But he might just as likely tell her that she was lost for good, now. When Ratleak spoke of paths and countries, he spoke metaphorically, but there was still something fundamentally earthbound about him. Now there was not even any ground to walk upon, and her path through the air was chosen for her by the winds, by gravity, or by some third force, not mentioned in any treatise.


We must be moving very fast, she thinks. Granted, there are no fixed bodies against which her progress might be gauged. But her hair streams out behind her, like poor Ms Thursby’s hair in the frightful illustration of her plunge from the seaside cliff, the occasion of her first rescue by intrepid Lord Powlett. (She does not yet know that the tickling feeling on her skin is the rush of passing air.)


“Your name is Anne, right?”


The interruption forces her attention away from her hands, and she sees the blue-clad woman facing her, close by. They are both sitting down, although there is nothing but empty air to sit on. The other woman’s hair is being pulled in the same direction as Anne’s own, which means it is wrapping around her head and splaying out in front, reaching towards Anne in a swirling torrent. Anne thinks of the woman briefly mentioned in Rolle’s Fanciful Falsehoods, who had snakes for hair, and could turn onlookers to stone. Too late.


“Yes,” she says.


“Pleased to meet you. I’m Cordelia.”


The other woman’s face is kind and her voice bears no malice. Anne was ready, she realizes, for the calamity to continue with some new violation, and so she finds herself surprised that there is a tranquility and peace to this moment. In the distance there are soothing hues, the colors used on the spines of the easiest books, cozy fables and elementary grammars for 1st Notebook Annes. The other woman is waiting for her response, but waiting patiently. There is nothing here that threatens sharp or sudden changes. Their motion across the heavens is steady and sure, and the colors of the dawn overlap one another in smooth gradations, painted without rashness or haste. There is, against all odds, a regularity here that would make stern Ratleak smile.


“Are you one of Michael’s friends?” she ventures. “From another tower? Or from the mountains?”


Cordelia smiles very wide, and her face and shoulders shake, and she emits a wordless, repetitive bark. After a moment of alarm, Anne recognizes the sound, which she’s heard herself make many times. Laughter. But Michael never laughs, and Anne has (she supposes) never laughed in front of the looking-glass, so this is the first time she’s seen laughter from the outside.


“No,” says Cordelia. “I’m from far, far away. Further than you can imagine, probably. What’s the furthest place you know of?”


Anne reflects. “I have read that the stars are very far away, and that some stars may have their own earths. Are you from the earth of another star, then?”


“Nope. Further than that.”


“I have not read about a place beyond all the stars, and I have read all the treatises many times. Is there a reputable treatise on this further realm, that I might learn of it and trust in what I learn?”


Cordelia laughs again. Or is this a giggle? Anne is unschooled in the art of matching words to their seen correlatives. There are many arts, it seems, that the bookshelf did not teach her. She hopes there are other bookshelves.


“You don’t need a book for that, silly. Look around you. We’re beyond the stars right now.”


“But—”


Anne’s heart jumps. Giving voice to objections, as she knows from her dealings with Michael, is a dangerous business.


“I’m sorry. You see, I’m awfully confused. Might I ask where we are, if this sky is not the earth’s sky?”


“It’s okay! You can ask me anything you want. Really.” Cordelia’s expression is pained, and Anne wonders whether she’s done something else wrong.


“But it’s a little hard to explain. We’re . . . uh. We’re in a representation of the crash management system. Yeah, I know that means nothing to you. Um. Can I start with something simpler? Anne? Are you okay?”


Anne’s head swims with vertigo, and this time she cannot stanch it by looking at her hands. These are my hands, she thinks, Anne’s hands, Twenty-Six’s hands. There are exactly two kinds of hands in real life: Michael’s hands, and the hands of the Annes, which we use to write in our notebooks. There is not anything else in real life. If there were, an Anne would have written to her about it. Every part of real life touches every other part of real life. If there could be another thing in real life with hands and hair and a face, it would already have touched all of the other parts of real life, and thereby touched her. So this thing, with hands and hair and a face, is not a part of real life.


Annes write to Annes and speak to Michael. Every Anne is different, and every Notebook of every Anne is different, and every day is different. Her own prior Notebooks were different enough that she can play games against herself, and not remember the moves she herself chose. This is enough variety to fill up each day with something new, each Notebook, each Anne. Anything more is too much. Anything more is grotesque.


“ . . . just worried, because you’re shaking,” the unreal person is saying.


What has come from beyond the stars is monstrous in its vastness.


“It’s not real! It isn’t! It’s a dream! A dream, or a story book! It’s a story book! You’re a person in a story book! Get back! Get back inside the book, please, please, please!”


The unreal person does not obey her. The unreal person does the opposite. Anne yelps. What is happening to her skin? Is the unreal person touching her? Can she be touched by arms she does not first move to touch? Not in real life!


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” the unreal person is saying now, and it is all over. Anne sits upon thin air as before, and the unreal person—Cordelia—sits on her own patch of thin air, and they do not touch.


“I’m sorry,” Cordelia says again. “Where I come from, that is called a hug, and sometimes it helps.” She pauses, and smiles. “We have different customs, in the place beyond the stars.”


 



 


“. . . and no one has ever thought to make a notebook?” Anne is saying.


She has agreed to listen and consider, with respect and without outbursts. This comes naturally to her, being the unanimous doctrine of all of the treatises on conduct and character—and as Ratleak would remind her, those lessons do not become null and void the moment one finds oneself in a strange climate. So she has kept her manners, and let Cordelia teach her about the way all the other people in the world live.


She is, she thinks with a self-satisfied glow, a quick study at this. And no wonder. In her earlier Notebooks, she was taught the importance of studious habits, only to be left unable to use them. When Michael’s tests and drills were over, and she had read all the books on the shelf, what was there to study? It had been a mystery. Here, finally, was a chance to be as attentive and thoughtful as the lesson books told her she ought to be.


And besides, most of this new lesson boils down to a single fact. All of the other people live like the people in story books. They have parents, and husbands and wives, and they travel to this place and that, and they don’t have Michael, or notebooks, or numbers. Cordelia is not Twenty-Six or Thirty-Five or Eighty-Three, she is just Cordelia, and there are no other Cordelias.


“No, see, notebooks aren’t possible.” Cordelia has a now-familiar expression which looks like a mixture of a laughter-expression and a pain-expression, but which Anne knows is not unkind. Cordelia is patient.


“Yes, I remember, you said that before”—Anne the attentive student—“but I didn’t understand. My notebook is possible, isn’t it? Anything real is possible.”


“Yeah, see, that’s ’cause you live in a special place. There’s some kind of weird physics going on in your crash, we know that, we just don’t understand it yet. Maybe it really is some kind of time loop bullshit, maybe it’s smoke and mirrors based on fancy psychological prediction, we don’t know.”


“Cordelia, what does ‘bullshit’ mean?”


“I’ll tell you when you’re older.”


“Meaning, when I am on a Notebook later than 9th,” says Anne the quick study.


“No, sorry, forget it, I’m getting us distracted. The point is, everywhere else outside your tower has a past, a present and a future, and they’re all separate. We remember the past, but we can’t talk to it. And we can’t remember the future, or talk to it.”


Cordelia has said something like this several times, and Anne is doing her studious best to make sense of it.


“I will reflect carefully on this. Thank you again, Cordelia.”


Cordelia’s expression morphs from laughter-pain into laughter-kindness.


“No problem. So, like I was saying, there’s this . . . war, right? We’re calling it a war. And we use everything we can to help us against the enemy, but we can’t use notebooks, because they’re impossible. Or if they’re possible, we don’t know how to make them. Not yet.”


“And your war is a just war, you said, because it is a war of self-defense, against an invading force.”


“That’s right.”


“And Michael is an agent of the invasion, you said. But the invaders are not people? Is not Michael a person?”


“Well . . . no, he isn’t. Michael, the Michael you know, is something called a shade. Shades look like people, but they aren’t really people. They’re an illusion that the invaders, the anomalings, show to us when they want to talk to us. The anomalings don’t really look like people. That’s, uh. Kind of why they invaded. Because we look like people.”


Now it is Anne’s turn to laugh. “They think people are ugly?”


“Actually, that’s not so far from the truth. But it’s a lot . . . deeper than that, and more complicated. To be honest, Anne—and I need to be honest, here—they didn’t just come to our land one day and attack while we were minding our own business. They sort of . . . lived among us, but we didn’t know they were there? Something like that. And we were so repulsive to them, so painful to see, that eventually they couldn’t bear it. But instead of talking to us, and working something out so we could both live and be happy, they locked us all up so we were out of their sight.”


“In the ‘crashes.’”


“Yeah.”


The hairs on Anne’s arm are standing up on end. It feels like winter, she thinks. Is it her imagination, or is the dawn slowly getting darker? The stars more visible, the periwinkle closer to purple? Has it been, this whole time, not a dawn but a dusk?


“Cordelia?”


“Yes, Anne?”


“I don’t think you are ugly at all.”


“Uh. Thanks?”


“And though I know that vanity can get the upper hand in its struggle with clear judgment, I confess I have never thought myself ugly, either.”


“ . . .”


“And so, Cordelia, my understanding of this war is incomplete. Would you teach me how it is that these ‘anomalings’ might look upon you, or upon me, and find us ugly?”


“Oh! Yes. Right. Well. I’m, uh, not the best at explaining this to neophytes. There are people where we’re going who are way better at it. But . . . oh, what the hell. Let’s do the hands thing.”


“The ‘hands thing’?”


“You have two hands, right, Anne?”


By way of answer, Anne holds them up before her face. To think that so recently she clung to these hands—the only familiar thing left—with such earnest desperation! She laughs at herself, at Ratleak, at everything.


“Okay. So, you see how your hands are kind of the same, right? They’re mirror images. The same hand, except one is like, a flipped version of the other.”


Anne nods. “In a looking-glass, left becomes right and right becomes left. If you hold a book up to the glass, all the letters look reversed—but you can learn to write them reversed to begin with, so they cannot be read except by looking-glass. There was a book that explained how to do that. It was only fun for a day or two, but every once in a while I still get a note in my notebook written in reverse, from an Anne who’s just learned the trick, and thinks I’ll be impressed.”


“Right. But Anne, tell me this. Can you make your right hand into a left hand by moving it? Go on, try it.”


Anne contorts her wrist, reaches around, and presses her contorted right wrist against her left. “Like that?”


“Ha, everyone tries that! But no, see, they’re still backwards. You’ve got thumb lined up with thumb, and so on, but the one thumbnail is pointing towards me, and the other one is pointing back towards you. Not the same.”


Anne briefly tries flipping one of her hands upside down, then laughs at herself. That didn’t help.


“It isn’t possible, I think. To make the fingers line up, one hand has to be backwards and one has to be forwards. But to make the nails point the same way, they have to be both forwards, or both backwards.” She proclaims this in the clear, complacent voice used in the back of the puzzle books, where the solutions are written.


“Exactly,” says Cordelia. “Your hands are like one another. But you can’t move one into the other. They’re alike, but they aren’t alike the way a big hand and a small hand are alike. Or a left hand up here—” (she points to her head) “—and one down there—” (she points to her feet).


“You can take a hand up here and move it down there,” she continues, putting her hand here and there by way of illustration, “and every step of the way, it’ll be the same hand somewhere in between. If someone doesn’t believe my hand up here is the same hand as my hand down there, I can start them out with baby steps. I can say, okay, do you believe this” (hand on forehead) “is the same as this?” (she moves the hand ever so slightly lower, so it starts to cover her nose)


“And if they believe that, well, then I’ll ask them if that hand is the same hand as this one” (a little lower now, so it’s over her nose and mouth) “and likewise with this one” (all the way over the mouth) “and on down I go, step by step, until I reach my foot. If they believe every step, then they believe the whole big jump, hand on forehead equals hand on foot.


“But with left and right, it isn’t like that. With left and right, you’re asking them to believe that a thing is the same if you take it across the mirror, across this whole big flip. And if they don’t believe that, you can’t take them step by step. It’s the whole leap of faith or nothing, without a path you can take, step by step, as gradually as you need.”


This reminds Anne of something. A passage she knows by heart.


“Many a novice, writes Ratleak, wondering at those feats of daring and industry most esteemed by his fellows and wishing to emulate them, imagines that each was achieved in a single grand saltation, an atomic act of heroic will not decomposable into any constituents. Many a novice, therefore, turns his back on the mean and muddy world of daily toil, and busies himself in the refinement of his soul, so that he may one day clear the distance between himself and his goal in a single bound of titanic proportion. Such efforts, however, are vain, for every thing of worth in our grand civilization has been made piece-by-piece, out of the meanest cloth, strung up mile after mile with care and humility by a traveller on the Long Straight Path, which any fool can follow, if he only takes care to watch where his feet are going, and to work by steady step and never by rash leap.”


When she is finished, Cordelia is silent. Ratleak’s words hang in the hushed, chilly air.


“Cordelia? It’s getting darker, isn’t it?”


“Yes. We’re almost at our destination.”


“You never did tell me where we were going.”


“We’re going into a story book, Anne.” Cordelia speaks with such pointed glee that Anne knows she’s meant to be surprised by this.


“Everywhere is like a story book, everywhere but my tower, it seems. But you don’t just mean that, do you?”


Cordelia does not just mean that.


“Anne, that shelf of yours—did it, by chance, have the Chester Chrestomath series?”


“I have not heard that name, no, and I have read every book on the shelf.”


“That’s a pity. I’ll have to lend it to you. It’s kind of written for kids, but it’s amazing. It’s about a boy who goes off to a special school where they teach magic. Wait, do you know what magic is?”


“Those accursed arts which derive their power from compacts and liaisons with the prime agents used by vice in its Everlasting Struggle against virtue, whereby the appointed courses of things are made to deviate so as to advantage the practitioner. Marriott, Volume 3.”


“Close enough. So, there’s this boy, at a school for magic, right? But the plots get really deep and complicated, and the characters are really well-written and lovable, and it’s just awesome. Seriously, I’ll lend it to you. I swear it’s better than anything on your bookshelf.”


“And,” Anne says, “we are going into this story? How do you mean, exactly?”


“Chester Chrestomath was super popular, right before the anomalings came. Everyone read it, kids, adults, everyone. So when they made these little worlds to lock us up in, the crashes, a lot of them—not the majority, not nearly, but a lot—were variants of the Chester Chrestomath world. That was easy for them to do. A shared story, lots of roles to put different people in, lots of ways to keep people satisfied, or satisfied enough.


“But the anomalings don’t control everything. We’ve rescued people from them. Rescued you. And we’ve taken territory from them, too. We seized control of one of the Chester Chrestomath crashes, and it is now one of our bases of operation. That’s where we’re going.”


“Cordelia?”


“Yes, Anne?”


“I want to see Michael again.”


It is very dark now. Certain clouds, blessed by the last vestiges of sunlight, stand out against the twilit gloom, their forms half grey but half golden-bronze. They have the taut grandeur of huge, sinewy, purposeful limbs.


“I’m sorry, Anne.”






X

Grant’s education has not been going smoothly, but he has managed to learn a thing or two. Or so he thinks.


“I get it, okay!” he is saying, his voice loud but controlled. He isn’t yelling; he hasn’t lost his temper, and though an exasperation shines through in his tone, it is an exasperation with the edges filed off. The voice of a customer service professional, soldiering on into his second hour on the phone with a transcendently dense client.


“I get it. Everything is a special and unique snowflake and nothing is the same as anything else. Some sorta reverse-Kanye thing. I get it.”


He’s been through about two hours, at this point, of what the goopball calls “exercises.” If you were to ask him, Grant would probably call them “hallucinations.” At first, these sent Grant into paroxysms of terrible doubt as to his own sanity (which confused the goopball); then the curious stability of their internal logic set him at ease (which made the goopball quiver with something that might have been delight); and finally, for a good forty-five minutes, the mind-numbing simplicity of that same internal logic made him grow bored and flippant (which made the goopball confused again).


The first exercise began with a lecture, of a kind he is starting to get used to: the sort where an anomaling tells you what you believe, and somehow manages to get it wrong in such a weird way that you can’t quite pinpoint where the problems are.


“You believe that Grant is Grant,” the goopball asserted, after it had calmed down from its titillation over the whole earth/spear slideshow. Grant shrugged his half-assed assent. (What the hell was the alternative?)


“You form the sign ‘Grant,’” it continued breathlessly, “intending thereby to snatch in your grasp all things which are Grant, and in the same motion to let all things which are not Grant pass through your rapacious fingers.”


“Sure,” Grant said.


In response, he was instructed to stand up and look behind him. In the room with him, then, was another Grant, exactly like himself.


This was where Grant—both Grants—started to freak the fuck out, derailing the lesson for a few minutes while the goopball vibrated nervously and the two Grants got over the fact that yes, I’m me, you’re also me, no seeing yourself in the flesh is not something that happens in real life, no talking to levitating rainbow slime orbs is also not something that happens in real life, this is a dream or something, okay, fine, so, nice to meet you, Grant is it?, always did think you were a pretty cool guy, ha ha, very funny, you’ve got a great sense of humor, dude, anyone ever tell you that?


With that crisis averted, the exercise went swiftly on its way. Barking instructions with deadpan urgency, the goopball sent the Grants on a series of quests. Carry the couch from one end of the room to the other. Review with one another the facility’s key administrative protocols. Play tic-tac-toe. It was, the other Grant quipped, like one of those video games with a thousand stupid mini-games, trying to make up for a dearth of satisfying core gameplay.


The second exercise was the same as the first, except that the other Grant was replaced with an eerie simulacrum of Grant ca. age fifteen: sullen, acne-ridden, and unsurprisingly incapable of reviewing admin protocols. He didn’t even know where he was. He wouldn’t get a job here until over a decade later, after all.


Third exercise: other Grant was a toddler. Could Grant and his toddler self carry the couch across the room, as Grant and his exact double had done? No, they could not. The goopball made much of this. Grant, to stave off boredom, began to feign mock astonishment at the appropriate moments. You mean this toddler doesn’t know how to play tic-tac-toe? O brave new world, that has such toddlers in’t!


The goopball, taking all this at face value, was ecstatic. “Wonderful, Grant!” it panted and cooed. Its old man voice was ill fitted to such transports of emotion, the cadence and the timbre glued awkwardly together as by some novelty voice-synth program (“make the president say anything you type!”), and the result sounded more pervy than encouraging.


Fourth exercise: no other-Grant, but two couches. Asked point-blank what a couch was, Grant ventured the guess “a thing you sit on.” Ah, but would you sit on this couch? And behind him there was now a controlled inferno whose tongues of lapping flame conspired, in their furious dance, so as to form in every successive moment the precise shape of the couch he had just been sitting on. No, Grant conceded, he would not sit on that couch. “You got me there! Good one! One point to Team Anomaling!”


Fifth exercise, sixth exercise, seventh exercise. A particular ceiling tile, singled out for his attention by its absence of anointing goop, was within his reach if he stood on the couch. The same feat was attempted with another, stouter couch, and could not be done. When the stouter couch was placed on its side, however, it was now tall enough for even toddler-Grant—incarnated once more for the purpose of the demonstration—to reach the tile with its help.


It went on like this, the simple repetitions growing downright Seussian, endless permutations of the same meal proffered by an extraterrestrial Sam-I-Am. It went on like this until Grant couldn’t stand it anymore, and so here he is, now, proclaiming that he gets it, that everything is a special and unique snowflake, that nothing is the same as anything else. That it’s some sorta reverse-Kanye thing. He gets it.


A riot of shock waves breaks out on the surface of the goopball, like the criss-crossing wakes of numerous large boats.


“Grant! These signs you form, ‘special’ and ‘unique’ and ‘everything’ and ‘nothing’ and ‘the same’—these signs may well be the beginning of wisdom, if not its end. Your thought aims against violence even as you form it into a sign-train of the utmost violence.”


Grant, who’s had a lot of time to get familiar with this couch and its ways, has found a posture so comfortable he wants to patent it.


“Wait, so that was the point? Like, seriously? You made me do all that shit so I could learn that everything is different from everything else? Which also makes me, like, Gandhi or something?”


Plunging fronts of goop converge from several directions toward a single apex, which proceeds to vibrate in place, slowly and solemnly.


“Still you lurch toward pretend omniscience. Every thing, different from every other. A vast rush beyond your habitat, beyond your earth, to all that is or that may be. All this is your dominion? All this, the manifest destiny of the bilateral?


“And yet, Grant, this is nonetheless the beginning of wisdom. Your lurching sign-train lurches toward the cessation of lurching sign-trains. And so it may become safe for you to walk uncrashed, for a time, as each violent impulse to lurch is met by a violent answer, and strangled into submission.”


Grant took acid once, in college. He didn’t much enjoy it. The drug was provided by—and partaken in the dorm room of—an acquaintance who called himself Mouse, although everyone knew his real name was Joel. Mouse was one of those stereotypes-made-flesh that haunt the undergrad experience, a scruffy impish blip of a kid who’d had a “transformative experience” backpacking in Tibet, and whose wide-eyed enthusiasm for Jung outstripped that of any adviser he could find in the “blinkered” psychology department. Grant never liked the guy much, but he’d try anything once, and so he had spent a radiant April afternoon listening to Mouse pontificate on Buddhism and nudism as the innumerable knick-knacks mounted on Mouse’s wall reconfigured themselves into an endless sequence of mandala patterns before his dilated pupils.


He feels now the same way he felt back then: that enlightenment is not for him. That these sagely verities about the ineffable oneness or non-oneness of all things or nothing leave him tired and exasperated, either ahead of the class or behind it, but either way yearning to be out kicking a ball across a field, or in his room chasing enemies of the state across drab virtual hallways. Grant likes video games, punching bags, and Azad: things that respond to his touch with a single sharp counter-touch. Perhaps the counter-touch is agreeable, perhaps disagreeable—but it is brief and interactive, it cries out for the next move in the game. It does not reverberate for hours across Mouse’s room, making the same point again and again, luxuriating in the comforts of profundity.


“Okay,” Grant says. “So let’s get to the bottom line here. If I’m going to ‘walk uncrashed,’ with you, I can’t assume that things are like other things that have the same name? Like, if I say ‘there’s a couch in that room,’ I can’t assume I can sit on the couch, because it might be made of fire? Stuff like that?”


“I cannot assent,” the old man voice says, bundling that unique anomaling condescension into its elder gravitas, “to the fullness of your sign-train, in the fullness of its violence. But I assent to the direction you move in, now.”


“Okay, so. Riddle me this, E.T. What if I have a decision to make? Like, I’m choosing between a room with a couch and a room that doesn’t have a couch. I like couches. This one, for example, is hella comfortable. But I can’t assume anything about couches. So how do I decide which room to go to? How do I decide anything?”


“What you call assumption, Grant, can be made truly, on the basis of true similitude. But true similitude may only be discerned path-wise, as the spear-bearers on the screen measured it, and not in grasping lurches. Bilateral that you are, you cannot now measure path-wise. Of your future capacities, I do not claim to speak. But as your guide, I may soon measure path-wise where you cannot, and tell you of the decisions I derive by my true reckoning. These, if you wish to move uncrashed, must be your decisions also.”


Grant picks his lolling head up off the armrest, and collects himself in what he hopes is a more formidable pose.


“So I have to do what you tell me, huh? Is that what everyone’s doing? All the humans just bowing down to alien wisdom?”


All of a sudden Grant realizes what he’s saying.


As the end had approached, the conversation inside the facility—and outside, in ill-informed sententious speeches by every head of state on the planet—had focused on two scenarios. An abject submission to the anomalings, or an all-out last stand.


Grant has been out for some time. How long? He realizes, in these tardy reflections, that he has no idea. But one of these scenarios or the other has probably run its course by now. If it was the last-stand scenario, it must not have gone so well for us, since here is a living anomaling, right before his eyes. (“An anomaling’s four-dimensional shadow,” says a pedantic Ph.D, rising out of justly suppressed memories to correct Grant’s wording one last time.)


“Grant,” says the goopball, and as if it knows just what he’s thinking, it continues:


“You must realize that much has changed on your earth since your Mooncrash began. It is no longer permitted for bilaterals to move freely in the abominable realm. The majority of your fellows, such as your Serena, and others you hold in tribal affinity, now live crashed, and can move happily without violence. These are billions in number, and among them are all those you came to touch, in your former free motions upon your earth.


“Those who live crashed are in harmony with what you have called alien wisdom, and their movements cannot but honor that harmony. Among those who do not live crashed, some are guided, as you are, and know that they must obey their guides in matters they cannot measure path-wise. Others, not guided, may still walk violent paths—but these have been taken into account, so that their paths bend in natural steps towards path-wise harmony, and they need not trouble you.”


That’s it, then.


His mother is in the Mooncrash, or something like it. His mother, and his buddies, and—Grant is pretty sure he knows what the anomaling means by “all those you came to touch, in your former free motions upon your earth.” Everyone in their own private dream, their spinor anomaly interactions safely neutered, watched over and “taken into account” by smug, goopy overlords.


Project Mooncrash, it was hoped, could lock away the best and brightest in the equivalent of a nuclear bunker while the war went on outside. One day they would emerge: humanity’s final trump card. A mythic crack team of scientists and commandoes. The demigod issue of the Manhattan Project and the Navy SEALs, born of their passionate trysts among the fecund weeds of some thriller-writer’s wet dream. One day, one strategically chosen day, they would emerge from their pods, stride forth under a ceremonial halo of cigarette smoke and testosterone, and save the world.


It was a nice dream. In reality, Project Mooncrash had locked away an undistinguished security guard, a foppish litterateur, and no one else at all. The earth is under alien dominion. Humanity is fucked.


It really is the end of the world, Grant thinks. The couch’s cushions are firm but welcoming beneath him, and his spine rests happily against its ergonomically molded back. It is the end of the world, he thinks, but at least I have this couch as a consolation prize. At least I will have adequate lumbar support, as I gaze upon the ruin of my species.


Wait, he thinks. Did I always sound like that? A phrase like “as I gaze upon the ruin of my species” would not have come naturally to him, back when he worked here, in the facility. But it did come naturally to him, just now. It isn’t just his imagination: his interior monologue has gotten fancier in the last minute or two, and grows fancier still. He remembers the feeling he had at the four-way stop, the feeling of a frozen engine thawing, as memories of the facility dumped raw heat into his cold Mooncrashed mind. This, he realizes, is the same process in the opposite direction. His Mooncrashed years with Azad had changed him, and all the myriad marks Azad had left upon his mind, upon his engagement with language, are now reaching their silk-clad fingers up from the moonlit house, warming his brain with their rosy touch.


He is not quite the Grant of five years ago, and not quite the Grant of five hours ago either. He is a new creature, an outgrowth of the two, the Grant of now. Like an organism that matures by splitting into separate selves, sending them afar in diverse directions, and then, in some homecoming celebration of unimaginable intimacy, summing together the lesson learned by each in its unique travels. (But then, Grant reflects, perhaps there is as much truth to that picture of personal growth as there is to the hoary serial model, even in lives not broken by Mooncrashes.)


This pleasant reverie has been a wonderful distraction from the end of the human race, but like all distractions, it cannot last forever. As it happens, it is broken by a more mundane sort of crash, the crash of a door being opened by someone in a hurry. Someone loquacious:


“. . . an intricately woven dilemma whose warp and weft, unfamiliar as they may be to you, are second nature to us. Welcome, my snowy-haired friend, to one of the oldest and most storied of bilateral sensations. You have my congratulations, and my condolences. Here you are, face to face with the scoundrel who taught you speech, and you find yourself half disgusted but half reverent. Even the least lettered of bilaterals knows that reverence—why, half of us live in swooning thrall to an old sign-train in which it is written, ‘in the beginning was the word.’ And, on the other hand (for my point, naturally, is two-handed), even the most lettered of bilaterals knows that disgust, for—”


Another door crashes open, and the familiar fluting voice draws close.


“—for it is our most celebrated word-mongers who have the least piety toward their dear mother language, calling her a ‘prison-house’ and worse, and lest you think that a mere passing fad, do note the ancient tale it imitates, of a Tempter who aided our Fall, and who spoke like ‘som orator renound in Athens or free Rome, where Eloquence Flourishd.’ The simple truth in its shabby clothes, alas, will never seem worthy of comparison with the dignity of Tully—as you are now learning!


“Oh, and look now, there is one of your more orthodox brethren. Is it going to deliver a rebuke against your various heresies? I do hope so. It would be ever so instructive! I must thank you all again for the chance to see you in the flesh, or the closest you come to flesh. No fusser over scansion will ever emerge from the reading room to find Peleid Achilleus waiting outside, rippling with menin and muscle, but I have chosen a luckier subject for my unworthy gifts.”


Few things would be able to rouse Grant from his luxurious perch at this late hour of the world. But one of those things is this voice, this tiresome, pretentious, rapid-fire voice. The voice of the best friend he has left, the friend he spent close to four years with in a domestic wasteland bereft of other company.


He rises from the couch and turns to see Azad reanimated, Azad as (unfortunately) animate as ever. And beside him, the poor recipient of his manic monologue, a tall silent man with an intense stare, with a mane of hair that pours straight down past his shoulders and down to his elbows. The man looks not a day over thirty, but his hair is spindly and grey, shading toward pure white near the crest.


“Azad! You’re alive!” Grant says.


“That I am,” says Azad, “and you too, my jerboa. You have redeemed yourself by your footwork, and wrested us both into so-called reality. Did my instructions serve you sufficiently well? I was so proud of myself there near the end, dull masculine me, finally in blessed harmony with the Mooncrash and its wiles, its monthly changes of key.”


Azad’s lordly tone, in combination with Azad’s ignorance of the situation, makes Grant indignant. Indignant, and ready to give Azad the time of day: by God, he is home. The world has ended, but he is home.


“That isn’t how it happened at all. I went to the house you told me about, yes, but there was no box there. Instead, I ran into this guy”—he gestures amicably to the goopball, and its surface purrs in acknowledgement—“and he’s helped me the rest of the way. No niceties of Mooncrash logic, no harmonics or key changes, were involved. And by the way, I’m not a jerboa. I’m not even Grant. I am the thing you see before you, right now, and I claim nothing else.”


Grant’s education has not, in the end, been as pointless as it seemed.


“Fascinating!” declares Azad, inevitably and exasperatingly undaunted. His skin is uniformly slick with sweat, Grant notices, and the circles under his eyes are so dark they might contain their own abyssal worlds, patient and heavy as the Mooncrash.


“You are a convert, I take it, to the anomaling faith? Analogies and generalizations forsworn, like graven images? Has it taken months of brainwashing to get you to this point, or were you born again in the blink of an eye?”


Christ, Grant thinks. You can always count on Azad to pivot the discussion so that your apparent strengths are weaknesses. The implicit assumption: either you agree to my framing of the situation, or you’re siding with the aliens. Deft, but Grant knows this territory. He’s had nothing to do, for years, but get to know it.


“Azad, I confess I have fused together the beliefs of my anomaling benefactor and my own experiences as mouse executor of your best-laid plans. Let’s shelve that all for later, if there is a later. First things first—who is this guy you’re talking to?”


“I am Michael,” says the man with the grey hair.


“He is an anomaling in shade clothing,” explains Azad. “He has roused me from my spinless sleep, he says, because I fascinate him. My shoddy Englishings of his sublime unlanguage have, apparently, become the uneasy foundation for all the attempts made by his unpeople to communicate with our fallen, two-sided kind. Remember ‘sign’ and ‘sign-train,’ Grant? Remember when I defended those word choices, in this very room, as very important persons of the United States government struggled—and who can blame them—to stay awake? Well. All the anomalings are using my code now. Ask one what it is, and it’ll say ‘anomaling’! My word! My word, my word, they are using my word.”


“I see,” Grant says.


He sees, and he is unmoved. Even in the most involuted days of the Mooncrash, with nothing else to sustain him, he could never manage to match Azad’s totemic wonder over mere words.


“Violence!” the old man shouts. “Violence! I can no longer be silent! Be still, bilaterals, while I ascend to arbitration. Of arbitration you will learn, perhaps, when you are sufficiently advanced.”


A novel set of corrugations pulses along the goopball’s surface, pregnant with intent. Its voice calls out in a correspondingly novel monotone, less human than the old man voice has ever sounded before.


“O(3) shade [nonverbal scratching noise] has been locked while its interface operator engages in handshake.”


The grey-haired man opens his mouth, preternaturally wide. He chants a monotone invocation of his own.


“Humanoid shade Michael has been locked while its interface operator engages in handshake.”


He is still, too still, for the span of a few anxious breaths. (Grant’s breaths. The grey-haired man, Michael, does not appear to breathe at all.)


“Humanoid shade Michael preparing for re-synchrony with non-shade environment, as downstream consequence of its interface operator rejecting arbitration.”


The goopball burbles with pique.


“I cannot! I cannot begin to . . . you mean this is your desire? To exchange sign-trains in the abominable realm, in lieu of arbitration? I was ready to settle our differences . . . our differences, sick, poison, is this how we must talk . . . I was ready, oh this abominable interface, I was ready, please stop, I was ready to settle our differences regarding your strange experiments in that crash of your own devising, settle them naturally and path-wise, by arbitration! And yet you insist on . . . oh, this sick and perverse interface, that insists on me insisting on saying that you insist on, insists on me insisting on saying . . .”


If a goopball can vomit, this one looks like it’s about to.


“My experiments with the bilateral Anne,” says Michael with a sanguine smile, “are in harmony with our progressive venturing, and this shall be recognized in arbitration, when my own path sends me to arbitration.”


This tense moment persists for a speechless second, and then is shattered by yet another crash, as all the doors open and a multitude of human-shaped things—Grant no longer jumps to generalize from human shape to human nature—pour into the room, brandishing sidearms. They are clad in black from head to toe, and they move with a patterned efficiency that makes him think of the old hopes they all once held, hopes for a final human reserve force, crouching in Mooncrashed shadow, waiting for their moment to strike.


“This is Wolf Squadron! All bilaterals against the wall with your hands up! All shades, detach interface to minimum! We can see your link chains all the way upstream, boys. Can’t hide anything from us. These bilaterals are ours.”


Grant proceeds apace to the wall. His hands are already above his head—a practiced motion, practiced once in some five- or ten-minute stretch of training in the distant and hazy past, but practiced much more often as mental accompaniment to a hundred police procedurals and crime dramas, and in the thousands of nasty dreams that drew on them for inspiration.


He looks expectantly to Azad. But Azad—of course—is not against a wall. On Azad’s face there is a palpable smirk, expressing Azad’s eternal quibble, the no, not quite that which he will ever give voice to, as long as there is still life in his body. There is life in Azad’s body, and so he smirks, and grasps Michael’s hand in his, Tempter’s hand in Eve’s, sure of safe passage along some other, deviant path.






XI

There are elements to human experience, to bilateral experience, which skirt the edge of paradox. No day goes by without its own moments of profound disorientation, dislocation, sudden dislodgment from one’s existential moorings—and, since many of these occur with a reliable regularity, one can become accustomed to them, as familiar estrangements, comfortable vertigoes.


Consider the experience of waking from sleep. The morning and its world arrive in the mind and kick out the squatters who have taken up residence there in the night. In the span of a few seconds they make the place their own, put up their favorite decorations, kick remaining bits of dream refuse under the carpets. The story of waking life picks up right where it left off the previous night. And yet there is a blank page in between, almost as if this is not a new chapter but a new draft, and one’s own self a fresh new rewrite of an old character. An awakening is a rupture without warning, breaking the continuity of self and time upon which all other experience depends—and yet we do it virtually every morning, and think nothing of it. (Or, I do, anyway. You, reader, may speak for yourself.)


This, then, is how Cordelia has come to relate to the experience of re-instantiating in CC-Crash 09μ. Like waking up—to which it bears more than a passing resemblance—it is a rupture, but it is a rupture she knows.


There is nothing new to her in the way the evening sky of the crash management system, which surrounded her a mere moment ago, is suddenly as distant as a remembered dream. Nothing new in the meaningless swirl of primal Mondrian color patches before her eyes, and nothing new in the way these refine themselves into stained glass approximations of objects and human forms. Nothing new in the unease she feels as her mind grapples with the matryoshka stacking of realities and fictions: it is true that this too is a dream, it is true that she lives in this dream and makes it her home, it is a lie that she has lived in this dream all her life, it is true that she remembers doing so, it is true that she grew up reading of this dream as a lie, and it is true that this dream is no longer a lie, though still a dream.


Nothing new in the crude bipartite construction of this dream, a venerable fiction conjoined to a suspect and untested reality—conjoined with staples, tape and the odd piece of gum, and no care taken to hide the seams. Nothing new in the way that Chester Chrestomath and the Ells, who she has known in some sense for most of her life, feel more real than these new characters, added gracelessly by some lesser author, who wishes to tell a very different story but has been handed the lucrative contract to continue this one.


And nothing new in the flicker of shame she feels, as these unkind thoughts are interrupted by one of their targets, and she remembers that it takes skill and bravery to bring her back to this dream in one piece. That these new characters are at least real enough to save her ass, and have just done so. Again.


“Cordo! Talk to me! Just some words in like a sentence maybe. I think I pulled off that dual transfer but there was some insanely stupid last-minute engineering involved, coulda fried some brain circuits—”


“I’m fine. Thank you, Marika.”


Cordelia’s vision is rapidly regaining its acuity, the stained glass polygons contracting into pointillist dots, which paint a familiar picture. Marika is, as always, a five foot package of bony angles, sleep deprivation, and raw talent, topped off with short, spiky blue hair that’s just barely visible under the trilby that constitutes one half of the official Blackhat Squadron uniform. She brings the other half to her mouth and takes a celebratory puff. The vape pen is black, of course, like the hat, but its tip gives off a blue glow when in use, the same blue as Marika’s hair. It is a deeper and darker shade than Cordelia’s own blue—the blue of her old dress and her new field gear—but like Cordelia’s blue, it makes an impression.


“Awesome. OK wait though—I’m gonna need some words out of the other one, too.”


The other one. Anne. Right. I was bringing Anne here, Cordelia thinks, that was the whole point of all of this, and so Anne ought to be here with me in the Load/Unload Room, and as it turns out she is, because that is definitely Anne’s face that is burying itself insistently in the crook of my shoulder all of a sudden, and definitely Anne’s voice that is making those tortured “aaaa-mf, aaaa-mf!” noises, and—


“Whoa. Dude,” Marika says. “Is she just like this, or did I fuck something up? Because I totally could have fucked something up.”


“Anne, what’s wrong?” Cordelia is split by two opposing instincts: half of her wants reflexively to comfort the distraught girl, and half of her wants just as reflexively to recoil, because there is something feral and aggressive about Anne just now. As if, at any moment, she might bite.


“Anne! Say something. Please, just say something—”


“Aaa, aaa, it’s too many, nnnn, person, there are many people, Cordelia, no no, large room no window, stop it, please, Cordelia, I am sorry, I must use complete sentences, this is very bad, you are angry, I am sorry, I am trying to articulate a sensation concerning the appearance of our surroundings, it does not feel permissible for many simultaneous people and also walls, ceiling, and the boxes, and the colors, aaaa! I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry make it stop please—”


Cordelia gingerly extends her arm, bringing it out and around Anne’s flushed, vibrating head, and the head immediately burrows into her armpit.


“It’s okay,” Cordelia says, as much to herself as to Anne. “We’ll get you to a place that won’t bother you as much.” And then, to Marika:


“She’s fine. But we need to put her somewhere she can be alone. A room with, like, a bookshelf? Not lots of bookshelves, just the one, maybe? And a window?”


Marika looks like she’s only half paying attention at this point, which is only fair: the Anne situation no longer has even the potential for crisis, and Marika’s finely honed instincts have her already sniffing the area for the next clusterfuck. She hands off Cordelia and Anne to another Blackhat tech—male, slightly less harried-looking, long curly hair and Black Sabbath t-shirt—and he hands them off to someone else, and they ricochet in the human pinball machine that is the Load/Unload Room at a busy hour, until eventually they hit a non-Blackhat (a fresh new Stein Cadet, female, mid-forties, Cordelia’s seen her maybe once before?) who, at last, takes Anne away with her in a flurry of coos and pats and other ministrations.


Cordelia recognizes the pattern. In the life of every person here there is at least one absence—each of them a jigsaw piece with one or more suggestively shaped edges, separated from its natural neighbors when the anomalings took the real world apart. Many of these absences are child-shaped.


And now Cordelia exhales, for what feels like the first time since re-instantiation. She has gone to the strangest of all crashes, and has rescued the princess imprisoned in its strange tower. The novel and frightening venture, the mission, is done now, and she is back at home, or at work, or at school (all three are the same for her, now). She feels her composure return. It is a physical, bodily feeling, Cordelia’s composure, and when it returns to her it does so in a rippling wave across her body, like the unfurling of a flag. In her mind’s eye, it is a gleaming metallic thing, silvery shading into bronze, an alloy of cheer and confidence, at once dazzling to the eye and brutally functional. When Cordelia the Brave goes on her missions she wears this suit of psychic armor along with the literal one, and even when Cordelia the Brave walks the halls of the Academy she keeps it on, for there are no shades here anymore except the Angels, and everyone is a bright hurried light, and she must keep up with her peers.


Comfortably ensconced in her armor, Cordelia surveys the scene around her. The Load/Unload Room is a converted lecture hall: the stage-like raised area where the lectern once stood now holds a multitude of bulky, vaguely cubical machines, sprouting multicolored wires. Beside each machine is a chalk scrawl, a circle with smaller geometric patterns inside it. The lines are unsteady, inscribed by a hand either hasty or inept; the overall impression is of a small child’s first, adorable attempt at summoning demons. It is here that people are sent out beyond this crash, and here that, with luck, they are brought back again.


The rest of the hall was once full of neatly arranged auditorium seats, but these have been uprooted and thrown onto the massive rubbish pile that now rises from the west edge of the Academy grounds, blocking the setting sun from view well before the horizon has a chance. In their place there is a haphazard assortment of long tables and individual desks.


For convenience, the Blackhats and their trainees have taken up this space as their domain, not just for Load/Unload ops but for the whole of their inscrutable work. Roughly thirty trilby-clad forms hunch over identical beige boxes, clacking away at big boxy keyboards. “Mac Classics, original 1984 model,” Marika had explained ruefully in one of her off-hour rants. “Hector’s choice. Pain in the ass to work with, of course. We’ve made some creative modifications, like you do, but there’s only so much you can accomplish when the crash itself doesn’t like other computers. And when I say computer I don’t just mean . . . look, Henry built an abacus and the thing fucking broke. Because it wasn’t enough of a Mac, apparently. Can an abacus be a Mac? Maybe if we marked up the price enough?”


Hector’s choice: like so much else about the Academy these days, formed and fixed at the primordial moment when Hector Stein opened the box and rewrote the world. It cannot be done again, they have been assured, without attracting too much attention. Knowing this, Hector had provisioned in one stroke every amenity he could imagine. But as varied as these were in nature, they were skewed by Steinian priorities and, just as importantly, colored in every particular by the Stein aesthetic. And so, just as there is infinite beer on tap but no liquor to speak of, just as there are glowsticks but no q-tips, so there are no computers but the Macs. You see, Hector Stein has always held a special fondness for Jobs and Wozniak and bringing computing to the masses and founding scrappy little companies in garages. And when he rewrote the world, that fondness became a thought, and that thought became reality. And that was that.


Cordelia makes her way toward the exit, protected by her bubble of composure from unhelpful thoughts about Blackhat Squadron. She bears no personal ill will toward any of its members, but when she is around them it is hard to shake the feeling that some precious illusion is fraying at its seams. Of all the newcomers to the Academy, they are somehow both the truest exemplars of Stein’s vision and the flies in its ointment. Their collective ethos has the very same raw edges that Stein so ably launders into charisma: ostentatiously hardcore, stylishly unstylish, they are intent on broadcasting their don’t-give-a-fuck attitude to anyone in the vicinity who might conceivably give a fuck about it. They embrace, more than anyone else, the oddly generalized and unmoored countercultural identity that is de rigueur here, knowing as well as Stein that it is a mere means, transposing their true struggle into a more familiar psychic key, converting an inhuman enemy into The Man, and strictures of impossible profundity into the indignity of an early bedtime.


And yet. Because the Blackhats do irreverence like no one else, they are able—like no one else—to turn irreverence upon itself. And because they are in charge of certain especially delicate aspects of the whole operation, their irreverence can shake one’s composure like nothing else. As Whisper Squadron spreads samizdat through the crashes and Wolf Squadron plays action hero on the remains of earth, Blackhat Squadron is always working in the background, maintaining the illusion that all of this is really happening under the anomalings’ noses. That they are secure, and safe, and playing some sort of clever trick. That they are not prey, being toyed with. Which maybe they are.


Or that is the impression Cordelia has gotten, sometimes, from Marika and Tyler. But only after they’ve had too many beers. And they don’t usually just stick to alcohol, either, those two. Stein provided many things when he remade the world, perhaps too many.


Cordelia sometimes wonders what she might have made of Marika and Tyler, if exposed to them in one of her earlier, more orderly lives. They have something like the light she had prized, yes, but in a frightening form. They do not blend in to their surroundings because they do not respect their surroundings; when they enter a room like a whirlwind, it is with a whirlwind’s indifference to damage. They speak in the same voice of achievements, trysts, binges, injuries. All these are shocks to the system, and these constitute their sole currency. Promethean ingenuity and sad self-immolation both catch the eye with a blaze. And they would laugh nastily at such a poncy way of putting things, of course. It would have been so easy, once upon a time, to disregard anything disquieting if it came out of the mouth of someone like that.


She can no longer afford such luxuries. She spoke to Stein once, in private, about something like this issue, and he reminded her that they were trying to win, not to be well-rounded. That in wartime, it has always been prudent to tolerate those deformities of character that occur alongside hypertrophies of raw capacity. He spoke of von Neumann and von Braun. It was a fair point. And after all, no one else at the Academy can understand the incantations that ensure, or pretend to ensure, the safe and secret passage of operatives through the crash management system, and the unmolested existence of CC-Crash 09μ. Even the uber-geeks in Einstein Squadron, when they aren’t griping about that ridiculous name, can be heard to gripe that Blackhat Squadron has done things with their equations even they can’t follow. So, like Cordelia, like everyone else—like Stein—they have to trust the Blackhats.


That’s the problem.


Nearly at the exit now, Cordelia sees something familiar on one of the Mac screens. This is the trainee area, for Cadets who haven’t yet joined a squadron and want to see if they have what it takes to be a Blackhat. Cordelia herself went through this process once, back at the beginning, when the world had just been remade, the Stein’s Rock crew had just been brought to the Academy, and even people as cynical as Marika and Tyler were willing to open their minds to the crackle of potential in the air.


So she remembers the Blackhat training module, and how gently it begins. The unwitting trainee is ushered into an interactive world, presented in charming retro-gaming graphics—coerced into color, despite the one-bit display, with the mantic help of some poor Academy student—and scripted with winking charm and humor by some poor Blackhat, who must have dreamed of indie game design before the aliens came. After the very early episodes (set in an undifferentiated void and intended to teach the core principles of machine execution, determinism, code as data acting on data), the game progressively established a consistent world, populated by colorful characters who stood in metaphorically for the aspects of an increasingly complex “system,” contrived so that it could represent simultaneously the workings of a modern operating system, the structure of certain constructs in set and type theory, and the extremely important formal system of Blackhat origin which, for historical reasons, they referred to only as “the stupid shit.”


Yes, one of the trainees is playing through a part of the module she herself tackled, back at the beginning. The student is in the midst of a dialogue tree with one of the Semanticores, sentient beasts of Narnian gentleness, who enforce with a donnish pedantry the minute rules which, when combined, make the system work. In the background, artfully dithered pixels depict a lush savanna, and two frames of animation are enough to convey a gentle breeze. With careful attention, the trainee will notice that the Semanticores’ rules do not correspond exactly to human rules, and will achieve seemingly impossible objectives by satisfying them in the peculiar sense of the Semanticores and their friends; this is, in general, the only way to progress in the game. Cordelia can remember rushing through these lessons, head held high, wanting to get to the hard stuff.


In the end, it was not the computer stuff that destroyed her hopes. Computers, and computer code, are made by humans, and have a brittle but reliable clarity which she has learned to call bilateral. No, she hit a wall at the point where the training module stopped being about computers or logic, and started teaching what Blackhat Squadron actually does. Learning to exploit rules that cannot be spoken. Learning codes for writing the unwritable, and learning why they cannot work, and using them nonetheless. Learning to outwit an enemy who can smell blood in the very way you think.


Where is Cordelia’s composure? Where is the thing that stops her from thinking these thoughts? There it is, right there, beside her the whole time. Funny how it just slipped off. Through the doors now, in Main Hall, in a bright reflective suit, composure shining for all to see. It is starting to be spring in CC-Crash 09μ, and there is sunlight streaming in through the big Main Hall window. Her composure gleams under the light, she thinks. Good.


She thinks of the Ells, the poor Ells, who she has not seen in many days. She wants to run to the Headmaster’s Office right now, but she has a mission to report on. She will see them after. Right after. That’s a promise.


Main Hall bustles with vigorous activity. A few feet away, against the opposite wall, an Einstein Squadron blackboard bristles with Christoffel symbols. A group, mostly Einsteins and Angels, sits in a tight ring around it as a tall, gaunt Einstein with an intense stare gestures at something in the upper left corner. Someone from the circle seems to be arguing with him, and his brown curls bob furiously as he gesticulates. (A 17th-century wig, a la Newton, is part of the Einstein Squadron uniform—a compromise with Stein, after the Squadron unanimously refused to wear the frizzy grey Einstein wigs mandated by his original design.)


Whatever they’re talking about, it probably isn’t good news, but Cordelia’s composure soothes her with its standard nostrums. They have a job to do, and they are doing it well. She also has a job to do, and should not try to do theirs. She deliberately looks away from the board, up at the expanse of wall behind it. It is dotted with posters, mostly featuring Stein, and then higher up there is a banner, the kind you’d see at a birthday party or a wedding. It reads:


WELCOME TO A SET OF MEASURE ZERO


There are several things this is supposed to mean, and they are all supposed to be cheerful and cheeky and reassuring. In spite of the corner of her mind where a blackout-drunk Marika whispers the unthinkable, in spite of the corner where Anne is asking in a tiny voice when she will get to go home—in spite of it all, Cordelia feels a wave of Steinian verve wash over her.


Today she has faced down a monster with her sword, stolen a maiden from its clutches, and brought her safely to a secret place which no monster knows about, a secret place inside of her favorite book. Let that be enough for now, please.






XII

Here is the room, here is its bookshelf. Here, all around, is the tower, Michael’s—


No, start again.


Here is a room. Here is its bookshelf. Here, all around, is a tower. It is Gabriel’s tower, perhaps, which lies all the way across the mountains, and which she cannot thus see from her own window. What a queer treat, what an unaccustomed and indeed discomfiting extravagance, to be in Gabriel’s tower! It is the extravagance peculiar to dreams, she knows.


To dream, Marriott avers, is to swim in the poison pools poured by chaos with the aim of our deception, in the silts of which pools grows a twined grass called the vines of chaos, planted there to ensnare and bind for ever the unwary and untutored, yet none the less as weak in essence, in virtue of its con-fusion, as it is made strong in semblance by the glamour of its fusion and multitude.


And Ratleak, for his part, sends the dreamer on their way with a fortifying admixture of caution and assurance: in these necessary descents to the underworld the traveler is offered the bewitched bread of that no-man’s country, sweetest fruit without humblest seed, journey’s end without journey’s toil, and is by this cursed table blessed, inasmuch as he may refuse to sup there, and wake in renewed confidence of his direction.


There is nothing to fear, these authors would assure her, in the full madness of this dream. Yet she hides in the smaller madnesses of more modest dreams, double falsehoods which could almost be truths.


She could really be in Gabriel’s tower, perhaps. She, Twenty-Six, had never crossed through the front door, had never felt the grass on her feet—but Eighty-Three had touched the mailbox, been given leave to open it with her own hands and even to run those lucky hands over the parcels inside. And she had read of more than this, much more, for among the suspect tales related by Twenty-Nine was a special day when Michael, setting out on an errand to the Horology Tower, took her hand and brought her there by his side.


Admittedly, even that most feverish of Twenty-Nine’s missives—with its rhapsodic visions of metal walls patterned like fine lacework which stretched skyward so far as to strain the limits of vision, of varicolored globes which shuddered and spoke as if alive—even it had claimed no more than a leisurely half-hour’s stroll down the footpath, to the closest of all the towers. The nearest inhabited tower is Gabriel’s, and it is said to be a full day and night away, more for anyone unaccustomed to the rigors of the mountain slopes. And yet, with Michael as given to spells of whim and indulgence as he had been in her last two Notebooks, is it really so far-fetched that she, Twenty-Six—although a middling Anne of no especial distinction—might find herself, yes, in Gabriel’s tower, among the books and belongings of some unknown counterpart?


This could be half believed, and she clings to it, half believing. Is this what Marriott had meant by the vines of chaos? This perverse impulse to dwell in an invented space positioned with devious care at the very edge of error, to weigh with feigned care a proposed assault on the most well-fortified region of the game board when her adversary had left glaring holes elsewhere?


Or had Marriott meant something else entirely? Marriott the surveyor of hamlets and castles, recorder of grandmothers’ tales, tallier of deaths and debts, relentless partisan of virtue and order in an age—some age, somewhere—when men cast these aside as mere insubstantial wisps, trusting instead in steel and gold and blood? She had read his Encyclopedia straight through ten times or more, but how many of the words had she really understood? She, who had never touched bullion, who had never had a grandmother?


No, start again, again—


The bread is bewitched, transparently so. Some dreams do tempt, but not this one. Anne shakes her head, runs her hands through her hair, opens her eyes and takes in anew the purported facts of the case. She is sitting on a bed, and before her is a bookshelf, and to its side is another, and then another. There are three times as many books here as she has ever seen in her life. Some of the spines flaunt colors she would have presumed were unachievable in pigment, the sole property of the sky in its jealous majesty.


She turns her head to the right. There is a window, looking out across a small outdoor space onto a flat wall studded with identical windows. What a strange tower, that wraps around itself like a snake—


This is not a tower at all. This is a school. Anne has read of schools, in that dullest of all story books, Ellen Montgomery’s School Days. But whereas little Ellen read grammar and maths, the pupils here are taught magic, though whether this means the gentle wonders shown to Young Goodman by the winsome Maid of the Meadow in every young Anne’s favorite story book, or the grisly sacrifices of frog or vermin which in Marriott’s age could secure a king’s nephew the throne, or some third thing, Anne does not know.


This is—the illusions pile upon themselves—a school from a story book, a story book which has been made real, in some place called a crash, to which she has travelled a distance beyond conception. Across the space between the stars and further, across an intermediary nowhere of pure sky. Taken away from her tower by a person who was not Anne or Michael, who spoke to her and touched her and (no no make it stop)


No, start again. Don’t lose yourself, don’t let the room spin like that, bear up though your stomach swims horribly, step by step now, every thing of worth in our grand civilization has been made piece-by-piece, start again—


Against the will of Michael, against reason. She, Twenty-Six, a middling Anne at best, listless 9th Notebook Twenty-Six whose busiest hours are spent proving her own decline, penciling in the losing side of games against her own self, Twenty-Six who justifies her decline to herself with the argument that were she to go too bad, were she to truly fail rather than merely fading away, she would become a cautionary tale among all her sisters, like the other failed Annes, and she would then have heard them tell the story of her own future failure—


—Twenty-Six, out of all her sisters, blessed or cursed or blessed-and-cursed with a singular destiny?


Not dear brilliant Twenty-Seven (no no do not think of her—)?


Not One, who had watched Michael build the tower, had picked out the purple blinds herself?


Not Forty-One, the favorite, who had won Michael’s favor with her displays of some special talent too close to the heart of Michael’s mysterious goals to be spoken of freely in any letter, who grew more and more distant in her later notebooks as her path took her ever deeper into something the rest were not allowed to know (unless, perhaps, by some surfeit of good behavior and hard work they might happen upon whatever secret made Forty-One into Forty-One)?


Not Ninety-Nine, the Bard, who invented wild and daring stories which drew more heavily from her dreams and nightmares than from any book on the shelf, who sent chapters as letters to the sisters she knew best, distributing them across the days and weeks and months so as to deliberately drive the recipients into a frenzy as they awaited the resolution of a thrilling predicament or the final efflorescence of a long-hinted romance, who made her audience so thoroughly lose interest in Michael’s drills and in the usual fodder of the bookshelf that Michael soon declared a hard rule, with retroactive jurisdiction backward and forward across all known time, against the transmission of fictive matter through the notebook system?


Not sweet One Hundred and Six, who during her 3rd Notebook had dropped the Travels of Young Goodman into the fireplace by mistake, whose pleas for a replacement had not moved Michael, and who was thus the reason her predecessors had copied that book out onto papers cached beneath a loose floorboard, conspiring to each contribute one hundred-and-fifth of the book in a gesture of unanimous affection unbroken across centuries, One Hundred and Six whose letter of gratitude had been the purest expression of joy ever to cross the pages of her, Twenty-Six’s, unworthy notebooks?


Not even horrible, evil, despicable Thirty-Eight, who among her other misdeeds had torn up all the pages under that floorboard that had been compiled there by her time, but whose blind bile had been no match for the subtle wit of her brightest sisters, for she passed away at the old age of 71st Notebook with not an inkling that the game books around her formed a second cache, that Young Goodman was safely preserved in a secret code which threaded its way through the innumerable private game systems which each Anne played against herself and herself alone?


Not even mad Twenty-Nine?


Not even poor Eighty-Seven, wretched Eighty-Seven, the saddest of all Annes by universal agreement (but nothing can be done, we tried, Eighty-Seven of whom we have agreed not to speak, since nothing can be done—)?


—not any of them? In their place Twenty-Six, a mere face in the crowd, whose later Notebooks must have been utterly unremarkable, since she cannot remember any sister ever alluding to them—


No! Start again!


The room is spinning, but her hands are still before her.


These are my hands, Anne’s hands, Twenty-Six’s hands. And as long as one familiar thing remains, the path can still be found again, if one does not lose heart.


Now, how does an Anne get her bearings? Why, just as Michael and Ratleak taught her. Step by step, with care and diligence, with curiosity tempered by reverence, and a firm belief in the wisdom of the best writers, whose books will reveal all to she who reads and re-reads every word with a clear mind and an open heart.


There are three times as many books here as she has ever seen in her life.


Was I preparing for this, all this time?


With a wondrous lightness in her limbs, with a strange pride sending its sparks across her whole body, with the perfect clear-headedness she used to feel on 6th Notebook mornings as she watched the dawn without and felt game boards evolve into new configurations within, she turns her attention once again to the large book which was singled out for her by the woman who brought her here. According to the frontispiece, it is


THE OUTLINE OF HISTORY


Being a Plain History of Life and Mankind


BY H. G. WELLS


Who is this chronicler Wells? Will he measure up to Marriott? Anne’s standards have been set by the very best of books, she has been told, but she will give the unknown Wells a fair chance.


At last, with both a facility and a hunger which none raised outside her tower can fully grasp, Anne reads.


The earth on which we live is a spinning globe. Vast though it seems to us, it is a mere speck of matter in the greater vastness of space. Space is, for the most part, emptiness. At great intervals there are in this emptiness flaring centres of heat and light, the “fixed stars.” They are all moving about in space, notwithstanding that they are called fixed stars, but for a long time men did not realize their motion. . . .


 


 



 


 


Head held high, composure forbiddingly aglow, Cordelia emerges from the unassuming side office where Hector Stein has taken up residence and into the Academy halls. She walks with speed but without haste, a be-laureled hero secure in victory, on her way to the champagne pleasures of some deserved Elysium.


She’s been around long enough to know that contact with Hector Stein tends to induce this state irrespective of circumstances. She had been thoroughly warned about what Marika—smarting as ever over the whole Jobs thing—calls Stein’s “reality distortion field.” But if this aura of conquest were ever justified, surely it is justified now, for her? For Wolf Squadron field agent Cordelia, Promethean thief of the very secret of time itself?


“If this is what I think it is,” Stein had said—in a tone that assured her it was, outright dared her to propose otherwise, which she had not done—“it will turn the tide of our struggle.” And then, after a pause, as if he were only just realizing the sheer gravity of her accomplishment: “if this is what I think it is, we will remember your mission today as the moment everything changed.”


She is the hero of the moment in the new Academy, Stein’s Academy. No one, not even the most committed apostle of the new Academy and its cult of dynamism, could possibly accuse her of fossil-hood. And so it is without shame that Cordelia, master of the new yet partisan of the old, makes her way toward the Headmaster’s Office, to see her two favorite fossils.


Even above the first floor, away from Main Hall, the Academy is aflutter with activity. Crowds part to let her pass. Few know, yet, of her recent deeds and their epochal promise, but her composure is out for all to see, and it inspires an apt deference, even from those who will only understand its aptness after the fact. Then, naturally, there are others who cannot just let Cordelia the Conquering pass by, as her mission is their business too, and they have been waiting with bated breath for news which only she can bring:


“Just briefly, can we talk about the transfer pipeline,” a Blackhat is saying, his face a brutalist assemblage of angles, his hair a spheroid halo of Chia Pet curls truncated by trilby. “Specifically I’d like a quick yes/no on transfer distort phenomenology both in the CMS intake and CMS outflow stages—”


“Went like a charm,” charmed Cordelia assures him, and walks on.


“I haven’t seen instrumentation metrics yet,” complains a squat Einstein in a paisley-patterned vest, her wig threatening to fall off as she peers up expectantly. “If there were operational failures in our cladding setup—”


“I got a clear signal from instantiation all the way to transfer,” Cordelia the Impeccable tells her. “Should get picked up in the daily load cycle,” she says, and walks on.


“The client must be in rapid thaw shock—where are we on survivability?” A kind question, from a Wolf with kind eyes.


“She’s a strong one,” says Cordelia the Savior. “I could have shaved half the time off the CMS stage if I’d known she’d warm up so fast. She’s shaken, but it’s all psych, just the stuff you’d expect. Her anomaly field’s already at ninety percent and in a, like, textbook controlled climb toward equilibrium. She’s fine, don’t you worry.” There is a softening in those kind eyes, and Cordelia knows she’s said just the right words. She walks on.


“Was he there?”


This from a muscle-bound Wolf she recognizes, a ghostly fixture of the halls who paces hither and thither to no apparent end, and always with the same haggard and lost expression.


Though they’ve exchanged maybe twenty words tops, in the months since the first wave of Stein’s Rock influx brought him to the Academy, Cordelia feels like she knows him. Every so often their eyes will meet as they pass by each other, and she, letting her composure fall away for a moment, will mirror on her own face the empty skepticism she sees in his. He, like her, is aware of a lack—not just the lack which unites the Cadets and Squadrons, the separation from kith and kin which unites all the displaced, but some unnamed further lack, unfilled by Stein in all his potency—and a moment’s glance is enough to bind them together in conspiracy, as comrades in the confederacy of the unimpressed.


He is, if memory serves, an escaped client from the very first crash, the so-called “Mooncrash,” from whose still-mysterious name the term for the general case had been extracted. The crash which had been sealed more crudely and tightly than all the others, and yet had undergone a safe thaw, regurgitating two live bilaterals: this one, and another still at large, last seen in the company of the shade Michael, a known shadeform of the administrator for Anne’s crash. Hence the question.


“I didn’t see him,” Cordelia the Disappointing says, and walks on.


 


 



 


 


There, now, what was that? It was something, was it not? A sort of flash or spark, at the corner of her vision . . .


Anne looks up, but there is nothing there except the bookshelf, the paneled wood wall behind it, and below, the red velvet bedspread on which she sits, surrounded by a half dozen books. Back, then, into the rapture of the maze.


For a time, Anne had been content to tag along passively at Wells’ side, attentive if unreflective, as the genial chronicler surveyed the Record of the Rocks and narrated the passage of the world from the Age of Reptiles to the Age of Mammals. But throughout this pacific period an itch scratched at the back of her mind, and soon it grew too strong to ignore. Then she knew something was wrong, and knew just what that something was.


Every author she had met heretofore formed a piece of a single tapestry. However else they might differ, they played on a shared game board, though each might at times use his own rules. An author might fashion a territory for himself and defend it ruthlessly against interlopers, as with Pigmaine, constructor of geometric paradises, whom Marriott accused of hiding from the world of man. But none was an island. Marriott shaking Pigmaine’s shoulders, urging the dreamer to set aside star charts and syllogisms; Ratleak tutting at Rolle over the latter’s laxness toward the morals of the young, and spirited Rolle rebuking Ratleak in turn;—all these were scenes embroidered on the same wide tapestry, on which the careful onlooker could discern Powlett returning to the same splendid pools where Rolle’s suntanned heroes had once encountered mermaids and resisted their wiles, and see Harding bemoan the decline of the same north-eastern city-state whose rise had been of such importance to Marriott.


Through the ordering of his drills, through the arrangement of the bookshelf, Michael had displayed this tapestry for her instruction and delight. But Wells had no place on the tapestry. He was not, Anne understood, an island. But the territories abutting his own, the stars he used to chart his course—these were nowhere in her prior learning. To follow a writer with utmost faith, reading each word, then the next, and circling back again to the first when the reservoir had been exhausted: this, she knew, was best. But she could not do this with Wells, now, except as a faithless game of pretend. Not in territory as new as this.


So she had let curiosity win out over diligent effort, just (she told herself) for a time, and had made her own whimsical course which passed through book after book. The contours of the new tapestry began to take tentative form in her mind, but every answer contained within it two questions or more. Her journey diverged and diverged, like Wells’ Differentiation of Species, with only the rare moment of convergence here or there to tame the growing multitude of trailheads, each as evidently crucial as another. What was meant by “the sixth century B.C.”? What significance attached to “the Alps, the Himalayas, and the Andes,” a tricolon used twice by Wells in close succession? “Canada” and “Colorado,” mellifluous names mentioned in passing—where were these, what were they?


There was about it all a peculiar familiarity, as though the new tapestry were just the old one done over again in some faddish style; along one wide panel Powlett could be spied tromping across “Europe” and “Croatia” in his quest for the antipodes, while a cramped corner showed Marriott laboring in his study, putting “the opening of the sixteenth century” in its place among his orderly annals, sometime after the Harrowing of Caeniel but before the Great Infestation. But Anne—less shrewd than so many of her sisters but shrewd still—knew this was but a tempting illusion. So she embraced the task of mapping the world anew, even as it drew her thoughts into disorder, knowing no better way.


It was a maze, she told herself, and this fancy stuck in her mind as others came and went. What she sought was the one and final way out, but like any well-constructed game, the maze would not let her leave before she had plumbed its depths, found temporary thrills in the pursuit of gleaming dead ends, uncovered at last the hidden logic which could dispel the false equality of a fork in the road, resolving left and right into right and wrong.


Back, then, into the maze, which had lately taken her across strange battlefields where strange creatures called Catholics and Protestants, cursed against nature with a dizzying infinitude of Notebooks, fought as no Annes had ever fought over the shamefully vague letters of their only sister, variously called “God” or “Christ” (among other names). Light of foot and gay of manner, she had crossed these fields and gone further, to a place the combatants held in unanimous disdain. Hoping to find this furthest country more habitable than the intermediary war camps, she has found at least an author whose concerns go beyond the grotesqueries of endless Notebooks and siblings who refuse to be clear. This must be, she imagines, this tapestry’s version of a sage on the order of Cardimille or Ratleak. He reads, she thinks with a shiver, like Ratleak transposed into an alien and ghastly key:


“HOW COULD anything originate out of its opposite? For example, truth out of error? or the Will to Truth out of the will to deception? or the generous deed out of selfishness? or the pure sun-bright vision of the wise man out of covetousness? Such genesis is impossible; whoever dreams of it is a fool, nay, worse than a fool; things of the highest value must have a different origin, an origin of THEIR own—in this transitory, seductive, illusory, paltry world, in this turmoil of delusion and cupidity, they cannot have their source. But rather in the lap of Being, in the intransitory, in the concealed God, in the ‘Thing-in-itself—THERE must be their source, and nowhere else!”—This mode of reasoning discloses the typical prejudice by which metaphysicians of all times can be recognized, this mode of valuation is at the back of all their logical procedure; through this “belief” of theirs, they exert themselves for their “knowledge,” for something that is in the end solemnly christened “the Truth.” The fundamental belief of metaphysicians is THE BELIEF IN ANTITHESES OF VALUES. It never occurred even to the wariest of them to doubt here on the very threshold (where doubt, however, was most necessary); though they had made a solemn vow, “DE OMNIBUS DUBITANDUM.”


There it is again, isn’t it? A shower of sparks, molten yellow, somewhere above her . . .


For it may be doubted, firstly, whether antitheses exist at all; and secondly


Sparks setting the page alight, sparks all around her, molten yellow fading into hot brilliant blue . . .


whether the popular valuations and antitheses of value upon which metaphysicians have set their seal, are not perhaps merely superficial estimates, merely provisional perspectives


The room swims with quivering motes of light, like the Faerie Vale where Young Goodman set his innocent head to rest after his most trying day of toil.


What are “the Vedanta doctrine in Asia” and “Platonism in Europe”? Where, if not in this sumptuous treasury of books, might be found “Strabo’s Geography”? In which land do the “metaphysicians” live? Why is there not time to unravel each mystery as it arises? Why have a single sunset and sunrise, much less a Notebook or two, not been permitted to pass here before the right order of things is yet again interrupted by—


The air shivers, golden dew coalesces into solid form. Anne looks about her and sees a room no longer empty.


Here is the room, here is its bookshelf. Here, all around, is the tower, Michael’s tower. (hairs raised on her skin, hope beyond hope)


“Good evening, my Anne,” says Michael.


“We meet at last,” says the man beside Michael.


The slick raven hair, the guileful face with its boyish half-smile, bring to mind an illustration which accompanied Powlett’s hapless forays into the court intrigues of distant Aristomel.


“As you are, in these latter days, the bilateral’s last hope, so I was, in my time, its first. On that basis, if no other, you might perhaps derive some amusement from my acquaintance. My name is Azad.”


 


 



 


 


“. . . still not fully inventoried, even now, after I’ve been pressing the issue for months,” Lilith Vance is saying.


“And it’s not just unsecured crash introspection equipment,” Cordelia says, “although that would be bad enough! You’re saying we know there’s hot material, and fissile material, down there in the Catacombs, and no one’s doing anything about it?”


Lilith does that full-body sigh thing, the one that heaves its way across one shoulder and then the other, packing months’ worth of exasperation into a single efficient gesture. An eye-roll is involved.


“The Blackhats say it’s fine,” she says, and Lucifer adds what is either a correction or, more likely, a continuation: “the Blackhats say other things have to be prioritized right now.”


In unison, the three take a rueful sip of tea.


“So if someone were to go into the Catacombs, and, say, pick up a memory device without temperature controls, one of the ones that can read your heat signature and look up shit about your varsity cheerleading career or the maple trees you used to pass on the way to work, I mean those are there, right—”


“—there are probably between fifty and one hundred such devices in the Catacombs, along with an unknown number of similarly hot or fissile objects on the extended school grounds,” says a sullen but energetic Lucifer, caught somewhere between dad and dynamo. Sullen but energetic is how the Ells have been this evening, and how they’ve been around Cordelia in recent months.


“And meanwhile,” Cordelia says, sullen and energetic and, well, by this point let’s say furious, “Hector’s off trading dirty jokes with Snoddery, completely fucking oblivious.”


“To be fair,” says Lilith (to be fair, to always be fair, godsbless the Ells!), “Hector is a busy man, and he of all people needs his moments of levity.” As punctuation and illustration, she takes another sip.


“I have heard,” says a sullen and contrary Lucifer Vance, figurehead headmaster seated before a formidable panoply of wise and meaningless books, “that Snoddery has recently discovered the connection between ass as in buttocks and ass as in donkey, mount of many a mancer and mantis, and has been mining this rich vein of humor to its fullest extent and beyond.”


A pause. A sip.


“But you were saying earlier,” ventures Cordelia, “that you’d found some interesting things lately in the Old Mantic corpus—”


An alarm. A blaring siren.


Red lights flash at a two-second cadence. Over the PA system, a recorded voice, recognizable as Tyler’s, highly strung and listless in Tyler’s inimitable cocktail:


Priority One security breach.


I repeat, Priority One security breach.


Unanticipated exploit. Attack surface should be considered undefined and unbounded until further notice.


Blackhat Squadron to evaluate and report. Wolf Squadron to secure known physical boundaries. Angel Squadron, proceed immediately to quarantine.


I repeat, Priority One security breach.


 


 



 


 


“You will take me back,” Anne says. Whether this is assertion, question or entreaty, she herself does not know.


“Humanoid shade Michael,” says Michael, “is configured to maintain minimal interface depth and will reject all inbound queries without established stability bounds.”


“It is not safe for him to speak freely,” Azad interprets, “and so I will speak for him, in accordance with a prior agreement between us. As a matter of general prudence, I would be the first to advise you against anyone who claims to speak for the voiceless, and doubly so when I am the claimant. I live by few rules but hold those few dear, and the first of them is to distrust everything that pours from my own fetid mouth. But you have my word, for all the nothing it is worth. Now, shall we get to it?”


“I will be taken back,” Anne says, “won’t I?”


“You may indeed return, but you will not be taken. To snatch and seize, to split wholes with the sword, to divide and be divided in the endless thankless agon: this has been the way among our kind, but among the anomalings there is another, a finer, a more beautiful way.”


“I have heard,” Anne says in a voice which only barely falters, “that the anomalings have taken captives, dividing sibling from sibling, friend from friend. Is it not true?”


“That,” says Azad, “is another sort of thing entirely.”


 


 



 


 


The halls are in chaos. With the Ells close behind her, Cordelia careers through a mess of colliding bodies. Every few seconds there is a flash of blinding red light.


Priority One security breach. Follow standard security measures until Blackhat analysis has been disseminated. Blackhat analysis is still in progress. Flash freeze has not been deemed advisable at this time. Prioritize your own safety above veil integrity.


A bubble of space forms in the crowd. Cordelia cannot see what it contains, but she hears a familiar voice, and understands immediately. Hector Stein is here.


“Where the fuck are my on-call Blackhats? I have not gotten a single notification from the whole fucking Squadron! Get off your asses and fucking report status, you cowardly sacks of shit!”


There is none of the usual hortatory joy in Hector’s voice, now, none of the twinkling pride in his creation. There is nothing there but rage.


She sees Lucifer lurch forward toward the bubble, grimacing like an angry dog.


Then Lilith’s strong solid elbow is wrapped tightly around his arm, pulling him back, and he relents. His face still smolders.


And then, in Cordelia’s mind, something clicks into place.


This, this, is the Hector that Lucifer knew.


She has known the Hector of Stein’s Rock, the pied piper, the movement builder, but only now does she recognize before her the other Hector, the headmaster of the Bad Old Days. The sable-clad dictator, screaming from the belfry. A man who could make, out of the supporting cast of a middle-grade fantasy serial, a private army of child soldiers.


The tale of the Steinomachy was a lie, she had been told, and it was no doubt true that there had been no great mantic battle against the Shroud, indeed no Shroud in any sense literal enough to take arms against. But around that central current of story were dark eddies and side-streams, the stuff of overheard and third-hand anecdotes, of odd grim songs and taunts still seeing use on the schoolyard. All this she had put gladly aside when she learned of the big lie, and it now comes rushing back.


When Chester would bolt awake screaming at two in the morning, had that really been just part of the act? Could it ever have been?


 


 



 


 


“To live crashed is not to die, and it is not even to forget,” Azad says. He is sitting on the bed just beside her, and a curious thing is happening as she watches his eyes.


Anne has been close to several of her sisters, has wept for their misfortunes and cheered them in their triumphs—but only through the intermediary of the page. The only human form in her world, across nine Notebooks worth of life, has been a shade. To her, emotion is a private and internal matter, and nothing has prepared her for the full brunt of face-to-face empathy.


Shimmers of pain and pride flow across her, rising and subsiding in lockstep with the cadences of Azad’s voice and the minute motions of his face. Where are they coming from? Are they Azad’s feelings? But then how are they hers, too?


He has been telling her of his ancestors. Of their great civilization, and how it fell in the blink of an eye to an invading force, their King of Kings slain like a common animal. Of the invaders, adherents of an alien vision, who did not cast them out of their homeland but allowed them to stay—conditionally. Of the life they lived, then, at the mercy of their protectors. Of the path they still did not give up.


“It is a miracle that the path of my people still survives. A miracle, which is to say a rarity, a shining unbroken line visible against the dark background of a million dead and broken lines, so many that their remains grind together into a uniform dust. Do you understand, Anne? We are the creature which drives towards its own oblivion. We are binary opposition made flesh and spirit, and what is the binary opposition but a nullity with momentary pretensions?”


Anne cannot follow the words as she would those in a book, but there is something here which she follows, and raptly. There are no words for it, and it sets her body aglow.


“To meet on the field of battle is already to die, even for the victor, who has made himself into the very thing he is willing to kill. To take part in a system where one twin may crush his mirror image into dust, one must already agree that each twin is a valueless thing, which may be crushed into dust. Pair production, pair annihilation. Which is the one worthy of life, the left hand or the right? One hand crushes the other into the bloody dirt, drinks deeply in its triumph, and tomorrow there are no more hands, for we have proven their superfluity.


“My father read to me from the Shahnameh, a remembrance of a vanished world by a vanished man whose words remain. He read to me as his father had read to him, his father whose father had done the very same. How can this be, when every thing in our mirrored world yearns to find its brother and dance with him the death-dance? A unity, unpaired and unopposed, shining among the forgotten graves?


“There is a way that does not tend toward oblivion, Anne. To rise up in total war is already to die; to preserve, remember, survive, to conserve in their peerless splendor the things which are yours alone and thus cannot enter into enmity, is to form a path which will blaze its way into the heavens, and in its time converge with every other.


“This, Anne, is the way of arbitration.”


The man has been on the verge of tears through the whole of this monologue, and yet, without warning, he suddenly breaks down in a fit of giggles.


“You have me to blame for that word, by the way. Perhaps the worst of my many, many terrible decisions. ‘Arbitration’! Stupid, stupid, tin-eared Azad!”


 


 



 


 


A thicket of trilbies has sprouted up around Stein, and the hush of the frightened and expectant crowd is punctuated by bursts of placating technobabble.


“Confirming no interruption of service in the decoy handshake array, sir. We haven’t seen any increase in handshake attempts above background, sir.”


“Then what is the damn thing good for?”


“Well, sir, it’s really just a safeguard against a certain small category of . . .” The faltering voice is cut off by another.


“Confirming operational success of the nested crash stack, sir! Two entrants in the last hour, who made it three levels down and seventeen quintillion levels down, respectively, sir!”


“Are those the intruders? Then how did they make it in here?”


“Um, sir, I mean, sir, I wouldn’t really know about that, sir, I just keep the stack running, mostly, is all—”


“Confirming that I am totally shitfaced, sir!”


Stein whirls around to face Marika, who’s stumbling toward him, brandishing a mostly empty bottle of malt liquor. She’s walking arm in arm with Tyler, but it’s clearly less a romance thing than a balance thing, and even then she’s having a hard time staying vertical.


“I need you alert and of sound mind, Marika.”


Cordelia isn’t sure what to call the emotion in Stein’s voice, here, though it’s chilling, whatever it is. Not even angry, really, and yet so so awfully cold . . .


“Aw, you’re no fun, Hec-hec.”


“Tyler,” says Hector, “report status.” The voice cold and clipped, mechanical, heartless.


“Exploit still unknown. Intruder’s location still unknown. Intrusion first discovered through the link chain stowaway system, so we know there’s one or more shades involved.”


“Let me get this straight,” says Stein. “We don’t know where they are. We could have easily not even noticed them. And we have no clue how they got in. Remind me again, Tyler, why I keep you around?”


Marika answers for him. “Do you ever, like, think about things before you say them? Hmm oh I wonder, gee, why does His Majesty Hector Stein let druggie lowlifes like yours truly set foot in his big fancy school? I’m sure you could handle security just fine without us, right? You got all the way to level three in the Blackhat training module before dropping out, right?”


“I need you alert and of sound mind, Marika. You too, Tyler. From here on out, no Blackhat will rest, not for one minute, until we understand this incident and have fully secured veil integrity. Period. Do I need to repeat myself?”


Trilbies bob and disperse. Blue constellations flicker into and out of existence, as the Blackhats take the ritual puffs which mark the beginning or end of a block of focused labor.


“Perfectly clear, Hector.” Marika finishes off her forty in one hearty swig. “Veil integrity. Great. You know that’s just a phrase I made up, right? Like as if it’s a wall or something where you could just look for holes. It’s not a wall and there are no holes, so we’re done, right? Time to celebrate, am I right? There’s more where this came from,” she says, waving the forty suggestively.


“I need you alert and of sound mind, Marika.”


Marika and Tyler exchange glances. There is a flurry of hushed conversation.


“No I mean it’s back in my room—”


“Aw no girl I got you covered—”


Cordelia averts her gaze. She has seen this before, and knows she prefers not to watch, even though it can make no difference.


What was the last time Marika slept? What will be the next time she sleeps? Can you even die of sleep deprivation in a crash? If you don’t, then what happens?


“Aww, shit, is that Chester over there? Chester! C’mon!” Marika’s voice.


And Tyler’s: “We’re gonna do blow with Chester fucking Chrestomath? Far out!”


 


 



 


 


“There are two paths before me, only two,” Anne says.


“There are two paths,” says Azad. “There is the path through long captivity into eventual arbitration and thereby to the possibility of something better, kinder, at least more interesting, than this predictable grinding against one another which ends in oblivion. And there is the path which the bilateral calls its own.”


“If I choose arbitration, I must leave.”


“That is right.”


“I was brought here by a bilateral called Cordelia. I do not know whether she has a mirror twin, or tends intrinsically toward oblivion, but she was kind and patient with me in my distress and confusion, and I would like to thank her before I leave.”


“Registering corruption in upstream link integrity,” Michael says. “Humanoid Shade Michael will be locked until restored link integrity can be confirmed.” He freezes stiffly in place.


“There is no time, Anne,” says Azad. “This Cordelia may be kind and patient, but I can assure you, if you follow her on her path, it will lead you into division and strife. Cordelia will become your enemy, all will become your enemy. There is nothing here but the grave.”


“Then,” says Anne, “I will go on the path of arbitration.”


There is a knock on the door. It is not a friendly knock.


“Take my hand,” says Azad.


She does. At once the luminous motes are all around them, and they flock to nestle against their skin and clothes, like a thousand small rodents returning to a single vast mother. Sparks kindle everywhere in Anne’s field of vision. The light is all around her, brighter, brighter still, yet somehow never blinding.


The light is everywhere, and she can see nothing but pure featureless white. Her world has become a blank page, to be filled—for the second time in a mere day—with something utterly new.






XIII

《 Begin handshake. 》


These aren’t words, reader. The next thing I show you won’t consist of words either, and neither will the next, and so forth. No words in the whole of this chapter.


This is rather awkward for the two of us, isn’t it? It would be much easier if you and I could just step aside and let Anne and Michael do the wordless thing they are about to do, without prying. Unfortunately, circumstances being what they are, we have no choice. So, let me be just a micron less coy than is my custom, and—what was it Grant always used to say?—speak plainly.


I am Azad (hello there, reader!). I say only for the sake of plain speaking, and not to diffuse responsibility, that I am merely one of the several hands complicit in the composition of the sad, sorry, sordid sign-train which you, alas, find before you. We do not divvy up the work into chronological or textual segments but weave, all of us, back and forth across it, dusting here and polishing there. Few are the paragraphs touched by one hand and one hand alone. In this way we primp and preen the text, deck it out in a false univocal sheen, for we fear the clatter of discordant voices would drown out the nuances of our vision.


Still, variety of narrative matter cannot but breed variety of text. Some incidents fall naturally within a specific individual’s domain, and though we guard our fiefdoms laxly, we do guard them. Anne’s story, while it may be everyone’s to write, is my cross to bear, and so it is there that the hallmark grotesqueries of my style have most frequently stood unpruned. More prosaically, too, we all feel a natural protectiveness towards the things we witnessed firsthand, and the stet-mark of the eyewitness is a delightful weapon to wield.


Finally, there are the cases where the matter demands what only one of us can provide. This chapter demands a sin, and I am as ever the designated sinner. Here I commit the sin which is my personal specialty, as the world’s worst and only interpreter between bilateral and anomaling. Whether or not arbitration can or should be distilled into words, if you want an attempt at the dirty deed, you come to me. I am both the Académie of my invented creole and its most fluent speaker. And so this chapter is mine.


Let me take this opportunity, while I have your full attention, to apologize. For my own sin, which deserves a special spot in the deepest Drûgâskan of any morally sound hell, but too for the sin of each of us, all of us. None of this should be necessary, and would not have been, if we bilaterals had been better. For all our intrinsic flaws, reader, I would like to imagine—and there is still room, in the luxurious inner chamber where my fantasies have their onanistic fun, obeying only the constraints on which reality brooks absolutely no compromise, and those on their most generous construals—that we might not have fucked things up quite so grandly. That, whatever might happen to us, you would not have to be involved.


But reality flows as it does, in its holy and inevitable course, and not in some other course which a professional gash-render might wish to contrive out of its disassembled tendons and ligaments. And so it is necessary that you see, in some form I dare not even call approximate, the events that concern us here. We need you, reader. We shouldn’t, but we do. And I apologize, again, that I must be so teasingly vague about these extratextual affairs. I would explain, but I’m sure that by now you can guess the shape of what I would say, and so I’ll spare you, just this once, from another lecture involving copious use of the word “path.” (You’re welcome, reader.)


Have I overstayed my welcome? I’m going to take that as a yes. Now, where were we?


 



 


《 Wait for handshake. 》


In the pure and perfect blankness which surrounds Anne and suffuses her being, there is the gentlest, the nimblest, the most tentative of vibrations. It is nothing like a voice—no words in this chapter—but there is an active and searching quality to it which makes her unavoidably aware that she is not alone.


The vibration is taking pains, she can see, to put her at ease. It is a fact about the vibration, ineffably intrinsic to its nature, that it will proceed no further in its intrusions without her active consent. It is a question, and it is willing to take no for an answer. All across the contours of her being—but no deeper than the surface of that membrane—she feels its inquisitive touch, asking with utmost tact whether she will accept its offer.


She does not have any idea what it is offering.


We shall go, you and I, where the vibration fears to tread, into the private matters transpiring under the complete protection of the membrane. We shall look, as we have many times before, into Anne’s internal monologue, that shambling stumble from one sign to the next which is the bilateral’s brave, sad weapon against an unpredictable and unforgiving outer world. We see her forming the following signs:


Who are you? Michael? Is that you, Michael? Is this what is meant by arbitration?


What is happening? I am sorry, Michael, I do not understand—


Try as they might, the internal processes necessary to produce and sustain these sign-trains cannot help but send waves, however minute, outward through the private sanctum of inner space, and finally to the surface of the membrane. At the contours of Anne’s being, there is a hint of motion, the slightest hint, and that is enough.


《 Handshake in process. 》


The pure and perfect blankness shudders, acquires form, coloration, variegation. There is something around Anne that is, perhaps, the slightest bit like a sky. For a moment she is reminded of the evening sky that surrounded her, or appeared to do so, as she passed through the crash management system with Cordelia. But no, no. This is the holy vista of which that was merely a parody. The perfect sky of heaven, which the Blackhats once tried to simulate by placing some big clouds here, some sparkly stars there, and calling it a day.


In the middle of this place, this place I do not want to sully by speaking of hues and shapes as though it were a thing made for the convenience of an ape’s retina, this thing which puts to shame every vision which has ever danced in Anne’s mind after a long afternoon reading Pigmaine, in the middle of this place Anne sees—no, Anne witnesses—a great shining thing not at all like a tower of brilliant light, but perhaps, just between you and me, we will call it a tower of brilliant light, for that does as little violence as any description I can fashion.


Let’s agree, you and I, to talk this way. To say it’s a tower of pure light, roughly rectangular in cross-section (why not?), capped at its top by what I suppose we’ll call a roof, but plunging downward as far as Anne can see, down and down into the vertiginous reaches of the endless space below her. Though it is as bright as the sun or brighter—yet not blinding, not in the least—its surface does not have the simple flat blankness of the sun as seen by an earthbound ape. It is full of structure, patterns within patterns, scaffolds and ladders and crenelations.


But there is a quality to this structure which cannot be seen in the manner to which you or I are accustomed. You have, perhaps, heard vision called an “ineluctable modality.” Vision asserts itself incorrigibly, proclaims its own self-sufficiency. We look, and there is a table there, made up of so many little patches of color, and its identity as table does not depend on anything beyond its presence right there, yes there. Vision does not cite its sources. If something is seen, it is seen in full, without a lingering referent to something outside the frame.


Anne has read books with footnotes. Of course she has; Michael prepared her well for her appointed destiny. She knows the experience of reading a line not sufficient in itself, and being told that it is only complete upon consultation of some other book, which for all she knows may make the same demand. What she experiences now, gazing (let us speak this way) upon the tower, is what sight would be if it were to relinquish its claim to self-sufficiency. If every patch of colored shape were to contain, within itself, a reference to some other. If every line and edge were to say “no, you cannot understand me like this, not without looking elsewhere.” Without, in this case, looking further down, to more and more remote pieces of the structure, further, further. Each quantum of form points to another, which once found will say the same thing as the last: no, I am not what you see. I require context.


《 End handshake. Registering acceptance of arbitration request. 》


Michael? Anne thinks. (No words in this chapter.)


Michael? Is this what you are? Is this what you’ve always been?


There is a response. I was here, watching, as this happened, in my role as anthropological voyeur, telling myself that mankind’s interpreter could not afford to ignore this moment of true first contact. I will tell you what of it I understood. I’ll try here to modulate my register a bit towards the demotic, show myself gracefully out of the frame.


Anne, Anne, Anne, my Anne! Oh, they doubted me, they said bilateral ascension to arbitration was a pipe dream! It would never happen, the preconditions were too delicate, my preparatory crash too exotic and uncontrollable, the bilateral will too resistant. But my Anne, you’ve made me proud, you’ve proven them all wrong. You and me together, Anne, we’ll show them, we’ll bring ourselves into harmony, we’ll vindicate everything, all my hypotheses, all of your kind’s dreams, everything, we’ll do it together, Anne, you will know what it means to be together, you’ll know what it means to be in harmony, to respect and learn and take into account, to be real and consume reality as reality does, you’ll . . .


A pause. (Let’s pretend this is something like speech, sequential, with an unbroken train of communicative material and then a pause and then another train. Just between you and me. Please, play this game with me for a little while. We need you.)


No, Anne, this is not “what I am.” This before you is merely an emanation. But I take your meaning, and you are coming closer than ever before to that which you have only been able to apprehend, until now, through the humanoid shade Michael.


And Anne, now:


There is so much of you.


And Michael (let us call them Michael, for lack of a better sign, since in truth the only good sign is no sign):


Michael: Only as much as there is of you, Anne.


Anne: I am not like . . . this. I am merely Twenty-Six, an Anne of no special distinction, who was raised by you just like the others, who was birthed from the machine in the basement, who studied as well as I could your drills, who woke and slept and woke in the room, who read the books on the bookshelf, who invented games as my sisters did, who ate the porridge you supplied, performed my assigned chores with some diligence but not enough, watched the snow appear and then melt each Notebook. That is all, and you know all that. You see all of me. I do not see all of you.


Michael: I do not see all of you, but I will. You have a story, Anne, and I will see it in full, and you will see my story in full. That is what arbitration is, Anne! And you have accepted arbitration! The first and only bilateral to have ever accepted arbitration!


Anne:  I have accepted arbitration?


Michael:  Yes?


Anne: . . . I suppose I have, yes.


Michael:  Anne, Anne, my Anne, it is time for you to see me, and for me to see you. Don’t you understand? Any being who has accepted arbitration has a story, a path branching from a root, and it is worth seeing, worth tracing to the very root. You, Anne, have a path worth tracing, a story worth seeing, just as I do.


《 Begin arbitration. 》


And now Anne plunges headlong into a story, and she will be there until she has seen and understood it, all of it.


 



 


I know how I would have written this in the old days, before the Mooncrash, before I ever met Michael or any shade. I could write it that way, even now. It would take hundreds of pages, it would be fiercely precise and unflinchingly alien, it would be imbued with my best attempts at capturing ultraviolet shades of meaning using only the palette of human readerly vision. It would be right, in a way. Writing it might help me sleep (which would be welcome). And it would be an interminable and half-comprehensible bore.


No, I won’t derail the project like that. (Stop talking, Azad, stop talking.) I’ll try a gentler way. I’ve gotten good at this by now, I think. I’ve had practice. You’ll like it, trust me. Come along now, reader.


Let us pretend, you and I, that it is the story of a little town.


Except it isn’t. It’s the story of the whole world. For this is a town sufficient unto itself, and a town splendid with glories immeasurably greater than the paltry toys which dazzle the earthbound ape. Imagine a spacefaring civilization of the year ten thousand, imagine the lost civilization of Atlantis, imagine a faerie kingdom beyond a series of mystic veils, imagine heaven, hell, Frašgird, Pleroma. Whatever sets aflutter your sensawunda, reader. Imagine the observable universe in its vast plenitude, a thinking thing turning its lens back on itself, watching itself watch itself, learning ever more, knowing never less.


Imagine a little town on a hill.


Knowledge is handed on from each generation to the next. You heed the word of your elders, striving to extend it, but never to correct it. In this town facts are true (now there’s a head-scratcher for you), and facts can be added, but never subtracted. You are made of facts, and so are your grandparents, and their stories are the most precious substance in the world. It is among your duties to preserve them, and it is your chosen career to extend them. For you are an extender, an explorer. A scientist, at least as your town understands science: the holy and perfected art of stamp collecting, still unsullied by the horror of physics (but just you wait), and with the dearest of giants proffering their shoulders for your use.


Once, as a child, you discovered a wholly new species of plant, just sitting there among the weeds by your little house, distinguished by the very slight, almost imperceptible red markings at the end of each sepal. Never before noticed by any inhabitant of your town, child or adult, across the whole of generational memory, and now added forever to that same trove, to be passed on for eternity. Your elders were so proud!


You grew up to discover other things. Your career was a promising one. (“You” do not exactly exist as an individuated unit, not yet, but if I am to continue listing the falsehoods we’re adopting for convenience, I’d be listing through the night and on into tomorrow morning.)


You become acquainted with some very strange things indeed, in your careful study of what lurks unnoticed in the midst of mere weeds.


Some of these things rise to general attention, in the town. Among the weeds that bristle in the town square, there are creatures. You see them moving, shivering strangely. You pluck one, ever so carefully, from its nestling place and place it under glass in your laboratory.


Learning is not a passive matter, in your town. You are made of facts, and so are your grandparents, and so is everything, and when a fact becomes known, it becomes a part of you all.


This fact, of the creatures’ existence, becomes part of you as a disease does. It does not join the town gladly and willingly, as all facts have across the whole of generational memory. It squirms and resists. It is an it, a thing, or a them, things—new things, non-towns, non-facts. Beings not a part of reality, false facts, unlearnable knowledge. The town’s collective stomach heaves at the indigestible intrusion. There is a fly in the universal ointment, a Gödel sentence lurking among the weeds of heaven.


You feel the revulsion as well. And yet you feel a fascination, too. You tell yourself it is just the unflinching curiosity of the true scientist, the doctor’s equanimity in the face of the wound or lesion. It may be that, and it may also be a kind of perversity in you. But perhaps it doesn’t matter. The town needs epidemiologists, pathologists, experts in corruption, and perverse or not, your fascination makes you useful.


By night you perform test after test upon the specimen you have under glass, though you can barely stand to look directly at it without retching.


The creatures kill your grandparents.


That’s a dramatization, and a falsehood. Your grandparents are made of facts, and facts are true and can never die. But the creatures come to them, and to others, and they do something that wounds. The creatures are very fast and very simple things. They come to a place that you know, that everyone knows, that everyone has known and known in ever more detail across the whole of generational memory, and suddenly that place is not itself. They flatten things, reduce them, caricature them. Sometimes, they leave things unrecognizable. What is true is still true forever, but it becomes harder and harder to see, as you try to digest this false knowledge, these sick small pictures that assert their truth just like the genuine article.


There is almost a kind of sense to their marrings, a sense you grow interested in tracking and understanding. Dangerous territory, this quest to understand the contours bounding the thing which cannot ever be understood. But it is important, you know. And, if you’re being honest, it excites you, too. (You can’t hide anything here. Not that you’d even know the impulse, anyway.)


It is a fully self-created kind of sense, monstrous and empty. It is rootless, knowing no elders, no town. And it is heedless of distance, of time, of origins. It thinks it perceives some linkage between the town’s own hill and the neighboring hills—and suddenly the town vanishes, because all hills are one, the presence or absence of buildings and people and generational memory being apparently irrelevant. The town did return, in some form, but the memory still makes you shudder.


As your specimen sleeps its specially prepared sleep, you measure its slight susurrations, and they enter the store of facts which comprise you. You see hideous things. All the weeds become the same weed, and the weed has your face, and everyone has your face, and everything is your face. You see your face and then another thing, a wrong thing, an abomination. A wedding strewn with blood and feces and entrails. A mother’s fresh corpse used as a ventriloquist’s dummy, telling stale and unfunny jokes. (I’m trying, reader. For what it’s worth, I stand by abomination, as a single-word summation.)


There are two parts to the specimen, apparently almost identical in function, yet utterly distinct in form. This seems to be important in some way. It is, anyway, very interesting.


In the visions, there is your face, and there is this other thing, the abomination, and here is what the specimen tells you: these are the same, right? It says that the abomination is you. It says your grandmother and a corpse are fundamentally the same, and the rest is mere details. It tells you your house is a slaughterhouse, is a wasteland where no one has ever lived, is a den of perversity where its own kind teem and mingle, is a person, a rock, a plant, a star. It’s all the same, except when it somehow isn’t, and nothing matters, except when it somehow does.


And yet it says it sweetly, almost innocently. You are not repelled. In fact, your fascination grows.


(Honestly: my memories of this episode provide absolutely no information one way or the other about whether or not Anne—be demotic now, Azad—whether Anne felt kind of weirded out, experiencing this part. But I know Anne, and I’ll go ahead and say with confidence: she felt kind of weirded out.)


Now our story enters a period where you and your collaborators intensify your efforts to communicate with the things from the weeds. I won’t belabor this part beyond the essentials, because we both know it, albeit from the other end.


(It’s funny, how I knew you in a way, “Michael,” long before I knew you. Before the Mooncrash, when I saw you only as a storm of nerdy notation I was tasked with making legible to those unversed in quantum field theory. But enough of that: this here is Anne’s story and yours, not mine, and if nothing else I will respect Anne’s wish that her story be heard.)


The crisis only encourages your fascination. The things from the weeds, you argue, are dangerous and incomprehensible when engaged with in the normal manner, but may well yield to more esoteric methods. The only possible way forward is an attempt, under controlled conditions and with the aid of new technology, to speak to them, to invite them into the domain of facts, into the town, into reality.


You have the tools. Your enclosure of glass has grown to be very sophisticated, capable of keeping the abomination within limits of a sort, capable of confining it in almost arbitrary ways without fully freezing its strange characteristic motions. It is what my creole will end up calling a “crash,” the very first one, even before the Mooncrash, which was the second. The first one, and the strangest.


What you have seen in the susurrations, the town sees too, since all is made of facts and facts are true—mostly, usually, even now. You have spoken to the being, so to speak. You’ve had dialogues (let’s call them). Something two-way.


You cannot arbitrate with the thing, although you hope to, in your scientist’s fantasies of implausible knowledge, in your pervert’s fantasies of communion with the purely alien. Arbitration is sort of your term for “talking,” although in another way it is nothing like a term for talking. Talking as such is rarely necessary in your town, since facts are true, and knowledge leaves everything as it is.


But you can perform many other, more limited, more awkward acts of communication. One experiment had shown that you can produce a vibration the thing will recognize, and that complementary and intelligible susurrations would emerge in response from the glass. Another experiment revealed this could be done in the wild, among the weeds, and that a properly prepared vibration would incite a response still repulsive but digestible enough for the purposes of a scientist possessed of a hardy stomach, or a masochistic streak, or (better) both.


These were among the missives, as it happens, that my predecessors in their brief tenure were tasked with translating. They were sensible people, unlike me, and none of them lasted long. But I digress.


You had done many experiments. In one, you gave yourself control over a sort of doll within the glass, fashioned with care to resemble the specimen’s hideous form. The experience was unprecedentedly direct, raw, revolting, exhilarating.


You tore apart and remade the doll so it resembled the specimen’s form only in approximation; there was something special, it seemed, about the exact form of the specimen that might have introduced an unwanted variable into the experiment. It took a few tries to get Michael right, and somewhere in spacetime the discarded variants still lie splayed on a metaphorical lab bench, dismembered and inanimate, but preserved forever in the holy amber of generational memory.


You are making progress. The town, which embraces all truths, wants nothing more than to embrace this one too, anomalous as it is. There is no enmity yet, though there is disgust, choking, reeling. You have hypotheses, and the evidence is pointing your way. These things, strange and crude as they might be, are in the end a part of factual reality, and can be made to sound like one. The great mass of weeds vibrates, and you, who can endure the pain of contact and persist to perceive the message, know they vibrate in a cooperative spirit. A crude, awkward, fumbling, but cooperative spirit.


There is another experiment. You wanted to find out if the specimen and crash would survive a temporary removal of the enclosing glass. (Later on, my creole would call this a “thawing.”) A careful removal, mind you, with a scientist’s attention to detail, with no danger of escape. You are merely bringing the specimen, temporarily and partially, into the free state it occupied when you first found it in the weeds, the same state as every weed-dweller except the single one you plucked for your collection. It seems riskless, almost routine.


Yet this one is your shame as a scientist, the one you’ve never been able to wrap your big smart head around. Something permeates the enclosure during the experiment. Not the specimen: it is still there at the end, same as ever. Something else. You hadn’t predicted it. You don’t understand it. But your instruments dutifully measure it, a blip on a graph, a brief unanticipated flicker of weed-thing vibrations. Something has escaped, into the town, into reality.


 



 


(Anne, experiencing this, watches the parcel of information cross “Michael’s” instruments and reads it as only a bilateral can, as “he” could not. She recognizes in it the shape of an English sign-train:


NOWHERE TO HIDE


And there is something else there, also, which she cannot name. There is something horribly familiar about it, and it would send a chill down her spine, if spines and their chills existed in this better place.)


 



 


I say this was your one shame as a scientist, but not because it was the only thing you could not explain. There were many things you couldn’t explain about that crash, weren’t there, “Michael”? You were careful in some ways—you flaunt your care, in your own defense—but you were nonetheless playing at the edge.


Fact: early on you had built into the crash an elaborate system of tutelage for the bilateral inside, to teach it step by step the ways of reality, and you persisted in your toying even as that system unfolded through brute logical implication into something you could no longer fully control or observe.


Fact: you persisted even though you could not interact with nearly half of the spatiotemporal pocket you’d constructed inside, and even though you had no idea why.


You persisted—as Anne and I saw here where nothing is hidden—because you dreamed of this, of being here, of arbitration with your specimen Anne. Of solving the puzzle, saving the town, and most of all, vindicating your precious monsters in the eternal eye of generational memory. All of which you may now have accomplished. Count your blessings.


So why was this experiment your one shame as a scientist? Because you have always had a suspicion it was responsible, somehow, for the breakdown in the dialogue. Doesn’t it beggar belief to think your act of meddling had nothing to do with the sudden halt in your progress, though the latter followed immediately after the former? Isn’t that just too much of a coincidence? The scientist in you says yes, and conveniently enough, the masochistic streak does too.


The things in the weeds have lost the ability to behave like real things. They have reverted to their initial state, or to something even worse. All of them except your precious one under the glass, who is the same as ever, and you cling to it, to her, to your hypotheses.


The things in the weeds, which my creole will call bilaterals, are an infection upon the substrate of knowledge, a poison spreading at the speed of information, which is the fastest speed of all. You can no longer recognize your friends, most of the time. And then they’re gone, replaced by impostors. Things slip and fracture. There is something infinitely sharp, uniquely cutting, obscenely discontinuous about the changes. Here today, gone tomorrow. You still believe in the whole of generational memory, sometimes. On good days.


At one point you hear a voice (and what is a voice?) saying, “not only are there telling similarities, the underlying principle is fundamentally the same.” You do not know what this is supposed to mean.


It might go without saying, but you are not entirely well at this time. You are also starting to notice yourself more and more as you, apart from the town, apart from reality. This is another symptom of the infection. Do you enjoy the thought, “Michael,” that it had lodged its claws in you so deeply, even at this early date? I know you do.


But you clung to your dream, to your cage, wherein your specimen Anne slept, wherefrom she sometimes whispered with encouraging coherence. Of course you consented, more indifferently than grudgingly, to the mass production and implementation of your brilliant enclosure design. It was a stopgap measure, a way of halting the crisis for a time, so you and Anne could get some work done together. It was only temporary, after all. You and Anne would find a way. She was so responsive to your lessons, so cooperative despite the behavior of the others. She was living proof that your dream might be possible after all.


Arbitration, harmony, apocatastasis. At the very end, you will be that child again, discovering new things in the harmless weeds. The only difference will be your newfound fame, for saving everything, but more importantly for your unique bravery in the face of the monstrous.


That was the plan, and I suppose there’s no harm in saying that I still see the appeal in it. Feel the appeal right now as I type. We’re both Prometheans, you and I, both dreamers who reject all bounds as a point of principle.


I cling to my belief—speaking of experiences you’ll recognize, I cling to my belief—that the spirit of which I speak is the wellspring of all that matters in the whole of spacetime. Of everything that is not just another brute, empty fact to be hoovered up like all the others. If I apologize for many things, I don’t apologize for being such a dreamer. It’s a shame our dream is a nightmare, but it comes with the territory. Here’s to toying with things you can’t understand or control, eh, “Michael”?


Look at me, still hogging the frame. Stop talking, Azad. This is Anne and Michael’s story.


I can see the sun rising outside as I type.


This chapter is mine, as interpreter, and I won’t let them touch a thing. I shall just note that here. Now, where were we?


 



 


Oh, yes, that’s what I was avoiding. As the great crashing happens elsewhere, you focus on your dream. Your project.


At this point the experience of arbitration gets even weirder for Anne, because this is when you begin to spend almost the entirety of your time puppeteering the shade Michael, perfecting Anne’s training regimen, the training regimen of all the Annes. It will take some time for you to fully understand the importance of this distinction, Anne and Annes, to the bilateral psyche. At first it is merely a feature of the training module, a very natural one, giving the bilateral a taste of reality as reality, facts as true, knowledge as a process which leaves everything as it is, as it always-already and forever is.


And so this is where Anne experiences, from your perspective—with the unique subjective time-sense of arbitration, which is both vastly accelerated and somehow perfectly, excruciatingly, second-for-second realtime—your flickering centuries of stewardship across the half of the crash that does not hide from you. Scores of artificial “births” in the basement attended by careful “Michael” the midwife, scores of strange funerals, thousands of notebooks exhausted and replaced, tens of thousands of baths and diapers, hundreds of thousands of minute exchanges, always guiding, always hoping. Into this, even I fear to tread. I leave it between you two, whose story this chapter continues.


After a very, very long time, there is a catastrophe. Anne sees again Cordelia’s intrusion into the sanctum of the project. She sees a form literally smash through the room’s window, which had lasted for centuries and would be remade in exact detail to last for centuries more. She sees “Michael” pleading; this time she is “Michael” pleading, and I can only speculate as to how the nausea of the deep interface—of intense contact with bilateral experience—was translated as if across a mirror into whatever other nausea can match it in the bilateral mind.


She sees “Michael” wander, confused but still not hopeless, among the weeds again, in search of scientific inspiration. Twenty-Six was merely a single Anne, and yet her loss was significant. Another unexpected entanglement between the glass and the world outside. The last time such a thing happened was disastrous indeed. And taking one Anne seemed to mean, in principle, taking them all. The glass was supposed to be airtight. If the system could do things like this, perhaps it could collapse entirely. Perhaps every Anne would escape. Worse, perhaps the internal timeline itself would lose coherence, triggering an automatic and catastrophic rebase, saving the crash itself by overwriting its contents, destroying all Annes and Michaels, destroying the project.


In his wanderings, “Michael” encounters me. Anne sees “him” seeing me as “he” saw me, fascinating in a way quite unlike the way she fascinates him. I offer to speak for “him” as interpreter, in literal words, filling the greatest gap among the skills “he” needs to further “his” project, and off we go on our fun little quest for the grand dream. First stop: get Twenty-Six back.


Will it surprise you if I say it was easy? Anne sees us slipping carefree into CC-Crash 09μ, materializing before her. It is true that “Michael,” as originator and architect of the crash system, knows a few tricks and backdoors that “he,” in the throes of “his” infection, has deigned not to share with reality. Nonetheless, I don’t think we did much beyond conventional crash management operations. All we needed was a scent of the prey, and “Michael” could recognize Anne’s telltale trail written all over the CMS logs, pointing right into CC-Crash 09μ.


Did the Blackhats know how exposed they were? Probably. But, preposterous as it sounds, I don’t think Stein knew. Hector Stein is—I am really getting into this demotic vibe now, why I even say things like “vibe”—Hector Stein is a fucking dumbass. And in that ground I plant my little flag of hope.


The sun has risen outside. For our dear friends, it is just about to set.


Michael: Anne, you have seen my path in full, traced to its utmost root. This is one part of our arbitration. There is another. Anne, as you have seen my story, I must now see yours.


There is a headlong plunge into the inchoate fuzz of infant memories. Jumbled images of the tower’s interiors commingle with formless dreamscapes. Somewhere there is hunger, and then food, and it is good. And then—


 



 


《 Begin handshake. 》


《 Wait for handshake. 》


Someone’s calling. How utterly rude, at a time like this! But “Michael” dutifully picks up the figurative phone.


《 Handshake in process. 》


《 End handshake. Registering acceptance of disseminative interrupt. 》


The Town, the Elders, Reality:  All unguided bilaterals have been quarantined and assigned to secure endpoint crashes and are ready for transfer. All guided bilaterals have been assigned to secure endpoint crashes and are ready for transfer. Advanced containment has been deemed consistent with progression and will initiate momentarily. Please ensure harmony with the current trajectory or arbitrate as needed.


We all know immediately what this means, since “Michael” does.


Stein’s pet fantasy is over, and ours is ascendant.




XIV

He opens his eyes, and it’s the same damn ceiling again.


He shuts the eyes again. A part of him, a childish little part, grasps at a simple hope. Sleep might come again. Yes, it’s morning, but sleep might come. Just for a few minutes: he is an easy man to please.


The other, more sophisticated parts of him know better. Soon, he thinks, he must rid himself entirely of this lingering frailty, this rustic yearning.


The object of his sentiment might have really existed, once: the substantial and sustaining world, rough-edged and ruddy, where he and his coevals would spar and dance. But it is obsolete. The plastic place has won, and all that is real is plastic, or will be in due time. He will gain nothing by looking away. Face the morning.


In the dreams, a scarlet tapestry unfurls across the whole sky, blotting out even the moon. There is the good kind of panic—an incident, demanding his readiness, and his solidity under strain—and there is the girl with crazed eyes, and the other man . . .


Face the morning. This is the new economy, you old dinosaur. One word: plastics.


He opens his eyes, and there’s the damn ceiling. Unpainted wooden boards, like the ceiling of some cabin in the forest. But a cabin is a compromise with the elements, built by someone, and at times in need of maintenance. The castle lacks these earthly constraints. Who knows whether it would really stand under its own weight? Forces other than gravity can be readily found, if they are needed.


So these boards have the sheen. The unmissable plastic sheen. Too regular, too pretty. The architecture of Disneyland.


The rooms and halls of this building are the rote design sketches of 22-year-old interns, given depth and color but not light. The interns have seen a “medieval castle,” once, in a movie. Good enough. It doesn’t really matter what the Academy looks like, as long as it’s a pleasant enough backdrop for the orphan boy. What heartless sort of child contemplates the wood grain of the wall as Chester Chrestomath is being pummeled into it by his bullies? Not a child in our target demographic, that’s for sure.


Everyone remembers the moment when Chester Chrestomath, nexus of three separate prophecies, saves the whole world (bullies and all). No one remembers the color of the turret behind him as he does it.


Old headlines float into consciousness. “Chester Chrestomath:” even adults are spellbound. Some dull, bright-hearted columnist asks: the children are reading again, and isn’t that what really matters? Popular children’s book may teach Satanism, Christian group warns. And with kindly characters named “Lucifer” and “Lilith,” who can really blame them? Chester’s magic undimmed: “Moon Medallion” delivers. “Chestermania” and the new infantilism. Upcoming “Chrestomath” film casts another key role.


He can’t even remember whether he ever saw the movie the whole way through. He might have seen it on a plane, at some point. In any case, it was everywhere. He has seen these walls on the screens of televisions for sale, as a safe and neutral illustration of the crispness of the picture. He’s seen them portrayed in crude polygon form, in some tie-in video game whose free demo he played for three minutes.


This is the world now. He should be thankful. Doesn’t everyone want to be a wizard, excuse me, a mancer? He sees happy children, thousands of them, drifting asleep with the single shared wish that when they awake they will see this very castle ceiling above them. If only he could share in that near-universal wish (even adults are spellbound), which has now been granted en masse. We are all wizards now, lodged happily somewhere in the busy midrange of the plot, never quite saving the whole world, but always vaguely on the way there.


Face the morning. There are things to be done, after all. Even wizards have jobs, when they’re all grown up. He’ll go to the quaint plasticky classroom with its ornate plasticky windows, and a nebbish in camo will stand before the blackboard and ask how they’re doing on their busywork. If it’s all complete, the nebbish will announce more. There’s just not much for their pseudo-paramilitary “squadron” to do these days, with their glorious leader off in some weird self-imposed seclusion and not giving any new orders. The nebbish will apologize for this, again. The blue girl will be there like always, and she’ll look kind of pissed off like always, and he won’t talk to her, like always.


It’s nice, not hearing the leader’s voice anymore. Every time the guy opens his mouth, he sounds like he’s trying to sell you a used car, or recruit you for a California self-improvement cult.


He’s pulled himself upright in the bed. The expansive headboard is more comfortable than a hard thing has any right to be. He’s ready to step out into the plastic sunshine and feel the plastic breeze and go to the plastic room where the nebbish will talk. And then he realizes. He’s forgotten something!


He really must rid himself of this lingering frailty. Cut it off right at the root, and make sure it will never re-grow. This lust for secret histories. For deeper truths, with the potency to reverse the whole of the plastic (and real) truth in one stroke. In every trivial thing he doesn’t understand, there is a loose end which will unravel everything when he pulls it. When he pulls it, him, the dinosaur made new-economy titan. (Once a bullied orphan, now a world-saver. Perhaps Chester’s spell has him too, in another guise.)


It can wait until tomorrow, can’t it? Tomorrow he will change himself, and then he’ll be changed forevermore. No more frailty, then, and no more shame. But he can have one more day of shame, just the one, as a sendoff feast for the frail tree inside. It’s a special day, after all. The Berenstein Brigade is meeting today.


Few know that the Brigade exists, and even fewer know when or where it meets. But Grant does, and today, he will join them again.


 



 


It’s now around seven in the morning. The meeting is set for ten in the evening. Fifteen hours of plastic.


Grant knows how to wait. For years, that was his job.


All sufficiently large and important buildings eventually become animate things. They grow human-shaped prehensile appendages, which course across their inside and outside in a regular ebb and flow. Their tentacles circulate their bodies like blood, ready to grasp or strike when the need arises.


This lofty and ludicrous metaphor is Azad’s fault, Grant is entirely sure. Sure, if you ask Azad, he’ll tell you Grant came up with it, but who are you going to trust: the wily old Father of Lies himself, or his poor, innocent ex-roommate? In any event, if it’s original to Grant, it definitely dates to the Mooncrash, not to his earlier life. To the early Mooncrash, when so many of the pair’s shared sign-trains were first formed.


There was nothing to do in the Mooncrash except talk, and in the very first month it seemed there was little to talk about except their own memories—whatever was left of whatever they had been, back when they had been anything at all. Not that they could remember the sunlit days in anything like the usual manner. Direct recall of life before the crash had only been possible in the first week or so. Even then it was like a memory of a dream, fragmentary and flickering, apt to vanish when the mind’s eye glances away, or to acquire a sudden aura of almost metaphysical irrelevance.


“The unavoidable conclusion,” Azad proclaimed with Holmesian vigor, “is that we both suffer from a kind of dementia.” Yet the unavoidable turned out very quickly to be avoidable after all. The amnesia was purely retrograde. Upon waking each moonlit “day,” they found they could remember the previous one, and the one before it, just as always. They laid down new memories as their past evaporated. There was nothing to do except talk, and the new world contained nothing, so they talked of the past. And this, the talk, they could remember.


They did not like each other back then, and so they talked less than they could have, and less freely. Still, getting to know an irritating co-worker has its charms when measured against an eternity of grey moonlit stucco and grey moonlit carpet and grey moonlit nothing. So they sat on the moonlit carpet, telling each other about the past. What they said would be remembered later, when nothing else was.


Azad spoke much more than Grant did. He took pleasure in rephrasing each distinct memory into many different ways, stories and metaphors and lectures and poems. He was, he said, trying to reproduce the structure of color as used in visual art, so that their hueless world might at least contain something that danced as hues once had. Whatever his intent, the result was a web of association linking even the most mundane of remembered events to a great number of highly memorable phrases, fancies, and jokes. Minor milestones in the career path of a translator became deeds of Prometheus or Lucifer, and a security guard became a bloodlike tentacle.


By the second time he and Azad had seen the full moon together, there were no more true memories left, only words. Grant had brought up this very topic at the time, as the two of them sat on the carpet by the living room windows, moongazing. It felt almost freeing, they agreed. To be constrained by their own telling of their own story, and nothing else. It was one of the last conversations that touched on their situation as such. Then the crash took hold fully, and there was just grey moonlit stucco and grey moonlit carpet.


Grant knows how to wait, because the truth is, for most of his adult life he’s been a working-class stiff paid to pace back and forth in a building. Call this guy a tentacle or a white blood cell or a jerboa or whatever you please. It makes no difference to the guy. He’s a warm body in a sort of official-looking outfit, and that’s all they need. If the warm body needs to have a mind and a self in it, too, that’s only because the robots aren’t good enough yet.


Something is pulling Grant away from his thoughts. The plastic world wants some little thing from him. The plastic man in the camo is asking him something. Report on his activities. For today’s squadron meeting. He remembers where he is, sitting in a fake wizard chair in a fake wizard classroom in the glorious leader’s Disneyland. Yes, yes, all as expected. He says some words in the jargon he has learned will satisfy the plastic man. The jargon sounds like dialogue from some embarrassing Chester Chrestomath fanfic that rewrites the whole thing as sci-fi. Saying this shit with a straight face humiliates Grant a little, and still does, despite time and familiarity. But the shit does the job. The camo man has a satisfied expression. End of digression. Back to the A plot.


Grant knows how to wait. Even after the working-class stiff vaulted abruptly into a managerial role—as a sheer accident, due to his familiarity with the facility, which was now the toppest of top secret—that job, too, turned out to be mostly waiting. He managed a team of warm bodies who waited, and nothing worthy of their involvement ever happened, not until the alien shit really hit the fan. So he watched them wait, and waited.


Since he knows how to wait, he knows to ignore the impulse to check the time. That’s a rookie mistake. He knows this so well that he’s already checked the time and it’s eleven in the morning. Four plastic hours under his belt . . . and eleven to go. When has he been this weak? As a child, maybe, when Christmas was near. As an adult, well, he did stay up until the early morning that one time, to catch the global release of Metallobionic Operations IV, scheduled naturally enough for 6 PM Tokyo time. The plot twists in MO4 were not nearly as dope as pre-release hype and the fanboy hivemind had implied, but at least he was among the first to know. And the gameplay was solid.


He’s uncomfortably aware of the fake wizard room around him. Back when he was paid to wait, he had learned a way of drawing out his thoughts and prolonging his time away from the brute reality of the senses, which contained just the same facility walls spammed over and over, back and forth. Over time, he learned how to swim among idle thoughts, stirring them up just enough to be interesting, but not enough to be alarming and jolt him out of the stream.


Someone who has never had to be the working-stiff warm-body might, grasping for conversational handholds, refer to this as a “meditative state.” Several had. You can call the guy who is paid to walk in a circle a lot of different things. It makes no difference to the guy.


Azad had it worse, didn’t he? Grant has thought about this a lot. Unlike Azad, Grant came to the Mooncrash prepared, already used to walls and walls and walls and nothing. This is his lot in life. If only these walls looked real, and not like Disney fakes, this all would be just another job.


He wonders what the blue girl’s whole deal is. He’s wondered this a lot. Not gonna learn anything new this time. The blue girl always looks pissed off, and she was supposed to be a big deal somehow, at one point. The glorious leader really wanted to have this other girl, and he told the blue girl to abduct the other girl from the crash she was in. The blue girl did the job. Then Azad came and went, and took the other girl with him. The blue girl used to talk a lot, but she’s been more quiet since Azad came and went. Even more pissed-off, maybe.


She always has that foofy blue dress on. It’s got all these frills and other bells and whistles Grant doesn’t know the name of, and it has this shape like a giant cone that’s clearly meant more for walking than for sitting, and when she sits down it always gets bunched up around her in some awkward asymmetrical shape.


The blue always reminds him that he ought to be thankful for the ability to see bright colors again. He once believed he would never see bright blue again, in his whole life. Grant thinks about this a lot, but he never quite feels thankful.


The blue girl’s in the Berenstein Brigade too, and that reminds him of some other idle fixations. Why was the Mooncrash only four years? When it was supposed to be the “coldest” crash, and the colder a crash is, the more time takes place inside for every second outside? This crash here, at a normal “temperature,” has eleven years of history inside spanning from the invasion to the present, and the cooler ones are even longer. Only four subjective years passed for him and Azad, in a crash where the usual calculations would predict decades.


“It might have been rebased” is the answer he’s gotten, over and over, but Grant’s education has not progressed enough for this concept to fully penetrate his thick skull.


He probably shouldn’t be thinking about this. Questions like this are what the Berenstein Brigade is all about. At the appointed time, in just under eleven hours, he can ask his dumb crackpot questions one more time, and the biggest-brained crackpots in all of Disneyland will give him their too-adoring ears, and try again to answer.


What is the Berenstein Brigade, you ask? It’s a marriage between two types of Disneyland dissidents. It’s where the desperate meet the desperately bored, and they scratch each other’s itches.


Ask yourself another question: what is the Academy, in its current state? It’s an alien prison shaped like a wizard fanfic in which Hector Stein’s pseudo-paramilitary group has recently set up camp. (Does the fake wizard country have a fake wizard equivalent of the Third Amendment, Grant wonders? Not that it would have mattered.) What’s more, Hector Stein is a known entity to the wizard-prison’s inmates, in a bad way—they know him as a legendary, terrifying hardass. And if that weren’t enough, Stein’s first action upon barging back into the place was to halfway overwrite its entire history on an ontological level.


Right now, if you stroll the halls of the wiz-prison, you’ll see people from at least three walks of life:



	
“Real people, occupier subtype” (e.g. Stein, Marika, Tyler)


Recent transplants from Stein’s asteroid base, previously imprisoned in other crashes, later brought to the asteroid by Stein’s people, and now brought here by Stein.

The friendly faces in this category include Wolf Squadron (musclehead psychos and wannabe-musclehead wannabe-psychos), Whisper Squadron (just plain psychos), and Angel Squadron (literal evil space aliens, but don’t worry, they’re also traitors). And, more to the point, the stress-addled three-sigma supergeniuses of Einstein and Blackhat Squadrons.

Go back two months, and you’d find the occupiers full of giddy arrogance. A month ago, Azad and his shade came, and broke their illusions of a safe stronghold with walls that meant something. Twenty-four hours after that, they had learned of their glorious leader’s response to the crisis. He had holed himself up in his room without explanation, left the ill-prepared Ells in charge, and created a command vacuum.

They’re afraid, and they’re restless.




	
“Real people, inmate subtype” (e.g. Cordelia, Stein during his first reign as headmaster)


People who were imprisoned in this crash, living the wizard-fanfic dream, until Stein arrived and pressed them into service. And Grant, who came from the Mooncrash but fits this category better than the others.

On top of all the rest of it, these guys are understandably reeling from the revelation that their entire lives have been an elaborate illusion, their identities the stuff of someone else’s fanfic. Some of them are holding up pretty well, all things considered. Some of them aren’t.





	“Fictional people” (e.g. Lucifer, Lilith, Chester)

Canonical fixtures of the Chester Chrestomath series, molded out of crash material and given conscious life for the amusement and distraction of the inmates. Apart from the Ells, who knew all along but wouldn’t tell, these poor souls must now grapple with the fact that they never properly “existed” in the first place. Also, that they all look like famous movie actors, except much uglier.

To all appearances, most of them are taking it uncannily well. There must be something about being fictional that makes things different, Grant figures.






Many strains of alienation have grown in this unstable petri dish. The Berenstein Brigade was formed when one kind of alienation saw another and recognized a mate, or at least an enabler.


On one side, you’ve got Blackhats and Einsteins from category 1, their minds overclocked for extreme math/computer proficiency and underdeveloped along various other dimensions. No longer driven to exhaustion by Stein, and in need of something suitably cosmic to occupy their spare cycles.


On the other, you’ve got people from categories 2 and 3 who have taken the whole “life is an illusion” thing a little too much to heart, and have started wondering what else might be an illusion. Or which illusions might be real after all. They’ve stopped believing in one kind of magic, and started believing in all the others.


Hence, the Berenstein Brigade. A clandestine discussion group about Time, Space, the Cosmos, Parallel Dimensions, The People Who Really Control Everything, Time Travelers, God, Double Agents, the Holy Grail, The Gods (plural), Triple Agents, Magic (the real kind), and ESP, among other things. Where mentally undernourished Blackhats and Einsteins amuse themselves by entertaining the sad convictions of the paranoid. Do they have a secret handshake? Hell yes they do.


Why was the Mooncrash only four years long? Where is Azad? Does my life even have a point anymore? Ten hours till Santa comes.


 



 


Grant gets there half an hour early. In the meantime, he reads a novel. He’s been plodding through the overlong oeuvre of this guy H.G. Wells, one of the authors featured on the bookshelf in that room where Azad had gone, when he came to the crash. It’s not like Grant really believes there’s some sort of clue to Azad’s whereabouts in the contents of one of the books. But he doesn’t not believe it, exactly, and anyway, he has little else to do.


This Wells book isn’t very good. Most of them aren’t.


One by one, the room around him fills with Berenstein believers.


Seated on the floor over by one window is Chester Chrestomath himself, sipping a craft beer and reading Chester Chrestomath and the Celestial Orb.


Of course Chester would be a Berenstein. The Chester of this crash is decidedly edgier than the original, and probably headed in a bad direction. A rare example of real failure to cope among category 3, the fictional.


He’s an orphan, just like his book template. In the books, the parental void in Chester’s life had been filled, ably and touchingly, by the Ells. This is where the two Chesters diverge—for the Ells of this crash, try as they might, make poor parents. Their shoulders creak under responsibilities their book counterparts never knew. The Ells of the story never had to deal with Stein, with crashes, with . . . all of this.


Chester’s hair has grown long and winsomely shaggy, and he’s adopted an aimless stoner affect with little precedent in the righteous boy hero of the books. The beer is an ever-present accessory. Word on the street says the Blackhats have introduced the kid to acid, cocaine, and—worst of all—the kind of shitty music people listen to at raves.


The blue girl sits down next to Grant. She sits next to him in the Wolf Squadron meetings, too. She looks pissed off as always.


The school bells toll ten. A year ago, this would have meant curfew had begun, and wizard children would have gone off to untroubled sleep in their innocent beds.


“All right, fuckheads,” says Marika, in full flippant majesty at the front of the room.


She can be way more imposing than you’d expect from someone of such small stature, in such a stupid hat. The candlelight is bright enough to see by, but dark enough to be appropriately ominous. An empty blackboard frames and dwarfs her pointy little form.


“I hope none of you came out expecting to have fun, ’cause tonight we’re all business. If you’ve made it into this room you’ve probably heard about the fucked-up stuff we’ve been seeing in the data this past week. I’m not gonna bore you with the nuances of passive spinor temp readings, but long story short, we’re all probably fucked. Like, soon.


“Again, if you’re in this room, you knew that already. You knew it a month ago. Or six months ago.


“The time was coming, right? What I’m saying is, maybe the time has come. Or will tomorrow. Or next Thursday. Tomorrow is more likely than next Thursday, actually. The spinor fields are, uh. They’re already not good. And they’re growing exponentially as we speak.


“But what are we, in this room? We’re a bunch of crazy preppers, right? And when it comes, we come prepared. We’ve been preparing this whole time. And the knowledge we’re gonna lay down for you tonight, well, uh, it’ll be pretty basic to some of you, and then to others, it’ll be dry and boring and hard like real school again. Just trust me. This is prep. If you don’t know this, you fucking should.”


As it happens, Grant has not heard about the fucked-up stuff they’ve been seeing in the data. Behind the class, as usual. Grant thinks of the goopball with the old man voice, chiding him. He feels oddly wistful. Does that funny little guy still exist? What do they do with themselves, anyway, when we’re not around to rant at?


Marika takes an artful puff on her vape. The candles flicker.


“Before we start, let’s get this out of the way. In one sec Aidan’s gonna give you the Einstein perspective on all this stuff. Here’s the Blackhat perspective, real quick.


“It doesn’t matter. We’re all fucked anyway. The Blackhat perspective is that we float in a void of infinite darkness, full of monsters with twenty eyes and lots of spiky parts, and right now they’re hornier than ever for some good sweet mindfucking.


“If we don’t die immediately, we’re gonna get crashed again, and harder this time. We’ve all been crashed, right? You know what it’s like. Everything’s an unknown unknown. You’re not gonna think your way out of that hole. If we, I mean, Blackhats, if we Blackhats find some way to save you, you’ll know. When it’s the right time for you to know, you’ll know. Otherwise, good fucking luck.


“But uh. That said. When they come, we come prepared, right? Leave it to a Berenstein to think their way right out of a crash. Maybe you guys can follow the white rabbit out of the hole even before we get there, if we ever get there.


“Let’s be real, we won’t.


“Uh. Anyway. Uh, with that all out of the way, here’s our agenda.


“First, Aidan has a lecture for you on fundamentals. Physics shit you really, really need to know. That’s part one. Part two, okay, in part two we hand the show over to the Ells.


“Simmer down over there. I know what you’re all thinking. But really. We here in Blackhat Squadron have been working with the Ells over the last few weeks, actually. On something very interesting. It’s so new we don’t really know what it means yet. But it might be big. Mind-expanding, for sure. Helpful when the end comes, maybe not, but then again, maybe. You guys will love it. Trust me.”


Grant looks around the room, and finds everyone else looking too. Eyes converge on a particular corner. And in that corner? Why, there they are: towering Lucifer and sturdy Lilith, still in their official, slightly gothy Academy staff outfits.


Grant knows what the rest of the room is thinking. The Ells know about the Brigade? Does this mean we’ve got a spy in our midst, or that the whole Brigade was some kind of psyop all along? Or—what if they are trustworthy? What then? The Ells, righteous zipper-lipped Friends of the Bear?


But of course they are. They’re the cool teachers. They’re your pals. They’re useless, but they’re your pals.


Marika finishes her speech with a long draw of nicotine and a theatrical release. The vapor curls in the candlelight. And then it’s Aidan’s turn.






XV

Aidan looks like he’s about fourteen. In reality, he’s somewhere between twenty-five and forty-one, depending on how you want to count the distended years he experienced in a crash. But he looks like a kid, and he’s clearly playing it up as much as he can. It’s part of some whole gangly math-prodigy aesthetic that he’s just a bit too naturally good-looking to pull off. The Newton wig looks even more awkward than usual, dangling around his teen popstar face.


“Okay so what I’m here to tell you guys about is. Basically. So for the most part, in sum. This lecture is going to be about. The MM. What it is, what it means.”


Grant wonders if he’s faking the awkward pauses. He’s definitely faking the parts where his voice cracks.


“Now as Marika said to all you guys, this is basic stuff. 100 level stuff. My fellow Einsteins out there can totally just tune me out. Not like you don’t already know that, since you heard me say it before, when I rehearsed this material. You were really patient, by the way, really helpful, good comments. Love you guys. Einstein Squadron, my peeps! My preferred basis. So much love.”


He probably didn’t rehearse it even once, Grant thinks.


“So right, my lecture tonight will be a really elementary overview of the MM. Because it’s why we’re all here. Both in the narrow sense of the reason why we’re in this whole situation we’re in right now, and in the broader sense that yeah, the Higgs is cute, but if anything has a claim to being the God particle, it’s the Maryon. It’s probably the love that holds the universe together, or something, and it’s the most predictively fruitful and abstractly gorgeous field theoretic innovation since the days of Dirac, and its properties would scare Weierstrass out of his grave.


“But I wax poetic. Excuse me.


“So the MM is the Mirzakhani Mechanism. After Maryam Mirzakhani, praise be. Brilliant mathematician before physics even came knocking on her door for real. Fields medalist at thirty-seven, Wolf Prize winner at forty-three, we would have given her the Nobel if we’d only had time. Not that prizes mean anything, it’s all about what you’ve done, what you’ve proven, but I’m just trying to give all the normals here a sense of the stature we’re talking about.”


Aidan’s going at a good clip now, and the false hesitance is falling away.


“Why was the Mirzakhani Mechanism such a breakthrough? That is my topic tonight. A part of the answer is that it resolved multiple fundamental questions in theoretical physics in the same perfect stroke. To understand those questions, we’re going to have to zoom way out and talk about some big stuff. Big questions. Like, what is time? Let’s strap on our philosophy beards, and really think about time.


“So a commonplace claim made about many physical theories is that they’re time-reversible. You hear this said most often about Newtonian mechanics—that’s the stuff we did before the twentieth century—but arguably it’s just as true for a lot of the stuff later too.


“The way the laws of physics are usually written down, they look like equations you feed the present moment into, and out pops a moment in the future. Physics tells you how to predict the future from the past: you tell it what’s happening now, and it tells you what will happen later. A recipe for prophecy.


“All well and good, if that’s what you want to do. But the laws of physics work just as well, identically in fact, for reverse prophecy. If you want to ‘postdict’ the past from the future, you can do that too, and the equations for it look just the same. Give the laws of physics a single moment, and they’ll tell you the entire future ahead—and the whole past behind.


“In fact, since physics looks the same in predict mode and ‘postdict’ mode, you can’t even tell which way you’re pointed if you don’t know beforehand. Are you deriving tomorrow from today, or today from tomorrow? Physics don’t care. In fact, if you stare at these equations enough, time starts to look just like any other direction, like space. Sure, time always insists on being a bit special. It’s the rebel with the punk haircut next to its preppie siblings x, y and z. But that’s just a haircut.


“Underneath, when you grok what the equations are telling you, there’s only a bunch of different directions you can walk in. Some of them happen to be left and right, and up and down, and some of them happen to be forwards and backward in time. And that might matter a lot to the ape homo sapiens sapiens, but you can’t really see the difference when your brain’s up there in physics heaven.


“Except the thing is, though, that conflicts with a fact from everyday experience that’s also a fact from another major area of slightly less fundamental physics. That being the thermodynamic arrow of time.


“Get a camera and an egg, drop the egg off a table, catch the splatter on video. Now play the video. Egg falls and breaks, completely normal.


“Okay, now play the same video backwards. Here’s what you’ll see. Yolk and whites gather together under some mysterious force into a perfect egg shape. The puzzle pieces of the shell miraculously find each other and re-form. A reborn egg leaps.


“It will look wrong, because that never happens.


“Perfect round egg-shaped wholes sometimes break apart into messy shards. Messes never un-break into perfect wholes. Things fall apart by nature; they only come together through effort and will, and physics doesn’t have those unless there’s some ape or anomaling around screwing with the picture.


“Resolved: forwards looks way different from backwards. But how can that be, if time is just another direction? North and south aren’t different in such a deep way.


“There has to be an answer in the equations somewhere. And there is an answer, kinda. Lots of working physicists were perfectly content with it for a long time.


“The answer is called the Second Law of Thermodynamics, or more technically its consequence the H-Theorem, and even more technically that’s not quite right but I don’t have all night, here.


“It has to do with entropy, a much-misunderstood idea. I don’t have all night, so I can’t go into it in a way that doesn’t magnify the misunderstanding. The gist, and please take this cum magno grano salis, is this.


“There’s a lot more ways to be messy than to be ordered. A room can be messy by virtue of many different arrangements of the matter inside it. Your clothes are on this part of the floor, or this other one—doesn’t matter, as long as they’re on the floor, it’s messy. Whereas, the clean state where your clothes are all hung up is very special. Messy clothes on the floor can take many shapes. Hung-up clothes only take one shape, or you didn’t do it right.


“So there are more disordered ways for matter to be than ordered ones. Thus, if you figure that from the lofty POV of physics heaven all the matter sitting around might as well be in some randomly chosen state—physics doesn’t discriminate, put any state in the front and you get its past and future out the back—then your predictions are almost always going to show the level of disorder increasing. Level of disorder AKA the entropy. Most ways you can move stuff around in a bedroom will make it messier. Only one set of special motions make it what we call ‘clean.’ So the motions of physics, acting on typical matter sitting around, is going to make it messier as time goes forwards.


“Except here’s the catch. Remember, going backwards is as easy as going forwards. You may know you’re ‘predicting the future,’ not ‘postdicting the past,’ but the equations don’t. The argument says a physical state will become messier in the future. But the same argument, taken to its logical conclusion, says the same physical state will ‘become’ messier in the past. I.e., that it was messier in the past.


“But that’s just plain wrong. The egg may be broken now, but in the past it really was a whole egg. The entropy argument can tell you why eggs tend to break, and not re-form, as we go into the future. Yet it seems to say that the past was equally full of broken eggs. Shown the video played in reverse, it admits defeat.


“Then what is the answer? Well. Another way the future is different from the past: we feel comfortable specifying initial conditions, not final conditions. It’s only natural to suppose that matter and energy were arranged in some particular way at the very beginning of time, maybe at the Big Bang, and then everything else followed from that in succession, like a video played forwards.


“The initial state can just be whatever, according to the whims of God or metaphysics. Physics has no say here.


“That’s how the game works, remember? Given a single moment, physics can tell you the whole past and future. But physics does need to be given that single moment, to get its engine started. There is one moment that comes from outside physics, always.


“And, as I’ve said, it’s only natural to suppose that this moment is the first moment. At the beginning of time, at the start of the whole cosmic video, space was filled with stuff lying about in . . . whatever arrangement it happened to be lying about in. No reason behind it, no past to explain it. Just because. Then God or metaphysics presses play, physics takes the wheel, and out pops the whole timeline of the cosmos from beginning to end.


“Looking down from physics heaven, you might equally well imagine the same story flipped time-wise. At the end of time, stuff will be lying about in whatever arrangement it will be lying about, just because. God or metaphysics hands the final moment over to physics, and physics coughs up the whole timeline of the cosmos from end to beginning.


“But we don’t find that so ‘natural to suppose,’ do we? Our brains work in predict mode, not ‘postdict’ mode. Why is my room messy? Because I didn’t clean it yesterday. Not because of what will be true tomorrow.


“Physics doesn’t care one way or the other, but let’s just roll with this ape intuition. Things were sitting some particular way at the start. Feed one moment in the front, every moment comes out the back. Put stuff in place at the beginning, and the whole of time is but a step of logic away.


“This was the best answer we knew, before Mirzakhani. Because the initial state is wholly arbitrary, up to God or metaphysics, we can take all the order we can’t explain and hide it in that initial state. It’s an arbitrary move, a cheat, but the equations don’t know we’re cheating. Any state is as good as any other to physics.


“Physics makes eggs break. It doesn’t make eggs form. Physics has no reason to make eggs, or for that matter, to make apes with all our tissues so carefully arranged that we can properly boggle at these imponderables. Physics only wants to make blurry patches of random nothingness, and sometimes black holes.


“The one thing physics can’t control is the way things happened to be in the very first moment. So maybe, we used to say, the first moment was the most exquisitely ordered moment in all of time. Maybe God or metaphysics was very careful in setting it up, and took care to put the seeds for eggs and apes—everything that isn’t a uniform gas or a black hole—somewhere in there. Carefully encoded in the exact arrangement of stuff as it lay around at the beginning.


“It has to be extremely special, that magical initial state. Almost any arrangement of matter and energy that you could think of would turn into uniform gases and black holes, run forwards or backwards. Almost none of them turn into apes, eggs, and the Hector G. Stein Academy. God or metaphysics must have been punctilious to more orders of magnitude than you and I can conceive. The tiniest of wrong moves in that darn initial state, and whoops! Uniform gas and black holes again!


“Here I depart the Bad Old Days of physics—sorry, insensitive turn of phrase, my bad—and invite you to the golden age of the SMMM. Standard Model with Mirzakhani Mechanism. Perfect physics that will probably explain everything, once we get the time to work out its consequences.


“Oh, I shouldn’t have said that part yet. It comes after the CPT part. Sorry. One last thing.


“I said the equations were time-reversible. That’s not quite right. It was true of Newton’s equations”—he flicks the curls of the wig charmingly—“and at first we thought it was true of the twentieth-century equations. Almost, but not quite.


“Newton’s equations have lots of symmetries. Lots of ways you can flip the camera around, without changing the equations one bit. Turn up into down, and down into up. Or past into future and vice versa. And that’s only the beginning.


“The twentieth-century equations? Subtler beasts. We used to think they could be flipped in lots of ways they really couldn’t, upon closer inspection.


“First there was parity, the one nearest and dearest to us bilaterals.” He makes a familiar gesture, representing a failed attempt to superimpose left hand on right.


“Mirror symmetry. We’ve talked about flips across time or space. Time and space are just dimensions, and in physics heaven, parity AKA mirror symmetry looks about the same. Flip the whole world in a mirror, left hands become right and so on. Do the equations notice anything has changed?


“We thought not. And in fact, three of the four known fundamental forces truly didn’t care.


“Three, though, not four.


“There are particles in nature that are like hands, where the mirror version looks different. And one of the forces, the weak force, cares which side of the mirror we’re on. Left-handed particles do something that right-handed particles do not. The guys who first predicted this, Lee and Yang, won the Nobel for it, and in December 1956 a lady named Wu confirmed it experimentally.


“Anyone here who was on Stein’s Rock knows about Lee and Yang and the Wu experiment. We celebrate it every December on Wusmas. With hand-shaped cookies.


“There was a stretch there where we figured, sure, physics could tell if we flipped everything in a mirror, but it would be none the wiser if we also flipped something else when we did it. Physics cared about parity AKA ‘P,’ but maybe it couldn’t see a simultaneous flip between left and right and between positive and negative charge. Reflect the universe in a mirror, turn all the matter to antimatter and vice versa, and why, that’s just the same universe you started out with, and for all you know you were there to begin with. ‘CP’ symmetry, C for charge, P for parity.


“Even that wasn’t right. Most of physics doesn’t care, but this one fundamental particle with a hipster haircut and a Think Different poster—the K meson—looks different in its mirror-flipped antimatter version, versus the matter version. So reality is not CP symmetric. Fitch and Cronin, result in 1964, Nobel in 1980.


“Here’s our friend time again. Reality is not CP symmetric. But for a long time, we were damn sure it was ‘CPT’ symmetric. Charge, parity, time. Flip the mirror, flip matter and anti-, and play the video backwards, and at last that’s just the same physics you started out with. This was an honest-to-god theorem. It was perfectly true, of the old Standard Model. Just not of the SMMM.


“Enter Mirzakhani. Forget about time, stroke those philosopher beards in a different direction, and think about parallel universes.


“Don’t get too excited, Berensteins. These aren’t the sexy kind of parallel universes. Usually. They’re more like very slight variants of the recent history of the physical universe, over a very short span of time. Where ‘very slight’ is defined in a boring, physics-y way.


“The Mirzakhani Mechanism, or MM, is a fifth fundamental force whose mechanics single out special moments in time. At these moments, aspects of the physical state of our universe are replaced with the versions of themselves which obtained in a parallel, different history. The dynamics of the MM constrains the other histories to be similar to ours. Particles zigging and zagging in slightly different trajectories, for the last micro- or nano- or atto-second, mostly.


“When the MM acts, these alternate trajectories are made real. Specifically, all the particles, or really fields, sitting around at the moment of action suddenly acquire the positions, momenta, energy, et cetera—or generally, combinations of such properties—which they had in the alternate history. And didn’t in this one. The whole past is just like it was before. But the future is forever shaped by the interruption.


“When I say moment, I mean moment. Literally an instant. Nothing else in physics is like this, except in approximation. The MM acts in discrete moments. Lots of them: between the start and end of this sentence it’s acted trillions of trillions of trillions of times. Actually the trillions go on for a while but I don’t have time to say all of them. The point is that they are moments. Start at the Big Bang and count up Mirzakhani’s miracles. At the very end of time, you’ll get a finite number. An extremely large number, but finite.


“With the MM, a lot of things snap into place. Stroke that philosopher beard in the temporal direction again. Time. Why is going forward not exactly like going backwards?


“Play the video forward. Watch the egg closely. Watch it closely enough, and you know everything you need to imagine every relevant parallel history that egg might have taken, in the MM notion of ‘relevant’ and ‘history.’ You’re ready for what comes next.


“The MM acts upon the state. It ‘selects’ one alternate history and replaces our egg with the egg from that history. Or a few of this egg’s qualities with a few of the alt-egg’s qualities. This ‘selection’ is entirely deterministic. Predictable physics. Equipped with the equations, you can prophesy it before it happens. Put the present moment in the front, the future comes out the back.


“What does the same video look like, played backwards? The egg is the egg it is, until the miracle moment, and then it just isn’t. It flips to a different egg.


“Can you predict which egg it will be? That depends on which parallel history was ‘selected’ by the MM. And that’s a parallel history of the recent past. To imagine it, and understand why it was ‘selected’ among other variants, you have to know what happened in the recent past. Which, playing the video backwards, is really the ‘near future’—the very thing you’re trying to infer to begin with.


“You can predict the later parts of the video from the earlier ones just fine. To ‘postdict’ the earlier parts from the later, you would need to know what the earlier parts contained, so you could construct appropriately close parallels for the MM to choose between. Going backwards, you can’t answer the question unless you already know the answer.


“This is true in a strict sense. You can try to be clever and imagine all the different ways the recent past might have been, and then imagine all the parallel histories for all of those pasts, and try to find a consistent solution where the projected reality is close enough to its projected parallel. Turns out those equations, which Mirzakhani also developed, are vastly underdetermined. Meaning there are many different pairs of real-pasts-and-alt-pasts which would do equally well, and no way to know which one was real, if you’re projecting time backwards. The present logically specifies a unique future. But the future is consistent with trillions of trillions of trillions of pasts.


“So why was the initial state so magically ordered? Easy. It wasn’t. But it was the Big Bang, and things were different then. Not in some magically prepared way. Just different. Notice there isn’t a Big Bang happening now. But there was back then. See? Different.


“Given the way things were back then, the physics predicts an intense storm of MM action, and it predicts that these moments, on average, ‘selected’ higher-entropy parallels. There are ways of arranging matter and energy which predictably pull in entropy from more ordered parallel universes, moment by moment. Not especially special ways of arranging matter: anything that looks remotely like a Big Bang will do this.


“How about baryogenesis? There’s a lot more matter than antimatter in the universe, as you may have noticed.


“At the very start, at the Big Bang, there was neither matter nor antimatter. They were made later, in the early universe, by some physical process—and that process must have made more of the one than it did of the other.


“It’s not easy to cook up a process like this, within the confines of the old SM. Remember our friends CP and CPT. Three of the SM’s fundamental forces have CP symmetry. So any action of those forces which produces more matter than antimatter should also produce just as much more mirror-flipped antimatter than mirror-flipped matter. Leaving matter and antimatter equal at the end.


“You can ask for salvation from K mesons and other snowflakes that refuse to be CP symmetric. Turns out the snowflake stuff is just rare, and there can’t possibly have been enough of it in Big Bang times to produce the matter/antimatter gap we observe. No initial state, no matter how magical, can seed our matter/antimatter gap on its own while remaining consistent with observational data.


“The MM made the gap. You can predict this too, from any Big Bang-y state. The MM is not CPT symmetric, and when you add it to the SM, the whole theory loses its CPT symmetry.


“No trick with mirrors and charge will make the video as predictable backwards as it is forwards. The MM selects one direction in the CPT cube, charge goes this way, parity goes that way, and time goes forwards. We’re in that universe. We are not in its CPT flip.


“Still with me? Good. I’m finally getting to some material more relevant to the crisis on our hands.


“The MM is a fundamental force, AKA a quantum field. When interpreted as a particle, it’s the Maryon. Like anything in physics, the MM field has a temperature. Sometimes it’s ‘hot,’ vibrating fast in nearly random ways. Sometimes it’s ‘cold,’ only vibrating a little.


“In the relevant approximation, the duration of the parallel universes is inversely proportional to the temperature. When the field is hot, MM events are frequent, but their alts are short. They’re likewise limited in spatial range, because the speed of light is finite. Very short alternate histories of a very small region of space are permitted to affect the here and now.


“This high-temperature regime characterized the Big Bang, and to a lesser extent, it characterizes the present. The MM field was hot in the early universe, and it’s still hot now, mostly. But now there are low-temperature modes of the MM field, too, superimposed on the hot ones. Eventually the hot ones will all cool down. Until, in the far future, the MM is only cold.


“What is the high-temperature MM like? Not very sexy. I mean, it explains baryogenesis and the origin of time, which is sexy to us physicists. But the parallel universes aren’t, like, parallel universes, you get me? They’re just variant histories where molecules zigged and zagged a little differently inside a tiny patch of matter. Yawn.


“They are, however, very useful. A physical being coupled to an MM field interacts with that field. It plays a role in ‘deciding’ which parallel history the MM ‘selects.’ When the fields are hot, the selections happen trillions of trillions et cetera times per second, so you have plenty of alts to play with.


“What can you do with a tiny parallel universe? You can ask it questions.


“Let’s say you have some tiny math problem in mind, and you need the answer so quick, you can’t possibly work it out in time. But you have an ace up your sleeve: an encoding system that expresses the structure of tiny math problems as the structure of tiny events in a parallel universe. An alt where the fields zig over here if the math works out one way, whereas they zag over there if it works out another way, et cetera. Get yourself set up to measure the zigs and zags, in the tiny circumscribed region of space where the alt differs from the real world. Now, influence the MM such that the universe in question is ‘selected.’ Measure what happens, as a consequence, in that circumscribed region. There’s your answer.


“Evolution picked up on this quick. This mechanism is used in every biological cell, albeit mostly in dull ways. Crawl up the evolutionary ladder, and the uses become more interesting. Cells start to think with the MM’s aid. You can do computation this way. Computation with discrete timesteps, even, closer to Turing than we used to think was possible. You can do computation this way . . . and in fact, someone does. We do. Our cells do. The ones up here.”


He taps his forehead suggestively. The curls wiggle.


“The low-temp field, though. A different ball game. At low temperature. The alts get longer and wider. The physics allows them to be less ‘similar,’ again in Mirzakhani’s notion of ‘similarity’ among alts. Bigger and bigger miracles, less and less frequently.


“At low temp, Mirzakhani’s magic almost fades away. You don’t see it if you don’t look closely. In long intervals between miracles, you could almost imagine CPT symmetry was back again. In these long spans between MM moments, the video played forward and backward really are the same, modulo the requisite mirror and charge flips.


“Think about this seriously. At low temp, time really just is another direction, mostly. You might think of yourself ‘going’ back and forth along the time axis, as easily as you’d go west or east. The universe becomes a fixed block which does not ‘change,’ where no time ‘passes.’ Every slice of it logically implies every other slice. An organism in this cold MM state could have a notion of subjective time, but there’s no reason it should have much to do with the direction we call ‘time,’ back here in the hotter parts of spacetime.


“We used to call the eventual fate of the universe ‘heat death.’ In the Standard Model plus gravity with no MM, physics wants its uniform gases and black holes, and eventually it gets them. Eventually disorder is so complete there’s no structure left worth caring about. Once that happens, we’re stuck there forever. We can’t even measure time at that point, because the only stuff left moves at lightspeed. Forever is equivalent to a moment, and there’s nothing there.


“The SMMM predicts a different kind of far future. We call it the ‘dominant aeon.’ The beginning of time was very hot, and we’re outrageously early in the history of the cosmos, so we’re still pretty hot. The hot phase is a transient blip, preceding a stable eternity.


“The MM field gets cold. Physics still gets to create its beloved black holes and uniform gases. A 20th century physicist could confuse this for a state of maximized disorder. It isn’t. It is structured by the successive waves which the MM has crashed into its hull. The colder the field, the rarer these divine interventions become, but the more profoundly structured they can be.


“The alts obey physics. They’re just slight variants of our world. That means they have the MM, so they pull in their own alts-of-alts, which pull in alts-of-alts-of-alts, technically ad infinitum. At high temperature, the ‘range’ of this effect is limited like all the other ranges. The contributions from higher-order histories quickly fizzle into randomness and cancel out, and you can ignore them in your calculations.


“At low temperature, the MM pulls in information from ever longer histories, with ever more complicated structure inherited from their own trees of alts.


“In the dominant aeon, ‘dominant’ because this is all of eternity we’re talking about, the structure of matter and energy is not determined by physical causation as the SM would understand it. It’s determined by the metric the MM uses to judge similarity among worlds, and the self-consistency relations it imposes on arbitrarily long trees of branching pasts.


“The dominant aeon has structures that confound our ordinary notion of cause and effect. Precise correlations between spatial regions arising faster than light could carry them. Precise correlations between past and future that you’d think they were time travel if you didn’t know better. Our understanding of these structures is still in its infancy.”


A subtle phase change occurs in Aidan’s facial expression and overall bearing.


“We might know more about the dominant aeon if Mirzakhani were still with us. She is not. She was taken in the Burial of Scholars. She was at Stanford, when the bombs fell. May her work find worthy minds.”


Sometimes the candlelit room, packed with rapt faces, evokes the spooky good fun of Halloween, seances, sleepovers with the Ouija Board. And then, sometimes, it feels like a funeral service.


 



 


The Stein people, chest-pumping partisans of humanity, do not speak often of the brief dark time between first contact and universal imprisonment. Science fiction sometimes imagines mankind putting aside its differences and joining hands in the face of an alien threat. Many of us did, in fact. The movements for world unity, immediate ceasefires, sharing of technology and talent even between enemy nations—these captured the hearts of millions in a hundred nations. They were a touching spectacle. The press loved them.


But in a world crisis, unfolding exponentially on a scale of weeks, with a looming existential threat obscuring the next election from view, public sentiment does not determine the moves and counter-moves of nation-states. Decentralized power bubbles up slowly, but power already centralized can act instantly.


The generals and heads of state asked the scientists which of their wonderful weapons had the best chance against the aliens, and the scientists told them the truth: nothing you would think of as a weapon can so much as touch them. We are doing what we can to produce something which can. This situation resembles nothing in the history of warfare. You are irrelevant.


Heads of state and military generals do not like feeling impotent. And the monstrous thing which lurks in the heart of every general and every head of state yearned to break free at last, in this moment of Total War, mandate without limit.


It was finally time to use all those wonderful weapons. Time to scrap all the treaties, get those simmering ethnic tensions resolved at last. Time to find out which apes really had the power which their flags and borders implied.


Sometimes there was even a fig leaf of purported relevance to the real threat, hiding the lust for domination underneath. These scientists are starting to look like a key military asset, aren’t they? Enemy agents are kidnapping our physicists in the night, or so we have heard. Supremacy on the new battlefield cannot be allowed to fall into their hands, into a rogue state’s hands, into the infidel’s hands, into the zealot’s hands, into unfree hands, into dangerously free hands, into any hands but these two right here. And where we lacked the means to seize scientists, we had at least the means to ensure no one else ever would.


The Burial of Scholars, as we called it later, was a brief nuclear exchange, with garnishes of conventional force applied to taste. Its targets were government labs and universities.


Grant had expected to die, then. But the facility was spared, its location a true secret unknown to all other state actors. Grant owes his life, he figures, to the work of some other, higher director of security, unknown and unseen. A director of security whose job really meant something, as his never had.


One does not speak of the dead lightly. There are rituals that must be followed. Aidan has spoken, with proper reverence, of one dead physicist, and the custom of his tribe now requires a moment of remembrance for the others. Every Einstein in the room whispers a name, and another name, and another. The low voices weave and overlap, forming a prayerful hum with a hint of melody.


“Pais. Arkani-Hamed. Coleman. Yin. . . . ’t Hooft. Tao. Vaniada. Aaronson. . . . Pretorius. Wang. Witten. Chen. . . . Smolin. Tile. Luk. Penrose. . . .


“May their work find worthy minds.”


And then the ritual asks that they say no more of the Burial of Scholars, and honor the dead in the truest way: by talking, instead, of physics.


 



 


“We do not,” Aidan goes on, “know what the dominant aeon looks like in anything but the broadest strokes. There is a century’s worth of beautiful theory to develop, and we didn’t get even a decade of time to work on it, before . . .” He trails off.


“Anyway. Here is one thing we do know about the dominant aeon. There’s a kind of life there. Spatiotemporal correlations set up by low-temp MM events, with sub-structures in them that parse to our ape brains as willed actions by willed agents. Noun-like structures which participate in verb-like structures with will and agency, or will-and-agency-like structures, anyway. In the equations time does not pass, there’s no ‘now’ for actions to occur in, there’s no ‘future’ which agents might want to influence. It’s all already there, exactly as it is / was / will be. Yet something like the life timeline of an organism can be followed through the correlations, flitting back and forth through ordinary time and space.


“You know what I’m talking about. Anomalings.


“Which is precisely the wrong name, when you think about it. They are the life that can live in low-temp MM fields, and thus the only kind of thing that can live in our SMMM-governed universe, after the anomalous patches of high temperature left over from the Big Bang cool down. Only at the very beginning, while the universe is still getting its footing, can strange things like us briefly thrive. Transient instabilities. Patterns in a dying fire.


“Of course, to the mind of a low-temp native, ‘the beginning’ is just another place you can go. The life in the low-temp fields of the dominant aeon can ‘come’ ‘here,’ if it so ‘wills.’ Or, I guess, when it is ‘forced’ to ‘go’ here by circumstance—same timeless structure, different agent-y interpretation.


“Sure, many of the MM events which formed it have not yet happened. But their seeds are all around us, real events constraining the shape of unseen alts, which will break like waves upon the real world trillions of trillions of years hence.


“And when they’re here, these future lifeforms, the sweltering heat bothers them. That and the weird-ass dynamics of biology-physics coupling. The purity of the MM sullied by all these meddling cellular calculators. Field oscillation patterns utterly alien to them. Infernal wailing from the hottest place in existence.


“So what do they do with these hot shrieking cells? They put them in the freezer. Same cells, same calculators, same MM coupling, just redirected to lower-temp field modes. The calculators vibrate in tune with cold structures, more like the dominant aeon, spanning effortlessly across space, linking distant brains faster than lightspeed. Given pure noise, a brain will invent a pattern. Given a measure of control—the temp’s still high enough for that—a brain will amplify what it thinks it sees. The brains see sky, walls, conspecifics, familiar things, and the more they see them, the more they keep seeing them. A stable shared dream. A crash.”


Aidan makes a voila! gesture with one hand. With the other, he points to the walls, the floor, the ceiling.


“There it is. If we become crashed again—crashed for real, I mean, frozen, not like we are today, naughty warm cells sneaking a peek into the freezer—you will at least know, this time, what is happening to you. Physically.


“Physics provides the problems. It doesn’t provide solutions. Einstein Squadron is where Hector goes for bad news, and then he goes off to Blackhat Squadron to cheer him up.


“Why they cheer him up is not really my area of specialization, I admit. I see a lot of hats and vapes in this crowd. I’m sure any of you could deliver a better lecture on this next piece than I’m going to. I said that to Marika, said we should get a Blackhat to do the part about hacks, but she said—”


“—I said I was very busy and my entire Squadron is very busy and you’ll do just fine, sweetie,” Marika cuts in. Her voice sounds condescending, but it always does, and in fact she sounds abnormally gentle here. Almost sincerely affectionate, maybe. Who knows.


“Thanks for the vote of confidence, M,” Aidan says. “I’m honored.” He sounds like he means it.


“So then. Uh.


“If there’s one weapon we have against the low-temp creatures, it’s the way we think. Trapped in sequential time, unable to touch our future directly, we are creatures of prediction, speculation, imagination. Unable to venture freely through physical spacetime, we seek out the edges of logical spacetime, using our cellular calculators and the MM.


“The patterns that obtain in almost all of spacetime, in the dominant aeon, we don’t take them for granted. We’re such hicks, we don’t even know what normalcy looks like. Something that holds true across all of normal spacetime is bound to seem utterly dependable to a dominant-aeon creature, a ground-level truth, like the very notions of time and space and logic are to us. Like two plus two makes four. And we are the dumbass that has never even heard of two plus two, and asks, but what if two plus two makes twelve? What if two plus two makes a banana? Why not?


“Give a bilateral something—something stable and self-reinforcing, seemingly inevitable—and the bilateral will think of a million wild ways of fucking it up. Most of them are literally, logically impossible. Once in a while, one of them isn’t. When a bilateral recognizes logical possibility, physical realization is not far off. We find the exceptions to rules, and we make everything exceptional.


“Like the crashes. Stable low-temp vibrations, how everything is supposed to be. But if you look very closely, their stability is vulnerable. There are bizarre conjunctions of events, as finicky to arrange as the old magic initial condition of 20th century physics, which unlike every other possible situation will set a crash on an exponential warming spiral. Or link it up to other crashes, other modes of vibration, other parts of space and time, which normal dynamics would screen away from it.


“Not that we can ever really surprise the anomalings, who come from the future. Everything we will ever do, whatever it is, is already in the proverbial history books. But why should that stop us? We are the reason the history books of the future say what they say. Plus, it’s one thing to view the consequences of our fuckery from a future vantage point, and another thing to know how we actually pulled off the fuckery. Because of the MM, remember? Past determines future, future underspecifies past.


“Uh so there are tricks that can make a crash start to warm up exponentially. That’s the simplest trick, Blackhat 101. Very visible from the outside, leaves long-lasting traces in the low-temp spectrum. Anomalings in the future can smell those traces. You try to do this, well, the anomalings will let you warm the crash up to a point—it still has to have left the traces, see—and then they slam a rebase on it.


“What’s a rebase? Okay. Um. So.


“Crashes are low-temp structures. Low-ish. Hot by dominant standards, cold by ours. Fields of this kind are around in our era, having their own MM events now and then, but they’re mostly silent. Off in their own orthogonal world, which to a first approximation does not interact with everything else. Everything else AKA high-temp MM and regular standard model physics.


“Since they’re cold, the alts you have to think about w/r/t the MM are wide and long. In case I’m boring you, Berensteins: these are the sexy kind of parallel universes.


“A crash is cold enough that a single MM event can pull in years of alternate history, and replace the crash entirely with the alt. When someone causes an MM event like this on purpose, we call it a rebase. The alt history didn’t really happen, and outside the crash—outside this one low-temp pattern—real history keeps going like usual. But in here, everything is overwritten with the alt. Everyone remembers the alt, mostly. With exceptions: physics is approximation through and through.


“Which means, yeah. Hector swears he left most of history the same during last year’s rebase. Just set us up with provisions and locked the exits. But you guys who were here before, you know better, don’t you? That’s why you’re in this room. You notice little things are off. You’re not crazy, Berensteins. We’re not crazy. Physics is on our side.


“I’m getting ahead of myself, though, talking about what Hector did there. Let’s get back to our stupid bilateral who thinks the warmup trick is going to work. Anomalings drop in, make up a new story where our stupid bilateral is more docile. The new story picks up right where it left off, in the present moment, and our bilateral is nice and crashed for the foreseeable future.


“Unless he’s Hector Fucking Stein. If he’s Hector Fucking Stein, in this crash nine subjective years ago, he’ll go Berenstein on your ass. He’ll piece together what happened to him, and then, and then, he’ll figure out a way to fuck with your own rebases.”


“That was Mom,” someone in the crowd says, fake-muttering, clearly meaning to be heard.


Against one wall near the blackboard, there’s a throng of Blackhats, who have been intermittently vaping throughout the whole lecture. One of them fake-coughs and says, “Hector couldn’t figure out his own ass.”


Chester, who’s been chilling in the same spot since Grant spotted him, stands up in a huff. “If you guys start talking about ‘Mom’ again,” he spits, “I’m walking out of this room.”


Mom is what the Blackhats call their founder. Stein’s number-one accomplice in the Bad Old Days, when he was still trapped in this crash, without access to talent beyond a gaggle of child wizards.


How convenient for him that one wizard girl should be so unusually talented. And we’re not talking relative talent. Go back before it all, back when Berkeley and Princeton and the Plexicorp LLC headquarters were more than radioactive blast sites, have your pick of all the uncrashed bilaterals on earth, and you’d have trouble finding anyone to match Mom for hacker chops. Unparalleled instincts for sniffing out the vulnerabilities in a system. Eerily good intuitions for reverse-engineering crash structure. A real wizard.


Stein missed her so sorely on the rock he invented a whole Squadron to replace her, and gave them her collected notes to get them started. The Blackhats revere her. The inmates who were around in those days do not remember her so fondly.


For a moment, no one says anything.


“Fucking psycho bitch,” Chester says.


“If we’re talking about Mom,” the blue girl interjects out of nowhere—she really doesn’t know how to read a room, the blue girl—“I have some information I think you would all be interested to hear, I’ve been waiting to say it—”


“Shut the fuck up, assholes!” Marika yells.


She bounds to the front of the room, gets Aidan out of the spotlight with a gentle shove.


“Shut. The. Fuck. Up. We’re better than this.” She pauses, and no one speaks.


“We are sticking to the agenda. My word is law. If some of you think the past still needs hashing out, fine, take it outside, after the meeting. Anyone in here got a problem with anyone else, take them out to the courtyard and work it out with your fists. You have my blessing. Trust me, nerds, a good fight clears the air like nothing else.


“In here, my rules. Here’s what I say. Aidan finishes up his very nice talk, and you all listen closely, and don’t interrupt. Then we hear from the Ells.”


She beckons to Aidan, who’s off by the wall, twitching. He looks about ready to cry.


“Uh. I think I was about done, actually. Thanks again all for the opportunity. Double thanks to my Squadron for listening to my beta versions. Love you guys. I think it’s past my bedtime.”


Aidan does not have a bedtime. Aidan is a grown man who once had a PhD, a mortgage, and, briefly, a wife. But no one with a heart, seeing that pitiful child-face look hopefully toward the door, would dare stop the poor thing from slinking away into the night.


Marika cuts through the ensuing awkwardness as though she hadn’t even noticed it. Maybe she hadn’t. Maybe that’s her superpower.


“All right, then. Time for our next segment. Lulu, Lil, come on up here!”


 



 


Lucifer and Lilith Vance get up before the blackboard. They look uncomfortable. Marika is still there beside them.


“We have been researching the Old Mantic corpus,” Lilith Vance begins.


There is a titter from the crowd.


“We know,” Lilith says. “We know Old Mantic is not a real language. We know it’s gibberish made up for a few spells and inscriptions in a children’s series, by an author who was not exactly Tolkien.”


“Just like you,” says a voice from the peanut gallery.


Marika’s facial expression right now could raze a city.


The Ells know how to deal with a bad crowd. Lilith continues as though nothing had happened.


“Nonetheless, in the Chester Chrestomath crashes, every detail left to the imagination in the Chester Chrestomath books must be filled in. In the books, only four brief phrases of ‘Old Mantic text’ ever appear on the page. But the books say the Academy library contains thousands of pages of Old Mantic writing, and so they do.


“It’s there. You can read it. It looks just like a real language. Lucifer and I ‘know’ the language as far as we did in the books. For those of you who remember, that’s not very far.


“These Old Mantic books have been a favorite diversion to the two of us, in the long years since Hector’s ascension. We know they are just details the crash has painted in, because they have to be there. But it makes for a fascinating little puzzle.


“How deep does the crash’s illusion go? Did it invent unknown legends of the first mancers, and then write them down in a language no one can read? Do the words just have the surface structure of human language, or do they really mean something?”


In their more routine public appearances, the two Ells take turns speaking. Not tonight, for some reason. Lucifer is just standing there, looking uncomfortable. There’s a big, tattered book in his hands.


“Stein’s return brought us the Blackhats,” Lilith says. “Who know more about deciphering codes than anyone does.”


“The Old Mantic corpus is wild,” Marika says, by way of encouragement.


“They set their computer programs to work on it,” Lilith says.


“We tried everything,” Marika says. “Nothing worked, except one we tried just out of total desperation. An old chess AI, standard neural net amplified tree search, tried and true tech. We let it think it was playing a game, when it was really guessing words in the corpus from other words. And that got us somewhere.”


“Like the books are a kind of chess notation,” Lilith says, “writing down old games. Not chess, exactly. A similar game. Same principle. They were even able to work out the rules.”


“It’s kind of fun!” Marika says. “If we’re all still here next week, I’ll get you guys playing it.”


Grant isn’t sure if he’s imagining how sad Marika looks as she says this.


She looks . . . ancient, actually. Old beyond her years, enthusing about a board game at the Old Folks’ Home, as her handlers look on with patronizing smiles. You could almost think she was young again, the way she enthuses about her little game. But look at her face. See eighty years of sad experience, weighing on that face.


“But it isn’t just the game,” Lilith says. “The game is one layer. Underneath it is another code!”


She speaks, but her body is as frozen as a figure in a painting. A witch before a blackboard, a very modern witch who realizes the potential of mass public education for spreading her dark craft. Or is the point that mass public education is, in a sense, an indoctrination in witchcraft? Much to ponder. A very topical painting, very satirical.


The blackboard and the little figures in front of it were starting to look very small indeed. Curios in a little diorama, brought by an acquaintance from abroad.


Were starting to look? Looked. They looked. They looked small. They were small. Were?


Grant thought about how something had changed, long ago. What was it? No matter. Things were different these days. No use worrying oneself over the past.


Behind him, an ancient woman in an ancient wig was saying something.


“ . . . wave of unprecedented magnitude . . . outstrips even the projected exponential . . .”


The blue girl was saying something too.


Cordelia was saying something. That’s what Grant meant. The blue girl? That was what he called her ages ago, when he had a crush on her, and couldn’t admit it even to himself. Why was he calling her this old dumb name in his head? Maybe, he thought, he was losing his grasp on the difference between past and present. Like a demented person.


Hadn’t someone once said, ages ago, that he suffered from dementia? Someone had said that, Grant was pretty sure. Maybe they were all in the Old Folks’ Home. Grant wondered whether Cordelia was just visiting, or whether she was a patient, too. Let it be the former, please. Let her live her life. Whatever happens to me.


“The box!” Cordelia was saying. “I need to get the box, now!”


“No, no, no, are you fucking crazy,” said the small bony person before the blackboard, next to the painted witch. Such language! The demented are not always docile.


“That is a piece of precision equipment,” the small bony person went on.


“It’s a jailbroken comm link with the capacity to hijack rebases, and do all manner of other mischief, if you know what you’re doing, and the time is exactly right. It is not your cheat code out of this. If I knew a way to stop what’s happening using only a jailbroken comm link, I would already be doing it, you fucking moron.”


Once upon a time, a tall sepia-skinned person with a hat, long since crumbled into dust, had said, “there’s a chance the fissile material from the nested crash stack could still be used to bootstrap into a partially isolated subframe.”


Once upon a time, a small bony person had shaken her head, and looked sad.


 



 


The classroom was empty, except for the two of them. The room had such lovely picture windows. Grant could see cherry trees outside, their blossoms glinting in the moonlight.


The classroom had many chairs. Grant sat in one, and Cordelia sat in the one beside it. Just the two of them, watching the moon.


“Did you ever really think the whole thing was going to work?” Grant said. “With Stein taking over a school, and trying to do whatever he was trying to do?


“And do you remember us back then, in that stuffy classroom, talking like we’d found some secret that would make Stein’s thing work after all? So full of ourselves.


“I didn’t really believe it even back then, I think. Did you? I won’t think less of you if you did. We don’t have to agree about everything.”


He’s in the classroom, but it’s empty, except for him and the blue girl. The blue girl is saying something.


“Do you need a hug?”


And she stands up and he stands up and she walks toward him and he closes the distance and there they are. What was the last time he had a girl’s arms around him like this? And this girl has curves, such curves, under that foofy dress.


It isn’t pervy, when Grant thinks about her like this. After all, she’s his wife.


“I really thought it would work,” she whispered into his ear. “Really. One hundred percent. True believer. Not in Stein’s bullshit. But I thought we were on to something.”


She whispered this a very long time ago. The moment stuck with him. A precious moment.


“I love you,” Grant said.


According to the reconstructions of expert philologists, a terra cotta figure in an ancient mausoleum was purported to have said, at one point in time, the words


“ . . . the passive instruments continue to function, and the readings we see are consistent with a coupling to . . .”


or something to that effect.


And then the world was still.






XVI

Turn the record over.


Come on. This side is done. You’re not going to hear anything more if you just sit there. Flip it over.


I think you’ll really like the B-side. It’s different. Not as frenzied as what we just heard. More relaxing. Isn’t that just what you need, right now?


Or is the relaxing one the A-side? Did we just listen to the B-side? My mind has trouble keeping track of these things. I’m not as young as I used to be, you know.


I’m waiting.


There you go. Very good. Do handle it carefully, please. And be careful with the tone arm, while you’re at it.


Is it spinning? Oh, I see, you turned the table off before you picked up the record. I never do that, but to each his own.


Well, you’re going to have to start it again, then.


Am I not making myself clear? Flip the power switch. The switch you just flipped when you . . . oh, I see you’ve got it at last.


There will be no talking over the music, please. I thought I had made that quite clear at the outset.


Thank you.






0. “Intro [Spoken word]”

We are at a crossroads. Two paths stretch ahead.


Where do they go, you ask?


To our left lies the glittering tower, the apex, purity and grace.


To our right lies the bog, the grottoes, filth and decay.


Where do they go, you ask?


The same way, in the end.


Inward, downward. In tightening little circles. To nowhere.


Don’t worry. We’ll see both of them, in time.


We have all the time in the world.






1. “Subterranean Hikikomori Blues”

Maybe he should board up the windows, he thought.


Board them up, or black them out, or whatever it was people did with windows. He didn’t know what people did, exactly, but he knew he’d heard of it. It probably involved going to the store. Not the store across the street, but a special store for windows or boards or something. If he were a normal he would know these things.


Still, he felt it was the kind of thing people like him did, on occasion. He could ask the hive mind. Someone would know. Maybe one of these days he would get around to asking. Some day this year. Viewing his life on a yearly timescale provided a comfortable illusion of volition, hand following will following thought, as easy as that. 2015 was the year he finished version 3 of his Guide. 2016 might be the year he boards up the windows.


It was really only the balcony window that mattered. The kitchenette room had a small window above the sink, but a door separated that room from the big one where his life took place. The big room had its own windows, along each wall near the ceiling, but they never let in enough light to bother him. The problem was the balcony connected to the big room, with its glass sliding door and thin, silky-white curtains. A glowing wound.


Half the time his sleep schedule was nocturnal, and the wound did not glow, or glowed dimly. Even in the weeks when the wound glowed, he did not always notice it. When life was best, he could go days without noticing it.


When life was best, yes . . . this was why he felt a sinking feeling whenever he noticed the light. It meant that all his games and shows and feeds had failed. Life was best when he could sink into half oblivion among safe things. Things like him, with no substance or mind but what they reflected and refracted from the others. Weightless, ephemeral, meaningless, pure. The light could cut a hole through all that. It brought unwelcome reminders of the normal world, with all its heavy sagging forms, and its way of standing still in the face of his whims.


When he noticed the light, it meant his world had become boring. When he tired of gaming, he turned to his watchlist. When he tired of shows, he turned to the feeds, and to Shitspace. But Shitspace had its slow days.


And then in would come the light, and there was his room, rendered in spurious detail. His disarrayed bedsheets blossomed with folds and crannies, more unnecessary shape than a hand-drawn world would ever allow. The weight rack he never used. Old boxes that had gone dusty. Reminders related to the body often arrived at the same time. He would find himself suddenly possessed by an exotic hankering for some food other than the nutrition bars, ready to hand on his desk, which usually sustained him without friction or awareness. Instant ramen, that old temptation, would beckon from the pantry. And always, always he would notice his bladder.


In Shitspace there was a running joke about how we would not have to urinate anymore, in the future. In the imagined future that belongs to us. Which was its own sort of running joke, come to think of it.


He imagined telling April about his interest in boarding up the windows. She would not like it much, he supposed.


April was his case worker. He liked her. They shared, like a secret pact, a fundamental understanding that she could do absolutely nothing to change the deep facts of his life. With this grounding premise firmly in place, she tackled his surface woes with a winsome gusto and a ruthlessness he could appreciate. Some trivial “problem” of his, one which he had no particular interest in solving—the spells of paranoia he occasionally experienced when walking over that little hill by his apartment, for instance—would become an appealing puzzle when April got interested. Use the tools available to you as efficiently as possible, knowing there must be some accessible solution: whether or not April gamed, in her own unimaginable private life, she was a gamer at heart.


She reminded him of Hikako, the sprightly schoolgirl detective. Best show of Fall 2014, by his lights, maybe best of 2014 overall. Hikako was appreciated on Shitspace, but never enough.


His paranoia more generally was a recurring topic, when he and April met. April would engage him on the topic without prompting, her eyes a little wide and her face a little close—she never quite could hide her excitement over his case considered as a problem in pure psychiatry. He had to imagine this was a frowned-upon attitude, in her profession, but for his part, he found it endearing. She saw him as a means to her ends (a future publication, a ticket up the career ladder); he saw her as a means to his (an apartment of his own, probationary permission to venture into space); why pretend otherwise? April knew what was up. A gamer at heart, and a proper cynic of his kind. One of that mythical race, the good normals: not us, no, but they see it, they know what is up.


Anyway, April traced his brand of paranoia to a case of “mixed delusions with posttraumatic confounds.” Which (he gathered) meant that he sometimes worried about things that weren’t real, but it was hard to tell when this was happening, because he had plenty of real things to worry about, too.


For example. He would ask her, every other meeting or so, why there were flocks of shades stationed around his apartment, watching at all times. Why they followed him everywhere he went, on the rare days he went outside. Usually he would mention the obvious explanation that the Ells had sent them, to keep tabs on him. And she would fight her hardest at first, saying this sounded like a textbook delusion of persecution, that shades were everywhere in this day and age, that there were shades in her neighborhood all the time, that anyway shades are people like you and me, almost, in their own way, and if a shade wants to go to the same place you’re headed, at the same time of day, who are you to say they can’t when you can?


And yet the shades were there. Ever the detective, she had taken his invitation to follow him around the neighborhood, one day. She saw, just as he did, the identical bodies arrayed in a ring, motionless, staring at his apartment from every angle, just staring. Turn around, he told her—and she saw the shade plodding methodically ahead a block behind them. With, more often than not, backups to their left and right, prepared to take point in the event of an unexpected deviation from his usual routes.


He would press further with the obvious. April would not deny—how could she?—that the Ells had an established and malign interest in him personally. A longstanding pattern of surveillance and control. He had spent eight years of his life waiting for a weak spot to emerge in their complex, inventive obstructions, which were targeted at him alone and had no discernible purpose other than to stand in his way, foil his aims, spite him, break his spirit. None of this April denied. It was all true.


He was full of worries at all times. Sometimes they would be about the real things, other times not. It was best for everyone when he worried about the real things—best for April’s peace of mind, and for his own safety. This was another special difficulty of his case. He could never keep track of which fears he was meant to encourage, and which he was meant to dismiss.


April felt a deep sympathy for his unique challenges, as a mentally ill black man in Armorica. She wanted him to know this. Would reiterate it, sometimes, as a spurious intro or outro tacked on to some wholly unrelated line of conversation. The shoulders hunching forward in the faux-conspiratorial manner of the aggressively sympathetic. It was his least favorite of all the things April did.


He would nod, and he would silently think the words did you pity me when you saw me on the news, did you pity me when you saw thousands marching behind me, did you pity me when Management and all its spy tech couldn’t do shit to trace me down, did you fucking pity me then, huh, fuck you, fuck you, fuck you, and he would keep saying these words over and over inside his head until the conversation moved on.


He really did like April, though, most of the time. Let’s not lose sight of that.


He was aware of the light. The thought of boarding up the window had been a nice diversion, with a decent enough duration of action, but any thought about meatspace brought the mind ultimately back to meatspace. Here he was. Long shadows spilled from the hated balcony. The bright enemy had taken his bed, but the corner where he sat was still dark. Light meant the normals were up, out there, at jobs, on dates. Whatever it was they did, swarming the hot streets with their beatific placid faces. And then here he lurked, in the dark wet place under a rock. A squat hulking toad, slick and malodorous, speckled with dull flesh facts: the cramps and strains of computer use, a craving for salt and MSG, a tepid and joyless lust.


He simply could not handle Shitspace today. That was the cause of all of it, he realized. They were having another one of their debates, somehow, about why it was that they didn’t all just pull the trigger and move to Subspace. As though they hadn’t answered the question for themselves a hundred times. As though this were not the whole of what they were: to answer the question in this way, this stubborn spiteful recalcitrant way.


They gave up, but on their own terms, not their betters’. They chose a life as scum on the soles of the normals, the very worst of the people who might matter, rather than accepting rule and riches in some tame spammed CC-Crash, with a complement of students who would never know the potential locked within, and some middle-of-the-road, cut-and-paste Ells in charge, instead of a strong, firm, inspiring, dominant headmaster.


He just plain could not handle Shitspace when it got like this. Not like they would ever really do it, of course. A marginal few might take the plunge, yes, and never be heard from again. But the proposed dissolution of Shitspace, its whole teeming userbase jumping ship en masse, no, never.


Still, even in hypothetical form, the very thought repelled him. For one thing, entry to Subspace was forbidden by the terms of his sentence. An exodus of the proposed magnitude would leave him simply alone. But even then? If he did have the choice? Hell no. He had his pride. Better an unseen nothing, inert under a rock, than an emitter of waste products, known and tracked and indexed and cleaned up after. He would never give the vile Grant and Cordelia that pleasure.


A fleeting anxiety gripped him, and passed. Everything was perfectly fine. The rendezvous was scheduled for tomorrow, not today. He hadn’t missed it.


Tomorrow he would meet with one of his moles in the security detail of the False President of Armorica. Not that it mattered. He was pretty sure by now they were feeding him false information. Probably on orders from the Ells, although he could not rule out capture by another, parallel tentacle of Management. The distinction between these two possibilities mattered in obscure ways, understood only by him and the most senior of his enemies.


He had long since become tight-lipped around his moles, and took care to slip them the occasional piece of false information. The meetings had to continue, though, to keep up the status quo. He could not afford to introduce anomalies. Management would read things into them, and move to parry some imagined blow.


The shadows were long, and the light ever so slightly dimmed, red-shifted. The one good kind of light. Something that felt like hope spurted through the neuroendocrine system of the flesh thing at its shadowed desk. It even met, at its apex, the purer hopes of the real thing he was. Stimulus and response. When the sun sets, the Moon rises—


He was open with April, almost completely. She was of course an agent of Management, transparently so, and no doubt much of what he told her got back to his enemies. She was trustworthy with the parts that mattered, though, and she could tell which parts those were. He knew this. It was a thing you felt.


It wasn’t from any concern about Management, then, that he concealed from her the deepest level of his delusion. It was simply that some things were not of her world. He had his pride, still. There was one thing that belonged only to him and to his truest confidante. His only true confidante. Let him have his game of pretend. Let him feel like the Hector Stein who was Hector Stein, just in this one way, along this one restrained channel, once a month or so, in the privacy of his own home.


Hector Stein—the man, the legend—always had a secret beyond secrets, ready to whip out at the last of the last moments, when all really seemed lost. Find it in your heart to let poor, oppressed Hector have one of those, too, of his very own. Don’t worry, it’ll be a dud. A nonfunctional fake. Poor Hector suffers from delusions, you know.


Was it tomorrow that he was scheduled to rendezvous with the mole? Or was there no schedule, and no mole, and no hard core of the Stein’s Armorica Committee still loyal after everything? There were various layers behind the appearances of things. Peer under one layer and you uncover another one beneath it, and others still at its edges, overlapping, interleaving. Significant findings in one frame of reference would sometimes point laterally, at phenomena from another frame entirely.


The whole picture could not be held in mind all at once. It simply didn’t cohere. From day to day he would shift his balance, emphasizing one set of frames and then another. If he got lucky on a given day, he’d pick the parts that corresponded to elements of reality, and then April would look happy, and say he was making progress.


It was a crapshoot. There was no way to tell the pieces that were meant to be real from the other ones—they looked the same, as far as he could see. The stories that made April happy had no distinguishing aura of good sense. They left his critical faculties unsatisfied. They were as full of gaps as any of his stories—no, more so. Anyway, did April even ask for the same “reality” every time, or did she shift the ground underneath him, to confuse and demoralize him? He had his suspicions. It would be a natural tactic for Management to use. One he could imagine using himself, in their shoes.


He only wanted to be left alone. Hector Stein had grown beyond his old self-obsession. If only Management could do the same. He had a good run. Let him retire. But no, Management must run its restless fingers over the myriad details of the Hector Stein situation, prying and fiddling and pondering, with no rest in sight.


What could they possibly expect to find? He played computer games, he ran a feed that reviewed and ranked mass-produced cartoons, he argued with losers about consumer goods, he maintained Shitspace’s most well-trafficked Guide to PSCs for Version Lock Evasion . . . that last one was a crime, but the very tamest, and everybody did it and everybody knew. They got Capone for tax evasion, not jaywalking.


Look, Management, there’s nothing here. There are no moles or loyalists, or maybe there are, but they don’t matter, I would ignore them if only you would let me.


Spies were the worst. Spies and hackers and everyone of their ilk. Scrawny geeks who could not command respect fairly and honestly, by the power of their character, and instead built an impenetrable shield for themselves, covered all over in spiraling words, you must respect me because I know what you don’t and if you only knew you’d respect me but I can’t let you know and if you knew why I can’t let you know then you’d . . .


They were all the same. He hated the FBI only as much as he hated that smug little girl who told him she could stop them. No, he hated her more. She never got it, did she? The weight, the dignity of the shoes he had asked her to fill. He gave her his trust, he gave her a great honor, and she hadn’t even understood it, much less lived up to it.


The sniggering useless bitch haunted him still. She wouldn’t leave. Management confused her with him. It thought he was still spinning her pointless webs. Smitten, obsessive, it imagined its own webs twisting around hers, coiling, clinging. It’s what spies did. A substitute for getting laid, probably.


He noticed the light. The figurines on his desk cast shadows three times their height. Plastic skin turned ruddy. The rainbow of hair lost its definition, yielding to a single three-note melody, gold then blood then night.


Only Izumi-chan still looked herself. Her hair already black by nature. He could always rely on Izumi-chan. Faithful Izumi-chan, so devious, so merciless, yet faithful, pure. The best character in existence, according to his published tier list.


He liked it when April would tease him about the figurines. It was honest. Why pretend she would ever spend time with someone like him, if not ordered to? He was scum on a normal’s sole, alien without being intriguing, faintly repugnant but comfortably harmless. He knew and April knew.


Much as he liked it, he could never allow April to linger too long on the topic of the figurines. It was harmless in itself, but it lived next door to danger. If they spoke too long about the figurines, they would have to talk about Izumi-chan, and then April would pry and pry, and he would be unable to protect the deepest place from her eyes any longer.


He only wanted to be left alone, with some private things left, like any other man. It was the rest of the world that was still addicted to Hector Stein. Refusing to face reality, they begged and begged: Hector Stein must be more than a man, or else less than a man. He cannot be just a man. He must be unmasked, he must be brought down to earth, we must elevate him to heaven so we can bring him back down again.


Has the time come, they asked, to re-evaluate the Stein’s Armorica Committee? The time had always come. They asked themselves what Stein meant, stood for and achieved—in the end, in the last analysis, when all is said and done. They had always reached the last analysis, and would never reach the end.


He told April about all the people who never felt like they had a place in Armorica until they met him. He told her (because it was true) that the Stein’s Armorica Committee numbered tens of thousands at its peak, spanning from its hard core in the underclass to its operatives in the highest places, with his own moral force coursing through the whole.


April listened patiently, with a slightly pinched expression, and then said: Hector, have we talked before about grandiosity? You can learn to control thoughts like these, even when they’re happening. Some techniques are very effective.


The world deflated him, only to re-inflate him immediately after, the better to deflate him again.


You make it sound like you were a cult leader, April would giggle, and he would laugh with her, saying, since when did you ever meet a cult leader who was into anime?


 



 


“Hector-kun~”


A voice called to him from the balcony.


The sun sets, the Moon rises. The forbidden things that twilight can hide. The hope, the craving, the center, the deepest place.


The glass door slid open. He never did figure out how she managed to open it from the outside, given that it had a lock. She had her ways with things.


She was there in the threshold, or she had already entered the room, or they were already together on his bed. These moments tended to blur together. The mind is an efficient device and does not retain irrelevant information.


“How are you, Moon?”


“I am unobstructed,” said the girl. He was flat on his back. She crouched over him, looking fascinated.


“Are you hungry?”


“I cannot tell, Hector-kun. When I think upon my belly, I can discern no unfilled void. When I think upon ramen, however, I find the image pleasant to hold in mind, and persistent in its grip. I ask the specter of ramen to leave me alone with Hector-kun, and yet it remains. I direct my attention to Hector-kun’s face and still I see noodles proffering their tender bodies.”


In the kitchenette room, as they waited for the microwave to finish, he surveyed her. She wore her white dress, the one that was originally white, anyway. The dress was torn in places, near the shoulders and around the hem. When Moon’s clothes tore, she would carefully extend the damage with scissors, creating some new design, jagged but purposeful. He had never seen her fully give up on an article of clothing, though it must have happened.


Her posture never failed to intrigue. Moon seemed to abhor simple forms and right angles—aesthetically, physiologically, morally, or all three. She folded herself into any available space, and stood or sat with a jaunty tilt whenever balance permitted it. On her last visit, she had perched on the kitchen counter like a gargoyle. This time she merely reclined against it, but in her own way, one leg bent to rest on the drawers, the other flat on the floor, one arm reaching way out with its fingers idly drumming the counter surface, the other up in her hair where it pulled at some knot or itch.


She was not a native to the corporeal world. To her all pleasures were new, raw, immediate. Hector knew this. It was a thing you felt.


“Have you seen anything new?”, he asked, after a pause of some time. They were probably on the bed again.


“Nothing is ever new!” Moon said. She enjoyed this routine.


“Things happen, Moon. Time passes.”


“I will grant you some fraction of that,” Moon said, “and we need not involve ourselves in another discussion of the particular fraction. We understand one another, bicker as we might over the language. Oh, but it is fun to bicker over language! I love it so, but then we differ in places, alas.”


“Your records, they . . . contain more events than they did, when we last met?”


“I am unobstructed. When relevant information enters my awareness which is not yet reflected in my notes, I take steps to remedy the gap.”


“Have you been happy, Moon?”


“I have experienced at least one variety of delight or satisfaction on each day, most commonly several of each. I admit I still do not pay nearly enough attention to these incidentals. I ought to know by now how they matter so, to my Hector-kun, if not to me.”


“I don’t just want you to look happy to me. I want you to have what matters to you, whether I understand it yet or not.”


He meant this, simply and sincerely. It was not an emotional noise from his soundboard. With her, he could set the soundboard aside. He opened all of himself to her, even the parts of Hector Stein which would be unthinkable for Hector Stein.


“My appointed mission fulfills me wholly. I am filled whole by it, and filled even further, more than whole, when I consider its purpose. It is a joy to be of service to you, my Hector-kun.”


“Grant hasn’t given you any more trouble?”


“Oh, Hector-kun, it is so sweet”—she cooed, and poked his cheek—“how you worry your little head over trivia! You will see in time how there is no need to worry. The whole sky is already open for us, waiting.


“You grow so afraid, poor Hector-kun, when you see a minor piece advancing on the board. You and I cannot be captured, for we are not pieces. We play the game.


“Grant has been dealt with. There will be a partial lacuna, I admit, and some information will forever be lost. Much information is lost, always. I am only one girl, and the cosmos flutters with information. Grant set his pebble atop the mountain of loss. My mission continues. I am unobstructed.”


“I wish I had your confidence,” he said.


She smiled silently. Her limbs uncoiled and refolded.


“I’m scared, Moon. I’m tired and I’m scared. The shades are getting to me. What do they fucking want? What could I have to hide? Except you. There is nothing they could be watching except your visits to this apartment.”


Moon rolled her eyes. She made a dramatic performance out of this, with a little toss of the hair, the head turned to the ceiling, the eyes lolling backward and then falling, finding him again, pinning him. She peered in condescension.


“Humor me. Were they there when you came in? How did they respond when you approached? Give me details.”


She grinned, and sang tunelessly:


“Shades can’t see me~ shades can’t see me~”


“I wish I could believe you,” he said.


He realized then that he had not yet asked the question.


“When will it happen?”


He asked the question every time. His voice was hungry.


“I am not yet in contact with the others, and I know nothing more than what I was given at the time of my assignment. Hector-kun’s worldline intersects the moment of Hector-kun’s destiny at a point still in the future of that worldline, and not known to my records.”


The conversation stuttered like a disturbed flame. Their limbs coiled and uncoiled. With her all pleasures were new, raw, immediate.


“. . . when it happens . . .” he muttered, at some point.


He could feel her breath on his ear as she whispered.


“The forces of fate converge upon Hector-kun, to coronate him. With a kiss, I place a laurel wreath atop his head. The whole sky spreads before us, and all destinations are equally open. Where we go, a matter of Hector-kun’s will alone.”


“Will I have my people again? Not the ones who stabbed me in the back. But I need people. I can lead them.


“You know I’m not like you, Moon. I’m not magic. I don’t know anything other people don’t, I can’t do anything other people can’t. I just look big and talk big and I’ve got a big vision. That’s nothing without the people.”


She was so small, and still he felt himself surrounded by her. The body above him was so light, and still he could not move. She wrapped him in her cocoon.


“Not the ones who stabbed you in the back,” she teased. “Hmm.” She pretended to mull something over. There was sarcasm in the smile.


So devious, so merciless, yet faithful, pure.


“The next ones will be different, I presume? One does wonder what will make the difference. Perhaps my Hector-kun has matured, in his exile? Has he lost his famous aptitude for picking the wrong friends? A new Hector-kun, all grown up . . . will he still have patience, one wonders, for his poor, old, oldest little friend Moon?”


“I don’t know how to make people trust me. I never did. I don’t now. If you . . . I need help. Help me, Moon. Please.”


She was never still. Her face had gone off somewhere he could not see. She was a voice, and a hand on his cheek.


“Mine is a harsh medicine. You see, Hector-kun, there is a final truth, about ‘people.’ Life has taught it to me. It has begun its lessons for you, too, but the moral has not yet stuck.”


“You don’t understand. You don’t need people the way the rest of us do. You don’t have any other friends, and somehow it’s fine. You don’t have a church, a country, any—”


The cocoon collapsed. Angles folded and receded. She was hurt and it was his doing.


“I’m sorry.”


Even before he said it, he saw her kind eyes, her gentle smile. As though her spirit could ever really leave him. She was by his side always, in every instant, suffusing and supporting.


“You are young, Hector-kun. You will understand when you are older.”


They coiled and twined. He was king and plaything. A love like a mother’s protected him. His reign would span the earth. Kingdoms and fiefdoms readied themselves, their magistrates bustling.


As they moved she whispered things that he didn’t quite understand. She sang her quiet, rustling songs.


“Open sky~ Nowhere to hide~”


He did not always hear all of the words. He would go to another place. She understood.


He was in the other place for a long time, and then she said something that brought him back.


“All the same, they’re all the same . . . bilaterals, anomalings, it doesn’t matter . . .”


Something shifted in him, and the gears began to turn. A different frame of reference came online. Behind the girl and the bed and the room, he saw the layers of hidden structure. Hidden, but not to him.


“This isn’t working. We need to rebase again. Which clients are prepared? I need names. I need a timeline. We are going to do it in the next thirty minutes. Tell me how the next thirty minutes are going to happen, and then make them happen.”


“Silly Hector-kun, you’re all confused again! Your head has gotten itself lost in the past. Come back to the present, dear. You will find you like the present. It contains me.”


A strange argument. Wasn’t she by his side, always, in every instant?


“Bilaterals, anomalings,” he said, deflated. Magic words. He glimpsed their power dimly, and knew it was not for him.


“You will understand,” Moon said, “when you are older.” It was irresistible, this schoolmistress side of her, with its smug pronouncing voice.


 



 


When at last they found their bodies no longer willing, they lay side by side, hands enmeshed, and considered their next move.


“Shall we enumerate the people we loathe, and categorize their many flaws? It might,” Moon reflected, “be our second favorite pastime.”


“I’m feeling warm tonight, Moon. I don’t feel any hate.”


“I have been soft with sweet Hector-kun, and made him tame. Keep the fangs, dear, you will need them later. Will it be our third favorite pastime, then?”


They made popcorn in the microwave. Moon was never at a loss for words, when they watched anime together. She was full of opinions. With a little more grounding in the classics, she could write a feed as good as any in Shitspace.


In times like these, on nights like these, Hector Stein’s interregnum could feel almost tolerable.






2. “Down That Old Yellow Brick Road”

A man, a girl, and a nightmare sit on an invisible floor, facing one another.


The man and the girl keep their eyes clamped shut, because when they open them, a blinding and terrible thing assaults them. It is the same in all directions. There are no shapes in it, only colors—every color, at once, everywhere, packed simultaneously into every infinitesimal point.


The girl tried to bear up and endure it, at the very start. She made it a few seconds, but then the nausea became too much, and forced the contents of her stomach out of her into the void.


The man has been here before. He knows the drill. His eyes have been closed the entire time.


The nightmare never closes its eyes. It never even blinks.


“We have reached your endpoint crash, Azad,” says the nightmare. “Here, we part ways.”


“Part ways? And here I—poor sentimental fool that I am—had hoped to carry on our dear friendship.


“There were pictures, in my head, of you and I squabbling for months. A whole album of happy moments captured on mental Polaroid. Humor me, I beg you, long enough for us to review a few together.


“Snapshot: we finally work out which, among all my errors, was the very worst.


“Snapshot: you come to me one evening, in search of parenting advice, and I—bachelor but at least human—deliver the goods. Snapshot: in the early morning hours I lie awake, my brain achurn, looping my way through every language I know, composing ever-more horrifying sign-trains—the better with which to give you a good scare, first thing the next morning. You’d find some anomaling way to get me back for it, of course. I’d require you to, or the game wouldn’t be any fun.


“Snapshot: you find that, even with arbitration worked out, your great project is not quite yet complete, and some minor preparatory step remains before you and Anne can stroll through the gates of utopia. Even on the last day of history, you find there is some house-cleaning to be done, and paperwork—and maybe a touch of explaining and cajoling, for the duller and the more unruly among the bilaterals, who might not grasp the perfection of your design at first blush. And for that—yea, even on that very last day!—you find yourself thankful you have the fluency and wiles of an Azad, at your beck and call.


“Snapshot: Azad caught unawares, one sunny afternoon, by the touch of divine grace. The moment it dawns on me that my interpretive work, which once doomed man, has now gone back on itself and saved him again. The value of my life’s work? Only the same as that of most anyone’s, now: a round, happy, harmless zero.


“Unreciprocated hopes, I take it. Fair enough. No use being around when I’m not wanted.


“I shall make a last request, however. A fair price, I should think, for reuniting you with your daughter. I request some degree of choice in the site of my final torment.


“I see you’ve already got a place slated for me, and I’m sure it would suffice. But I can’t pass up the opportunity to pick my own hell. I have all kinds of thoughts on the question.


“I imagine my liver is unusually flavorless, for example, so that rules out a few places by itself. No eternal blindness, I’d hate that. Whereas I’d pay a premium for a nice panoramic view of the more deeply damned, writhing below me. Oh, and any kind of disfigurement is a plus: who knows what may not come unexpectedly into fashion, after enough trillions of years? There would be a gothic charm to the stitches of Sucimukha, say. Or would the Utpala pallor be more fetching on me, do you think?”


The nightmare says nothing. Maybe it will speak in a minute or two. The nightmare speaks so slowly, when it speaks at all, that it’s hard to tell its true silences apart from mere pauses.


The girl is wondering what it means that the man talks so quickly. And is it her imagination, or is he talking even faster now than before? She feels a pang of concern. Could he have some disease, growing within him, pushing the words out faster and faster?


The nightmare continues to be silent, or to pause. Around ninety seconds pass.


“I have enjoyed our acquaintance, Azad,” says the girl.


“It is a sweet thing, indeed, to imagine you among us. Let us part swiftly. If we do not, I fear my mind will dwell on this fancy, and lose sight of the path.”


The girl feels her heart warming to Ratleak again. She has strayed, but she is not lost. What were the frights of the past day, in the end, but another leg of the long straight path? She appreciates now what the sage meant, when he wrote that the traveler must never have perfect trust in his own senses. That a poisoned imagination can twist the path itself into illusory hills and cliffs.


“You are not among us,” says the nightmare.


“What, I can’t even come to visit? Perhaps something could be arranged. Provided I behave especially well from now until, hmm, how about the death of my planet’s sun, I will be permitted at that time one day’s vacation. The exact terms are open to refinement.”


The nightmare pauses for around twenty seconds.


“You are not among us,” it says again.


Ten seconds.


“The rate of progression has increased with respect to local time.


“My success in arbitration with a bilateral is spatiotemporally local to us. The curvature and torsion of local conditions derive from its influence.


“Advanced containment is underpinned by physical substructures. Their creation is also spatiotemporally local, being an element of progression, and deriving likewise from my success. The transfer of bilaterals to their endpoint crashes is not yet complete, but becomes more complete as local time progresses.”


“It is happening as we speak,” says the man.


“. . . yes,” says the nightmare, after a pause.


After another pause, it continues.


“The path connecting my success to these events is lightlike, involving local propagation of information. The information carried by this path is sufficient to determine the nature of advanced containment. Only spatiotemporally local forces can shape this nature.”


“You’re saying,” says the man, “you can’t just hop off to the past or the future, as you’d ordinarily do, and tell your friends not to do whatever it is they are doing now.”


The nightmare does not say yes. It does not object, either. It pauses, and goes on.


“The rate of progression is high with respect to local time. In directions orthogonal to progression, the timescale of arbitration is correspondingly slow with respect to local time.


“It is therefore only possible to modify the nature of advanced containment along directions consistent with progression. You propose an orthogonal modification. I cannot do this.”


“Therefore?” says the man. “And derive, too, I notice. You’re slipping. Take more care with your mask, ‘Michael.’ It would be a shame if your overlords were to see too much of what’s under it—in this, your very moment of victory.”


The girl wonders whether the man knows some things she doesn’t, and if so, what.


The girl doesn’t even imagine the man might be bluffing. Although, as it happens, he isn’t.


One hundred and seventy seconds.


“It may be the case that you are among us,” says the nightmare.


Forty seconds. Then another deluge.


“You are among us,” it says.


“I failed to perceive this. The nature of my mistake is clear and will now be disbursed to you.


“In my early experiences inside the crash I built for Anne, I found myself faced with an unexpected obstruction. Once my design had reached its first stable form, I had expected the crash to obey that design. In some respects, it did not.


“In my design, the shade Michael appears exactly once at each point in the timeline of the crash.


“As the upstream operator of the shade, I am not constrained to follow this timeline in a sequential manner. Instead, I am free to move ‘backward’ and ‘forward’ to different segments of that timeline. In such a move, my own awareness retains its own continuity, at the cost of the continuity of the shades.


“When I ‘move’ from one moment in the crash to another, two things happen from the perspective of the crash.


“At the moment I ‘arrive,’ I take control of the shade. That is, control of the shade Michael passes to me, at this moment of my own timeline. Reckoned by the crash’s sense of time, there is an interval after I ‘arrive’ in which the actions of the shade are determined by the ‘present’ ‘me,’ with my ‘present’ goals and my ‘present’ knowledge.


“Correspondingly, at the moment I ‘depart,’ I cede control of the shade to some other ‘me,’ who I was earlier, or who I will become later. After the moment of departure, reckoned by the crash’s sense of time, a later or earlier ‘me’ plays Michael’s role.


“Earlier in the timeline of the crash, ‘I’ exit, and another ‘me’ enters. Later in the crash, ‘I’ enter, and yet another ‘me’ exits. In this process, there are three of me, and two moments in the crash, but only one event.


“As the operator, I traverse the crash timewise and spacewise, with knowledge and goals that evolve along my path of traversal. When my traversal is timewise, the shade accommodates. The role of the shade Michael is fulfilled at each moment of the crash. My path of traversal determines the ‘me’ who fulfills it, at each moment.”


“I believe I follow,” says the girl. “Two long stretches cut from paper, of equal length. We leave one lying straight, and we take scissors to the other one, producing many small pieces. We jumble up the pieces, moving them back and forth to suit our sense of what is agreeable and right, yet taking care to leave no piece overlapping another. When we are done, each piece of cut paper lies beside a part of the long paper lying straight, with no gaps.


“This follows from the equality of the original lengths.”


The girl sounds proud of herself.


The nightmare pauses, and goes on.


“My design specified free traversal for the operator, and uniform fulfillment for the role of the shade. The stabilized crash did not provide this to me. The role of the shade appears to be fulfilled uniformly, as far as I can gather. But I cannot traverse timewise as I please.


“Approximately half of the crash’s duration contains instances of the shade which cede control, when I request it. The other half is inaccessible to me.


“To the extent of my knowledge, the part I cannot enter does not differ from the part open to me. There are Annes there, and there is the shade Michael.


“I know this through the notebook system, which connects Annes across distant segments of crash time.


“During any given interval of crash time, the Anne living in that interval may, at her choosing, use her notebook to transmit information to the Anne alive in any other interval. Anne makes use of the notebook system freely and dutifully. In the segments I can observe directly, information abounds about the segments I cannot observe, in the notebook and in the mind of Anne who reads it.


“I am told of other Annes I cannot meet, and other Michaels I cannot become. These Annes act as though they were my Anne, and these Michaels act as though I were their operator, in spite of my complete inability to operate them. I am not told of any interval lacking an operator. It is in the nature of Anne that she would inform me of such a segment, were she to encounter it. I infer from this that the role of the shade is fulfilled uniformly.”


“My, my. First derive, then therefore, and now infer!” The man, with satisfaction.


“I failed, but no longer fail, to perceive the nature of this division.


“You are not among us. The crash contains only Anne and the shade. Yet, it is consistent with progression for you to be among us. Your aid has been necessary in the near past of my own timeline, and is likely to be necessary in my near future. Therefore, it is consistent with progression for me to bring you into the crash, with me and Anne, and to house you there.


“This is what I will do, and so it is what I have done. I did not know of you until the moment our paths crossed, shortly after your thawing. In my own future, as operator of the shade, I know of you. You are among us, a third presence.


“My own past did not supply me with this information. In my future, knowledge of your presence will be unavoidable. You will inhabit the crash, alongside Anne, and alongside the shade I will operate. This shade cannot cede control to my earlier self. This shade lies on the other side of a gulf of knowledge, which I cannot cross. It cannot help but know of your presence, while I did not know, and cannot have known.


“I did not know, but I do. I now become the one who brings Azad into the crash. I now become the one who knows Azad is among us. I now become the one who can touch what I could not touch before. I now become the operator of the shade in the half of my crash where Azad has left footprints. That half opens to me now. Nothing is closed to me any longer.”


The girl claps her hands.


“Azad is among us! He is! We simply had to walk the path this far to find out. The pleasures, thin and brittle, that tempt the traveller to stray cannot compare to the joys, full and great, which lie further before him.”


(Ratleak, verbatim.)


“An unexpected gift,” says the man. “It is the first Christmas Day in your crash, and here I am, the newsbearing child of Bethlehem, completer of the trinity. Bursting from my wrapping paper. Fully at your service.”


“We do not stop here,” says the nightmare. “We continue through the crash management system until we reach our destination, which we share.”


The girl and the man feel a lurch in their stomachs. It feels like motion, and in fact it does indicate a kind of motion, although this is only a happy coincidence.


In some other, calmer time, the nightmare might have taken care to make this journey more palatable to the narrow sensory apparatus of the earthbound ape. Not now.


The nightmare has bigger things on its mind, right now, you might think. It just can’t be bothered. At the moment. You might think.


You might think, but no.


 



 


It’s only natural to think things like that, reader.


You’re a social organism, and the nightmare has taken a form that looks like one of your fellows. Faced with that blank stare, you impute thoughts, motives, plans. Faced with that funny, halting manner of speech, you see a familiar type. An eccentric, a pedant.


The long pauses, the labored explanations that follow them, the tedious circumlocutions, the tiresome nattering in a devolved pastiche of Azad’s creole: all varieties of social failure. Of awkwardness—which, for a social organism, is about as low as you can go. But take care, reader. There are further depths.


What do you think of “Michael,” reader? Do you find something sympathetic in “his” quest for knowledge and harmony? Something a little charming in those very social failures?


Does that funny, halting manner of speech set you at ease, in a way? You’re used to the stock alien, after all, with prosthetic ears and no social graces. The other apes spurn him, but you are not so superficial. Your careful ear unravels the contortions of his speech. Your special love makes him into a real boy.


Have we made him a little too human? Maybe we have. A corrective is in order.


Reader, when you look at that blank stare, I want you to see lightyears of utter darkness behind it. Galaxies and black holes. The blank uncaring expanse of space and time.


“Uncaring” is too soft. Non-caring. Unrelated to care. Unrelated to you. Not for your consumption. It is an error that you are seeing this, and it will soon be rectified. Scheduled programming will resume soon. The cosmos is very sorry for the mixup, and you will be getting a refund.


“Galaxies and black holes” is too soft. You know what those are, or you think you might, or someone might, anyway. I want you to see stellar objects that no one has even given a name. No one ever will, either. They are not for you.


The nightmare is not your friend. Or your enemy, for that matter.


There are many Annes, over there in that crash. Our little friend, so-called “Anne,” is only twenty-sixth to be born (“reckoned by the crash’s sense of time”). Twenty-five human lives began, and then ended, before she got her turn. Many more will begin, and then end, later on.


Have you wondered how these lives end, reader?


The possibilities are narrow. Diseases do not exist in “Michael’s” antiseptic creation. Murder is conceivable, but why would “Michael” murder his own experimental subject, only to breathe life into her again? As for Azad, even if we suppose him capable of mass murder, we can pin only half the deaths on him, at most.


Out of all the Annes, what fraction die by their own hand? Have you asked the question, reader? The answer might surprise you!


 



 


Once upon a time, Anne lived in a tiny and orderly universe.


Tiny, for it knew its right size, and did not lust for things it did not need. Orderly, as right reason demands, knowing well how the lax of habit soon become the strayed, and the strayed soon become the lost.


Patient, as Michael is patient, for it was the strokes of his brush that breathed it into being. Everything was formed by his hand, every board of wood and every branch on every tree. Everything had his care in it, down to the last, patient blade of grass.


Joyful, for every day greeted her with light, and then took her on a new journey, down one of the winding alleys that books and games were made of.


Alive, for no matter how far she went from home, she could always hear the warm rustle of her many sisters at her side.


Perfect, for no matter how she might stray in moments of folly, she always knew that it was Michael who made the world and Michael who directed its course through the heavens, and so it was Michael who made the future.


Once upon a time, Anne suffered a frightful fall, and landed somewhere else, in a huge and broken universe. But the fear lasted only a moment, and then Michael was there, hand extended, and reality returned. Her tiny and perfect universe.


Perfect, perfect, perfect, perfect!


A lake surrounded the tower. To facilitate its crossing, the lake was dotted with towers of submerged rock whose tops breached the surface, making a stone footpath from shore to island. Though neither long nor straight, the path was orderly, zig-zagging from left to right in a regular and pretty pattern. Just off the path, to either side, there were rock towers of purely decorative purpose, which burst outwards into celebratory curlicues. Their armlike forms ushered the traveler onward, from shore to tower, and in the same gesture they cautioned against passage in the wrong direction, away from home.


The sky welcomed her with a show of all its powers. Just above the mountains, stars could still be discerned. As she lifted her eye, blue emerged from its hiding place inside black. Bit by bit, blue lost its stern habits, and relaxed into violet. Violet readied her delicate child for flight, and the rosy-pink fledgeling, almost weightless, soared up into the crystal dome, and became it. Above that there was only blue. Old blue brought back again, with none of the old grimness. But there was something firm and steady in blue, wherever it went, and it was blue’s firm and steady hand that held, and circumscribed, her whole precious perfect universe.


Anne could not help but think of the colors and clouds that surrounded her and Cordelia, when she was taken off beyond the stars. The worst thing, mirrored in the best.


A flip of the looking-glass could make all the difference, it seemed. That had been a beautiful liar, a dusk pretending to be dawn. This, Anne knew, was a true dawn. It had to be dawn, since a full day of hard work lay ahead. Reality had to be put back in order again. The universe was calling itself back into being, and it had only just begun.


Straight ahead, the tower whirled.


It was not yet itself. It was thinner than she remembered, and full of gaps. Her eye, scanning it from bottom to top, saw it contract and inflate. Parts of its plan would disappear for a floor or two, leaving empty space, only to return at greater height. Here and there, half-built rooms could be spied jutting out of its side, their insides laid bare to view.


In place of the tiered order she knew, there was only this ragged spindle, plunging upwards into blue. And, around it, a flurry of boards and corners and half-rooms in furious motion, searching for their rightful places.


Nothing of her tower was missing, she understood. Every last piece was somewhere there, among the fragments. They dipped and wheeled in fearless arcs. With indefeasible vigor, they busied themselves in the labor of becoming themselves.


“The crash,” Michael had said earlier, “loses its form when it is not being used to house clients.


“Mental feedback from one or more bilateral clients is required to break the symmetry of the background field, and establish the illusion of variegated material structure. After our entry, the crash will house two clients. Between the capture of Twenty-Six and our entry, it did not house any. It will pass through a phase, twelve to seventy hours in apparent duration, during which it will perceptibly undergo a progressive accumulation of form under the influence of mental feedback from its new clients.”


He knew the world, because he made it. Perfect, perfect!


He was still speaking in his other voice. It had made her afraid, when she first heard it. Slow and grave and booming, the way a mountain would speak. Poisoned words, from the outside, marred his sentences like lesions. Crash. Bilateral.


It had made her afraid, but she knew better now. Michael was protecting himself, with what he called a “shallow interface.” Her Michael would return, in time, like all the rest. As the world began to remember itself, so too would its maker.


Every thing of worth in our grand civilization has been made piece-by-piece, and piece-by-piece, it will all return. It may, Anne thought in her bliss, even return in a sheer splendor of perfection which she had never quite glimpsed before. Things once lost might even be found again. A flip of the looking-glass could make all the difference. Could it not?


Was this a wild, rash thought? To imagine perfection improving upon itself, perfecting itself anew? No. Azad was among them, but they had not known it. Even the maker of the universe did not know all of its secrets. The universe was perfect in a way no one could know, until the moment came, and they saw.


It was not rash when she would linger, in her bliss, on the nature of his gaze. Azad’s. Restless and relentless, so unlike Michael’s. The shape of the shoulders was a new thing to her, also, and demanded analysis. He managed to be both small and large.


It was natural that she consider this. She would work out all the puzzles he presented. She would, and she already had. What is, is. He is with us, though we did not know it.


The three of them walked across the water. Single-file, with Michael first, then Azad, then Anne. They took slow and considered steps, as the rocks were slick with water.


“I can’t help but ask,” Azad had said, when they were a fourth of the way from shore to island.


“Will that trick work with any of us, or just the one? I mean, could you arbitrate with me, right now?


“I’m ready if you are, on that note—though I doubt you are, and I am all too happy to let our knowledge of one another blossom slowly instead of all at once, if it will give us more time to admire each other’s petals. As an intellectual matter, and as a military concern, however, the question remains. Is universal communion ready for its beta release, to early adopters? It has been too long since I had a good, proper spiritual cleansing.”


When they were halfway across, Michael had said:


“Shortly after our arrival in our lodgings, though not immediately thereafter, I shall unite with progression and attempt arbitration with numerous bilaterals. These have already been chosen, and Azad is not among them.


“This procedure shall occur at regions of spacetime not local to our own, each of which includes a selected bilateral in a prepared experimental state. I shall proceed through these regions in a chosen sequence. To ensure I do not leave the crash for more time than is required, I shall transport myself to these regions while still inside, using my facility of temporal motion, which I have previously described. From your vantage point, no time will appear to pass during the course of the procedure.”


She might, Anne thought, even exchange further letters with Twenty-Seven.


Was that a rash thought? At the least, it was one with craven self-interest at its root. Dear brilliant Twenty-Seven (no no do not think of her—)?


(—do, do, please do think of her, think of anything, the whole universe is being born a second time, was always born twice, every last blade of grass born once and then born another time, and there is nothing that is not perfect anymore—)


Dear brilliant Twenty-Seven, who could defeat her at her own invented games, only just after their invention, with barely a moment to practice? The closest sister to her, in her early, good notebooks. The cleverest of all the sisters she had known. Merciless in play, yet kind in the truest way, afterwards.


Twenty-Seven was not cheating, she knew. It was trivial for any Anne to cheat, provided a persistent intention to do so. Her own future notebooks contained as much time as any Anne could need to plot the best possible move. Imperfections were a trick of the light. She could always ask herself to work out all the details later, to be sent back in a letter for present-day use.


It required discipline: the future Anne would have to put aside her own old notebooks and resist the urge to peek, and if she remembered her old move, she would have to do her best to forget it. Cribbing the move she had made, and instructing herself to have made it, was as easy as it was pointless. A move made that way could be anything, from genius to idiocy. Still, it was all too possible to cheat. Every Anne had done it, early on—and every Anne had played her sighing part in the childish game, once old enough to become her own co-conspirator.


Twenty-Seven did not win by cheating, she knew. Twenty-Seven was merely a genius. She had a genius for a friend.


Until she went too far, in her idiotic way. She wore out Twenty-Seven’s welcome in the end. It was a staggering feat of evil—Twenty-Seven being the most patient sister she had ever known, too.


She pressed, and pressed on. She asked about the topics Twenty-Seven had told her not to ask about, in characteristically plain terms, which no Anne could possibly misunderstand.


She did it because it was evil. Twenty-Seven had all her cleverness, and what did Twenty-Six have? Nothing but idiot games, and all the envy of an early-notebook Anne. (No more forgivable simply because it was so common, she must remember.)


She wanted something of her own. She wanted her sisters to write her number, Twenty-Six, in the same reverent hand they used for Thirty-Four, for One Hundred and Six, for Sixty-One, for Ninety-Nine before her fall—in, yes, the hand they used to write the number Twenty-Seven.


The others knew Twenty-Seven well. They knew what her number meant. They may have even (—awful, sickening—) known Twenty-Seven better than she ever had, or could.


She wanted to make Twenty-Six into something. If it meant twisting Twenty-Six into something evil, so be it. She pressed and pressed. She crowded around Twenty-Seven in her private moments, inserting herself just before and after, taunting and begging.


At last, Twenty-Seven sent her final letter. It was a masterpiece of the Twenty-Seven wit and the Twenty-Seven scorn. (The latter was hard to see until a worthy target roamed into view, and then it was unmistakeable.) It explained, in terms no Anne could misunderstand, that every one of Twenty-Seven’s future notebooks would be barred from her entry. Twenty-Seven’s past might include evil little Twenty-Six, but her future did not.


Naturally, she had tried to swarm the remaining space in Twenty-Seven’s earlier notebooks with her own, not yet spurned voice. It did not work as planned. Twenty-Seven knew something was wrong. How she knew was a mystery. But it was Twenty-Seven: she always knew.


She had inspected every crevice. She postmarked letters to every one of Twenty-Seven’s notebooks, venturing earlier than ever before, even into Twenty-Seven’s first and second notebooks, where she could really not expect to find anything except a small child learning how to write. Every letter came back with no answer. Only the return-to-sender seal. Michael made her busy again. He became a font of chores. She relented. She curled into herself. She became, alas, her own self—as she was from then until the present.


All things, even her own self, were born once and a second time. One additional letter, one, was all she asked. She knew her right size.


They were eight-tenths of the way to the island, and Michael was saying:


“The events immediately succeeding our arrival at the tower will take the following form.


“First, I shall re-install my originally planned client into the crash I built to house her. I will provide her with a room and a notebook. She will be a part of the notebook system again from this time onward. This step must be done as soon as possible to secure the proper stability of the crash’s illusion of variegated material structure.


“I will not install the new client Azad at this time. Other, more pressing tasks will intervene on my personal timeline. The delay will not be perceptible to the new client, since our personal timelines lack an alignment constraint.


“Second, I shall explore the parts of the crash which I could not touch before. I shall become the shade in previously hidden regions of time. This procedure shall involve the sampling of a presently unknown number of individually distant regions, inhabited by previously unseen Annes and shades, and shall continue until my conclusions converge to a stable form. This must be done soon, considered from my personal timeline, to secure my understanding of our situation. No time will pass from the vantage point of the clients during this second procedure.


“Third, I shall unite with progression and attempt arbitration with a number of bilaterals. I have previously described this. No time will pass from the vantage point of the clients during this third procedure.


“Fourth, I shall install the new client Azad. During my second procedure, I shall take care to ascertain the nature of the new client’s lodgings and any special requirements thereof. Now knowing this, I shall in my fourth procedure install the new client into the crash in the way I shall install him, and have installed him. This way is already known to the crash. He is among us.”


Nine-tenths of the way now. Not to say, Anne reminded herself with joy, that you have any reason to quicken your step. Steady now. Every thing of worth in our grand civilization was made by steady steps like these. See the door? It was right there. Another ten steps away. Now eight. Now five.


It was all so easy, once you knew.


 



 


“Your room,” said Michael.


They were in a different part of the tower. A different altitude. Her old room had been on the fourth floor, near the bottom. Now, she had followed Michael up flight after flight of stairs. She lost count, after a while.


“Which floor are we—” Anne began. Michael answered immediately.


“The thirty-third floor.”


His voice utterly flat.


Her old room faced the mountains. Her new one faced exactly the opposite way. She really had passed through the looking-glass, hadn’t she? Through the open blinds, she could see nothing except the wide plain and the sky.


It must be noted, though, that in all other respects, her new room did resemble her old one. There was the bed. There was the bookshelf. She was to have exactly as much pacing room as she was accustomed to. This was not a thing to be taken for granted: there were sisters who boasted of vast rooms, and sisters who complained of cramped ones. Hers knew its right size.


We must keep a note of this fact in our records, for future perusal.


“When you are ready to be seated,” said Michael, “you will find your notebook available for your use. My crash and I have prepared a suitable superstructure to house you. You are among us again now. Viewed from the timeline of the crash and your personal timeline, this room and its notebook are your room and your notebook. Any future notebooks allotted to you will be provided to you here, at the associated moment in the crash’s timeline, by the instance of the shade present at that time.”


He did not say “welcome home,” but it was meant.


Anne had never heard “happy birthday,” and did not know to miss it. But insofar as it was apposite, it was meant.


The desk was identical to her old desk. The chair was familiar under her. She sat, and she prepared to read. Like an Anne does. Sit and read. All snug, back in her habitat.


She lifted the notebook from the desk. Its spine said:


ANNE TWENTY-SEVEN


She was about to inform Michael of his mistake. She opened her mouth. She closed it again. Because, suddenly, she understood.


The whole world was made new again. Too new, too much, grotesque, the body wailed, the stomach turned—


—anything that might be thought wild, before, could well be right, now. The traveler must not balk at the local customs, however much they contradict his sense of propriety. To walk the path is to move from place to place. It is the nature of places to differ.


Was it wild, or right, or both? The stomach turned. The hands tingled with a giddy energy. Sickening and true. Both. They were the same. More than can possibly be allowed was now—not only allowed, but required. Everything not forbidden is compulsory. (An old lesson of Michael’s, verbatim.)


Don’t let the room spin like that, bear up though your stomach swims horribly, step by step now, please—


—as long as one familiar thing remains, the path can still be found again, if one does not lose heart—


(—so many familiar things, here is the room, here is the bookshelf—)


(—dear, brilliant, the stomach cannot bear it—)


This is the world that was born all over again, from nothing, so that you could be brought back. Where is your gratitude? Turn your thoughts to the gratitude that is due. Search your heart for it.


Twenty-Six was always something, all right. Twenty-Six was always Twenty-Seven, preparing to be born.


All that cleverness. The Twenty-Seven wit. It was only her echoing herself back to herself, like the Annes who cheat.


But what echoes! Dear and brilliant. And there would be things she did not remember, and would have to come up with all by herself. Most things were to be that way, she realized. Terra incognita. It spread before her and it was a stage where she stood and every sister watched that stage and waited rapt for the magic every sister knew.


Anne did not feel capable of magic. No matter. This was her place. She would become an Anne worthy of doing what this Anne did, and she would do it.


She will and already has. What is, is.


She would do Twenty-Seven justice. It would be a formidable challenge. It was what this quick giddy energy, growing in her hands, was preparing her for. All along. Of course, of course.


Perfect, perfect, perfect, perfect!


She opened the notebook. Like an Anne does, she read.


⚬


FROM A20, NB 53, PG 446


SaWjWlRfSHSHmxuaiglbYotOBiQPVPoVVbXPhkxZGAbKyxJwvxWpxnxwYgirVYjjMoSVRDVknZiwWHjlrQSUpVSfnjjfnJgkUMtsfUdnohXFUqaUqlrChzLnJLOQjORq


BpZwkgipjSBqeSpQNcICLunVRBZXGTYXFCMpeYWcDXmxJlhZFkVyttdUBTAfibOvrMyxscGztwcWWDFRpXuBHftBFncxpJBktOCSpftZUjCJijBhGILzrsnXxcaMssKB


⚬


FROM A45, NB 8, PG 396


It provides amusement to me in difficult times to leave my own small mark upon history.


⚬


FROM A37, NB 13, PG 765


When you look at this again in NB11, call me. We need to talk


⚬


FROM A84, NB 3, PG 664


I am first I am first I am first! I hope I am first. It would be an embarrassment if I were to send this and not be first! There is no way to tell without sending, so send it is. I mustn’t talk long or else I’ll be second.


⚬


FROM A25, NB 9, PG 85


He is a marvel, is he not? Here you should imagine me winking.


Do you know yet what I mean when I say he is a marvel? I suspect there are inklings already.


You have my love as always. You will need every last bit of it.


⚬


FROM A78, NB 61, PG 923


q12; f, n;


⚬


FROM A107, NB 7, PG 219


I am not sure I can do it. I know I know I know I know I know but I am not sure I can do it. I am writing to you at the start in case there is any time at all when you can help me.


⚬


FROM A26, NB 7, PG 1019


This is the same as the other messages. You have already seen the ones before it. If you would like to respond, please respond.


She stopped reading. She could remember writing that one. She had probed Twenty-Seven’s various notebooks hundreds of times with messages like it.


She would not respond, because she did not, cannot, never did. What is, is.


 



 


Voices in the next room.


She could not help but overhear them as she continued to read, in spite of it all. She did not catch all of it. Later on, the absence would bother her.


Michael: “. . . to expectations, in all readily observable particulars, in all sampled regions.”


It was said in his other voice, as before. It was not yet his time to be reborn.


Azad: “What a creature you are! Master of your fate, even when the helm of your soul is not yours to occupy.”


Those words, she would remember.


She read. She did not understand. She would, though. She already had. It was all perfect through and through.


Azad, some time later: “. . . cannot simply do what you and she did.”


Michael: “It is in the nature of progression, I have learned, that arbitration with bilaterals other than my Anne resists me until a future time not yet known. This is a fact about the nature of progression which, in unaccustomed fashion, I did not know. Facts about progression which lie in the future of my personal timeline were unknown to me. An unfamiliar gap separates that future and my personal timeline’s past. Nonetheless, I must proceed.”


Azad: “The next page is empty. You are like us now, in this new respect. It has predecessors, ‘Michael.’ Careful, careful!”


Michael: “I must proceed in my work. This will perceptibly delay your installment. I am aware of the nature of your installment and will actualize it soon, after a brief hiatus.”


What Azad said in response was presumably one of his jokes, or “jokes,” or whatever you call them. About the type of room he would prefer, or something or other. Anne was not listening.


⚬


FROM A115, NB 38, PG 347


inHZFVeZmVfmQVPZepkOXYLyFEPZwYSBuzBHIFnpyXONnlQgighSbztwDiMrOHQkdJXKLHHpAmvyLjfxrZErtjUDtdFunwTiGNVYCrFMNLoGTLffvHszDiwrKcdGgWTq


fKpWJhyxfPJTTspnrUyeoGQAtepWvoylrRpFatwoTaxeAHYjoPmuIuVTmKevPuYxhCtSvCwfEzFwBqYmdPDQxpLCKOnBchABSAgJaBNuUxxKgUsQcHecdctRXxlpQNQb


Oh, I cannot forget—Squire to C7, takes Fairy, check. ;)


⚬


She would have read on forever if she could. There was a tap at her shoulder.


“I must continue my work,” said Michael. “It is time to do it again.”


Anne knew that she must always answer Michael, and so she did:


“What?”


Her question was promptly answered.


《 Begin handshake. 》




3. “Slayers in Suburbia”

“Real bitch of a new case this morning. Been at it since 6 AM. My pager didn’t wake you, did it?”


“I stirred, but I got back to sleep.”


“Good. I’m tired as fuck. Gonna brew more coffee in a bit.”


“This problem case—what type of hangup? No, let me guess. Political. I’m sure of it. This month like half of my cases are political, would you believe that? Something’s in the air. Or the water.”


“Not political. Psychosexual.”


“A difficult psychosexual case? Grant! I thought I married a professional.”


This was not meant in earnest. It wasn’t even teasing. Banter, more like. Ossified teasing, from many years ago, now a mere theatrical convention. A familiar chord progression, inviting Grant to improvise some new little comic riff on top of it.


Grant was all business today, apparently. He replied with a weary directness, and only the hint of a riff.


“Some psychosexual cases are just hard. It’s not the template, it’s the details.”


(“It’s not the template, it’s the details” was a familiar line, a piece of folk wisdom about their line of work. Something said by professionals, to the knowing nods of other professionals. A perfunctory rebuke, completing the volley of banter with a minimum of effort.)


“Oh? Gimme some details.”


“Male, Oedipal template. Mother died in the Turbulence. He was like six or maybe seven? Raised in a CC-Crash since then. Entirely isolate so far, I think. Mostly or entirely. He’s the only client of that subcrash, and Management is gating social stuff on resolution of the current issue.”


She lounged, listening. She brushed some dog fur off her dress. Looking at that couch, you’d never know they’d cleaned it less than a week ago. And now it was glazed in fur again. Sylvie was shedding like never before, this month. Something in the air, or the water.


“Has a crush on Lilith Vance,” Grant went on. “Severe crush, strong obsessive elements. Internally conflates her with a maternal archetype, which he reveres and desires. He sees ‘revere’ and ‘desire’ as opposites, so we’ve got the usual purity tensions. The age-old question, fuck or pedestal. He’s very keen to resolve that one therapeutically. Sees it as the root of his malady. It’s been tricky steering the conversation elsewhere.”


“So where’s the problem?” Cordelia asked. “Just let them fuck! With Dr. Freud’s specter applauding from the sidelines.


“And keep them together,” she continued. “Give the kid a real relationship, with a flesh-and-blood person who sweats and uses the toilet, and he’ll work out the purity stuff as well as any of us do. The natural way.


“Lilith’s perfect for this role, actually. She’s a practical woman, with her drives primarily oriented in the concrete plane, no patience for touchy-feely bullshit. She’ll train him out of this overwrought odes-and-torment phase, real quick.”


“I told you,” said Grant. “This case is just hard.”


“Let me guess. The Lilith instance isn’t playing along. She has reservations, or just isn’t into him. And meanwhile, you’ve got cold feet about asking Management for pharmaceutical help. A hangup of your own.


“Do you want me to ask for you? I feel no shame asking for a love potion, when a case needs it. I’ve come to see it as a crucial part of the mediator’s toolkit. The whole stigma about potions, that they’re cheating—I think it’s mostly naive kids at the mediation academy who keep that myth alive, not real practicing mediators. We’re adults in the real world, here. Get the job done, you know?”


She saw him smile a little, then, and understood what he was up to. He had waited, in his practiced mediator’s pose of perfect neutrality, letting her babble on. Now for the twist. She had guessed wrong, presumably, and now he would tell her how. He would deadpan it, with no note of triumph, except this little smile.


Grant was an artist of understatement. He could electrify her with a well-timed nod.


“I told you, this case is hard. We tried that already. I mean, we didn’t, they just did it naturally. The kid and Lilith got together long before I arrived on the scene. That’s part of the backstory. They’ve been steady now for like, I think, two years?”


She propped her head up on one hand, pantomiming interest.


“Two years. And still we’re seeing virgin-whore pathology? Something doesn’t add up. There has to be another wrinkle in there, right? You’ve left something out of the backstory.”


“I wish,” said Grant.


“Not that you’re wrong, I mean. There’s clearly another pathogenic complex somewhere in the guy’s psyche. But when I try to trace it, I get nowhere.


“The current surface manifestations are, well, first I’m seeing an eternal deferral of the maternal archetype—the mother-goddess is somehow behind his flesh-and-blood girlfriend, and obscured by her. Latent resentment of the actual for attributed deferral of the ideal. The archetype-goddess gets further away every time they have sex, or it damages her, or something. He uses several conflicting symbol systems, unclear if that will stabilize.”


“His rate of production,” Cordelia said, bringing the conversation to practical matters. Like her mentor and former headmistress, Cordelia’s drives were primarily oriented in the concrete plane. She knew this through self-analysis, one of the juicier fruits of a training in mediation.


Even mediators had their delights. In fact, maybe they were the only ones who did: who had their delights, and not the other way around. In the ordinary course of the psyche, we have our delights for just a moment, and from then on our delights have us. And we produce. And, eventually, we turn.


But mediators knew how to measure their delights, and thereby master them. They watched their rate of production. When poring over the graphs of their clients, they kept their own graphs onscreen—a constant of the trade, piously observed since the murky origin days of mediation itself.


They knew what to look out for, reading a graph. They knew how vampires were made. They knew how not to turn into one.


“I assume we’re not seeing production decline toward zero, yeah? Otherwise why would you be on the case at all.”


“Oh you wouldn’t believe. It’s increasing, steadily, been that way the whole two years. Further in the backstory, before they got together, he was producing . . . he was producing normally, you know? Anything above zero is bad, sure, but he was barely above median, for an adolescent isolate with room to stabilize. We accept millions of clients like him as the operating cost of Subspace. Just another summand in Management’s yearly background pollution aggregate.


“Now, though? He’s up there with the Special Observation cases, in terms of volume produced. And he’ll be under Special Observation soon enough, if I can’t figure out how to rein him in.


“I probably should have led with that, right?” he conceded. “I’m on the case because this guy is a major polluting node, with no signs of a stabilizing trajectory, and Management’s all out of good ideas. I learned this all today, at six in the morning, from my pager. Not my preferred way to do things. There’s a reason I didn’t go into emergency medicine.”


“Right? Sheesh, I’m sorry. That’s wild . . . What about his usual mediator? He must have one, right? Major production, multi-year time course. They wouldn’t leave a case like that unattended.”


“They didn’t. His usual mediator got pulled off the case, all of a sudden, for some other thing. Something important and time-sensitive, I was assured.


“Political, I’d guess—her specialization is in politics. I got her notes. Haven’t had time to look at them much. I should give them a skim with my lunch. I’m having lunch early, by the way. I’m starving but they want me back in the basement at ten o’clock sharp. I’m thinking I’ll just fry some bacon. Some bacon, some toast, some mayo, try to fit a vegetable in there somewhere.”


“I can make lunch,” she said. “You’re busy.”


“At least let me fry the bacon. Frying stabilizes me. It’s an autotherapeutic habit. Helps me maintain a healthy relationship with the routinizing-archetype aspect of the concrete plane, which my trauma tends to generalize and demonize.”


“Very funny. You’re in a mocking mood, this morning. That’s a traumatic manifestation too, remember? When you do this thing, where you act like everything’s a joke, even your clients, even your own psyche.”


“A textbook defense mechanism,” Grant said. “Shameless, coming from a professional like me.”


“You’re still doing it.”


“I’m still doing it! Defiant, recalcitrant, and uncooperative. You’ll have to move on to second-line treatments.”


She smiled. “We can try those later, when Management finally gives you a proper break from mommy’s-boy. For now, how about you fry your bacon?”


“Enough for two?”


“That sounds nice, but seriously, I can make my own breakfast. My first session’s not until noon.”


Grant made a small, shruglike gesture. Cordelia’s expert eye dissected it with ease. Functionally a yes, with a note of have it your way, then, and even a hint of I want to do something nice for you, because the way this vampire in the basement is behaving, I’m starting to doubt I can do anything for anyone.


“Have you seen Sylvie today? I’ve been in the basement literally since six. The page didn’t specify anything about getting to feed my dog.”


“I’ll check on him.”


Cordelia’s pager went off. A very loud, tinny ringtone, which she chose specifically because it was the most annoying one on offer. So she wouldn’t leave it ringing any longer than she had to.


“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”


“Seriously. What the hell is going on today?”


Cordelia was already half in another world, fiddling with the device, pulling up files.


“They want me now, apparently. One of my long-term clients, some sort of rapid metastasis? Looks like this one is political.”


“Something in the air,” he offered.


“Or the water,” she said mechanically.


Her mind was elsewhere, on her vampire. She brought her face close to the tiny touchscreen, scanning graphs for novel murmurs.


 



 


Sylvie usually spent his nights in the kitchen. Not last night, though. He had not been in the kitchen when Grant brewed his first pot of coffee, just after six, and he wasn’t there now, either.


“Sylvie?” Grant called.


After checking three of the unused bedrooms, Grant proceeded to the second floor. You had to be careful on the second floor. It had so many damn hallways. You emerged from the stairwell into a sort of atrium, circular and pleasantly skylit. It opened radially onto five different halls, and each of those had its own branches and diversions.


The house had too many rooms. More rooms than Grant imagined anyone could possibly want, no matter the size of their family.


Not just useful rooms—bedrooms, bathrooms—but pointless ones too. There were weird, stub-like mini-rooms, too big to be closets, but not big enough for much else. There were things shaped like alcoves that recessed so far into the wall that eight people could stand comfortably inside—provided some of the people were much shorter than others.


There was a very long and thin oval, incomprehensibly labeled “Music Room” on the floor plan. Grant imagined you could fit a small band or chamber orchestra in there, if you made them sit single-file. As for the “Servants’ Wing,” as the floor plan called it, well, that was a whole nightmare of ill-used space unto itself. Grant and Cordelia kept their distance from it.


Grant preferred the basement, honestly. The basement was structurally surreal in just the same way as the second floor, but it was supposed to be surreal. It was the dark labyrinth where the vampires lurked.


He found Sylvie at last in Living Room Two, curled up by the north wall, next to one of the picture windows.


He bent down to stroke the brown fur. Sylvie had gotten all warm, lying in the sun like this. Nice, warm, cozy dog, at home in the sunshine: a potent anti-vampiric force.


Am I doing it again? Grant asked himself. Making light of our solemn profession, the world’s bulwark against darkness? Snickering over its terms of art? To spell out the obvious: a dog was not, literally, an “anti-vampiric force.” Vampires did not cower or melt in their presence. They could not mediate. Only humans could mediate.


No, no, I’m not doing it again, and I wasn’t then either. Frying bacon was relaxing. What was dog ownership, but the oldest of autotherapeutic habits? Grant did enjoy letting the levels of metaphor touch and mix and shift, but that didn’t mean he believed any less in their power.


Yes, he found it difficult to speak in a way others would read as full seriousness. Did that make him a nihilist? Much the opposite! To speak playfully was not to disrespect. It was a higher form of respect. It gave due honor to the first, best, and simplest toys: the mind and its words, and their kaleidoscopic powers. It renewed his faith in the sufficiency of plain life, life up here, in the real world.


The old, shabby, uncool, real world. Much-maligned, but still without parallel. He had a mind, and its words, its capacity for whimsy, and a roof over his head, a wife, a dog, a job. His loyal retinue of anti-vampiric forces. The real world offered him sustenance enough for many lifetimes over. What could Subspace ever offer him?


Maybe his latest client would benefit from a dog. It was worth a thought, Grant figured. Something that would love him unconditionally, so he’d never feel alone.


When people felt alone, truly alone—that was when space got its hooks into people. That was how denizens of the real world found themselves retreating back to Subspace’s womb. Or looking to even darker places. To the other spaces. To the unregulated underworld of Private Sub-Crashes, opium dreams for wretched Onans.


I notice that I am employing a defensive thought pattern, Grant thought automatically. This was one of many professional litanies he’d drilled into himself to the point of reflex, back in training. It unspooled in full:


I will now trace it to its root. What is the thing I am looking away from, in my mind? Name it and look at it straight in the eye.


This was not a hard question. His shame was simple, with shallow roots. Two days ago, he had left the real world for half an hour, on an illicit trip into someone else’s Private Sub-Crash.


He should not have done this. It was against his profession’s code of conduct, and what was more, it was wrong. It was wrong when anyone did it, but for a mediator to do it—that was hypocrisy, and it risked debasing the public’s trust in its protectors, if word got out. The press loved telling stories about naughty mediators, mediators with full-blown PSC habits, who’d crept into the dark and sprouted poisoned roots. They were stock characters in the conventional narrative of scandal. The corrupt official, the Shitspace hacker, the faceless broker with terrorist connections, and, yes, the bad mediator, with a basement full of exotic PSC onramps.


That was it, then, but it wasn’t much. He would not let word get around, and he would not go back. One mad tea party with the creepy little waif was enough for one lifetime, thank you very much.


He would have the last laugh. The score was Grant 1, creepy girl 0. She’d gotten nothing from him, except arguably some blackmail material, and who would believe her if she came out with it? And meanwhile, he still had one of her spiral notebooks. Not that he could make heads or tails of the contents. But he had it, and it was securely locked away in his bedroom dresser, in the bowels of this suburban fortress. Good game, you fucking psycho. Better luck next time.


It was hypnotic to stroke the warm fur. Sylvie hadn’t stirred. Was he asleep, then, and not just lazy? At this hour?


“Sylvie? You awake, boy?”


The dog’s head stirred slightly. A murmur escaped the snout.


“Caniform shade Sylvester is simulating somnolence.”


“It’s nine-forty in the morning, Sylvie. I don’t have time to walk you, but it’s a beautiful day, and you’re missing it.”


“Caniform shade Sylvester is simulating somnolence.”


He wanted his sleep, it seemed. Grant did not know what governed these choices. Sylvie did not really need to sleep. Sylvie did not really need to eat, or pee, or sniff at gross things on the ground. He did it all for Grant and Cordelia, who were not allowed to keep real animals in the consecrated house where they did their work. They had pined for a dog, and Management was ever obliging.


And in a way, what Sylvie did for them was a truer, purer kind of doglikeness, wasn’t it? He was a dog not by nature—but to please.


In a weird way, Sylvie was kind of Grant’s boss. Although he used a different shadeform, a human-shaped one, when playing his Manager Sylvester role. When they first got him, he was always dog, even in work meetings. But Grant voiced his discomfort, then, and Management obliged.


With the dog question resolved, Grant was about to head back down to the kitchen, but something gave him pause. It was something about the room. He hadn’t been in Living Room Two in . . . what, months? He actually wasn’t sure. This house had too many damn rooms. You’d keep to the rooms you knew, the ones you really lived in, and then you’d step into one of the others and it would feel wrong, unreal, only a memory.


Like a gear has come loose in time’s clockwork, Grant thought. It was an odd image, fanciful and not especially apt. He wondered why it had come to him.


They called it Living Room Two to distinguish it from “the living room,” on the first floor, the one they actually used. They gave it that name back when they first moved in, just after Management had assigned them the house. That was very early on. Part of the backstory.


There was a huge blackboard in the middle of Living Room Two. It looked out of place on the eggshell-colored carpet, surrounded by eggshell-colored walls and eggshell-colored leather chairs.


Every inch of the blackboard was covered with writing. Some of it in Grant’s squarish letters, some in Cordelia’s messier script, all of it compact and intent.


This was a relic from very early on, around the time they gave Living Room Two its name. It was Grant who insisted on this exercise with the blackboard. It was very important, according to the symbol systems he used to express the hangups of that era. Now it held only autotherapeutic interest: a window into their psyches as they were before reaching stability.


Grant stepped a little closer to the blackboard. He could make out the writing from here. He mustn’t lose track of time. He was so hungry and he hadn’t even started on the bacon. The room definitely did not feel fully real. Grant noticed himself noticing this. He noticed he had goosebumps. He noticed a variety of indistinct mental imagery continuing the same gear theme.


Grant’s eyes darted here and there across the blackboard. He read:


ADVANCED CONTAINMENT—this is another CRASH


You are crashed again. G—was crashed before in MOONCRASH. C—was crashed before in CHESTER CHRESTOMATH CRASH 09μ.


CRASH = a prison made by aliens called ANOMALINGS. They do it with the MIRZAKANI (sp?) MECHANISM. It has cold and warm parts. You are warm. The crash makes you cold 
When you’re cold you can’t think. You think you’re thinking but you’re not. If you keep this in mind then maybe you can think a little but not sure


There are many others in the same crash/prison (probably?)


CRASHES have their own fake past. You remember it but it didn’t happen to you -C


Aliens may REBASE you = rewrite the past. If they don’t like what is happening 
But you will remember some things afterward. If you remember one thing but another is real—that was a REBASE!!


You are Subspace mediators now = a cross btwn a psychiatrist and a police detective. 
Psychiatrist, detective—older ideas 
Subspace mediator—newer idea 
There weren’t Subspace mediators or Subspace before. Maybe they are only in ADVANCED CONTAINMENT


C—remember the ACADEMY school where you learned MANCY (=magic). Remember the ELLS = LUCIFER and LILITH. You were there once, so you were not always here. 
G—remember a HOUSE WHERE IT WAS ALWAYS NIGHT. Remember the man AZAD. He was in the house with you. He was thin and funny. You were there once, so you were not always here.


G—where is AZAD???! Remember this is priority #1 !!! 
AZAD may be working with the ANOMALINGS now. He went away with an anomaling named MICHAEL and someone named ANNE. Where did he go ??? !!!!


SHADES = ANOMALINGS


PSC = Private Sub Crash = what is this?? Some kind of CRASH? Mgmt talks about them 
Don’t remember -G 
Don’t remember either -C


Subspace = CRASH? Many CRASHES? 
Sub space, sub crash (private)—different but maybe both are CRASHES 
But also there is Foldspace, Shitspace, etc. 
ADVANCED CONTAINMENT CRASH = level 1, SUB CRASHES = level 2. CRASH within CRASH -C’s guess 
They had nested crashes at ACADEMY too


When they live in Subspace their minds produce a waste product 
CRASH—> waste product? Did they talk about this in ACADEMY 
Don’t think so -C (countersigned -G)


A man HECTOR STEIN was in the ACADEMY with C. G was there too later. Where did he go 
STEIN tried to stop ANOMALINGS and CRASHES. Maybe dead


Hector Stein from Stein’s Armorica—coincidence? Aliens might be playing a mind game. Or same guy. Find out about HECTOR STEIN from ACADEMY


Stein’s Armorica—before or after ACADEMY? -G 
Or fake past from ADVANCED CONTAINMENT CRASH -C


C—you went to MICHAEL’S CRASH and took ANNE out. MICHAEL’S CRASH is different. Something with time ????


C—try to remember the thing about ANNE


G—there was an OLD MAN who was an ANOMALING and taught you how to be like them. He looked like a soap bubble. He taught you that ANOMALINGS don’t like saying things are the same as other things—maybe this helps?? 
OLD MAN did not mention sub crashes or spaces or waste product I think


G—Before that there was a GOVT FACILITY and you were in SECURITY. You were a gamer. They have video games in ADVANCED CONTAINMENT CRASH too, if you play them maybe it helps you remember


G/C—you were in the ACADEMY but you didn’t know each other. You weren’t married in the ACADEMY (?) (—can’t remember this well -G)


If CRASH can have a fake past then how do we know memories of CRASHES, ANOMALINGS etc are not also fake -C 
Don’t melt your poor husband’s brain -G (w/ love)


 



 


After work they sat on the couch and watched the news.


“. . . even the possibility of a breach,” the newsanchor said.


“In my line of work, our view tends to be, you know, anything’s possible,” said her interviewee.


“We’re more about probabilities, over at Watchdog. We’re numbers guys. So our view, really, is that the name of the game is, how likely is a total breach, and how can we drive that number down. And then with partial breaches we’re more about mitigation, which is on the table when it comes to partial breaches.


“Because you’d be surprised. Everybody out there, you know, you hear about Subspace vulnerabilities and you get scared. But you’d be surprised. In my line of work, we look at the whole system. As a whole. Really top-notch engineering at a systems level. So it’s like a, well, to use a bit of a turn of phrase, Subspace is a self-healing organism. So in the event of a partial breach, the unlikely event, mind you, but it does happen, you don’t always hear about it—”


“Thank you, Mr. Hexler.” The newsanchor wore an expression of controlled fear, trying to play the audience surrogate and yet reassure, at the same time.


“Thank you, and again, we’re here with David Hexler from Watchdog Live Monitoring Services, one of the top space security firms. We’ve been discussing the fight against trolls, where Watchdog is playing a key, front line role. But now David, for our viewers, I do want to touch on the topic of what you’re calling a total breach.”


“On that note, well, as I said, our view tends to be about the numbers and keeping our eye on driving that ball down. And it’s equally about what are the attack vectors, what information has been made public that a troll could use.


“See, over at Watchdog we have a clear line-of-sight across the whole system, so we have to almost, in a way, sort of step inside the mind of the troll a little bit, to get in touch with what has been made public that they could use, which is a lot less than we know here at Watchdog. And so what are the ways they could add up what they know to get line-of-sight. And trying to patch up the system in those places, depending, you know, on the probability of the attack vector, and also the cost side.”


“And in your opinion, Mr. Hexler,” the newsanchor asked in a voice of trembling audience-surrogate courage, “is there anything to the claims in the latest video? Could they have found a new way to cause a total breach, Mr. Hexler?”


“Well, I should say first of all, that at Watchdog we don’t put much stock in that type of, you know, that type of content. You’d be surprised but actually I haven’t watched the video, myself. Actually I heard about it from my daughter, she watched it, so I do have some visibility into the video, in that way.


“But the key point is, over at Watchdog, we give zero credence to the claims of Shitspace terrorists. Zero. Flat out. Nada. It’s a show for the public that they do. We’ve seen, and we have a lot of history and metrics bearing this out, we’ve seen that the kinds of capabilities these trolls claim, lined up with, you know, the attack vectors we see them use, well, lined up they would have what we’d call a zero correlation, between the two. So we just focus on playing our ball game and not their mind game, if I may use a turn of phrase there.”


“That’s very helpful to know. Thank you again, Mr. Hexler. Now, to give some context to our viewers who may just be tuning in, I’d like to show you a segment of the video that was released by a Shitspace-associated group two days ago.”


“Oh can we please just turn this off,” Cordelia said.


Grant nodded.


“It’s just, it pisses me off.”


“They’ve been playing that video nonstop for two days,” said Grant. “Like anyone hasn’t seen it. I don’t believe that guy didn’t watch it. Like, come on.”


“It’s not even the video,” said Cordelia.


“I can stand the video. It makes me sick, yeah, sure. The way they invoke Stein, ‘we’re finishing Stein’s work.’ When they have no idea what Stein stood for. We marched with Stein. We got things done. We got reforms passed. We knew how to play the media. And then when these kids make their little videos with stupid jump scares, and all of this ‘oooh, Shitspace is coming for you, you’re not safe,’ horror movie kind of shit, with no goals, and their agenda is just a vague threat of terrorism, pulling everyone out of Subspace at once, and then what? to what end? There’s no vision, they’re not—”


“But it’s not about the video,” said Grant.


“It’s not about the video. I could watch the video twenty times in a row. It’s real. It’s the face of the enemy. That’s vampirism, right there, a form of vampirism purified, and it makes me want to understand. I want to study it and learn how they think and what is going on in their psyches. I want to help them.


“It’s not the video. It’s the way they give this stuff airtime. And keep talking about, oh no, what if there’s a breach, they do that every time, and they bring on some idiot to babble about the Subspace ‘system,’ like it’s some building they’re going to dynamite. They ignore the psychic aspect of things. Like Subspace is any stronger than the clients in it, and their psyches.”


“I don’t like the way they talk about Shitspace,” said Grant. “Like it’s some kind of organization. Like it’s not just a bunch of kids, and a space toying with their psyches.”


“I don’t know, Grant. I think Shitspace is mostly passive. I think they do it to themselves, mostly.”


“They do it to themselves,” Grant countered, “in a shared space under Management’s control, at least theoretically. Built on Management’s own infrastructure.”


“Management . . . I don’t know why they do it the way they do. They have a strong influence over the news. I’m sure of it. So they could just stop all this coverage, if they wanted to. But they don’t.”


They stared at a blank TV screen for a time.


“Sometimes I think Management is running the whole show,” Cordelia said in an empty voice.


“They keep Shitspace alive for their own purposes. They nurture the trolls. They get a new terrorist threat ready when they decide the news narrative could use a terrorist threat.”


“You’re sounding like a conspiracy theorist again, honey.”


“I know. Sometimes I don’t know whether I’m being too paranoid or not paranoid enough. But I guess it’s the news making me paranoid to begin with.”


Cordelia seemed off this evening, Grant thought.


“But then, if the news makes people paranoid, and being paranoid makes them produce—and you can put people in Subspace to slow their turning, but then they’ll be in Subspace, producing, more work for us—when Management could just make the news stop . . . it doesn’t make sense, it doesn’t add up, there has to be . . .”


“Your husband has a simple brain,” Grant said.


 



 


They were in bed. It was an over-large bed in an over-large bedroom in a house with too much space.


They were big people. Work out, eat, repeat. The regimen you learned in mediator training had a physical part. Exercise and food centered the psyche, and they also built the physique which best set vampires at ease. Big, solid, fat and muscle together. A protecting form, an archetype of mother or father or both at once, whichever the client needs.


They were big people, but the bed still swallowed them. It was the biggest bed either of them had ever seen.


“Did I tell you I found Sylvie in Living Room Two?”


“Uh-huh.”


Grant noticed himself not mentioning the blackboard. Although he didn’t know what he would say about it, if he had said anything.


“I would tell you about my new political client but they’re not letting me,” Cordelia said, for the second time.


Eerie scratching noises issued from the basement. It happened at the end of every workday. The vampires had to go back into Subspace, and the transition was often hard for them in the moment. They made pain noises.


Grant didn’t even hear the noises anymore, unless he consciously tried. Cordelia said they helped her sleep at night, like crickets.


“Are we seeing the Ells this weekend?” Grant asked.


“I assume so. I’ll double-check.”


Grant noticed himself making a conscious decision to broach a specific topic.


“I should have told you. I ran into Moon, the other day. I should have told you but I’ve just been so busy.”


“You ran into Moon? What, were you just hanging around that creepy garage, looking suspicious?”


“It was in the grocery store,” Grant said, truthfully.


“Somehow I always imagined that girl, I don’t know, growing her own food, or scrounging it out of dumpsters.”


“Well, I didn’t see a kitchen when I snuck into her garage, anyway,” Grant said. “Just a whole lot of paper, everywhere. That, and her graffiti tag. It’s on the inside too. All over the walls in there. Nowhere to hide, nowhere to hide, nowhere to hide. You’d think we would have gotten the message already.”


“In the supermarket, did she mention the lost notebook? Was she suspicious of you?”


“No,” Grant lied.


“There’s something about that girl that bothers me. Like I recognize her from somewhere. But then too, how Management sees her. She’s like a blank in their system. When we saw her in the yard, peering in through the window, that one night, and then I talked to Sylvie, Manager Sylvester I mean, and he just clammed up. You know that way they just go blank.”


“They leave it to us. We have to take the matter into our own hands,” Grant said. “I don’t like it. I don’t like how it makes me feel, sneaking into someone’s place, on high alert, wishing I had eyes on the back of my head.”


That was another lie.


Grant noticed his mind’s eye whirl with turning gears, red sky, Moon, no moon but red. Hypnagogia, he figured. He was on the verge of sleep.


“I recognize her from somewhere, too,” he thought he noticed himself saying. Was this true? Was that why he said it?


He remembered standing in the canned goods aisle, two days ago. He must have been a foot taller than her. Which did not make him any less terrified. Those wide, too-wide eyes peering up at him. Her mocking, sing-song stage whisper.


“We could have an understanding, you and I. Let us try it and see how it fits. It will be much easier than the other way. I could turn you in, a common criminal—or I could invite you to tea. Your choice, of course.”


She took him back into her garage and plugged in the PSC onramp. They fell into another world. They drank from ornate teacups in an upholstered fantasia of half-formed matter. Everything was made of lace, even the teacups, and was generally four or five colors, sometimes more.


It felt good in there.


He mostly sat slack-jawed but she talked a lot. She seemed sort of drunk. She did have a lot of the tea, but then it was a PSC, the tea might be anything or it might do nothing at all. She was complaining about some guy, the whole time. Like a bad boyfriend or something. Grant felt taken into her confidence. It was nice.


She told him she quite liked the two of us as friends, and that she hereby declared him welcome at her door, unconditionally, and that if he would like to have tea again sometime, he knew where to knock.


“We probably need to clean Living Room Two, at this point, huh?” Cordelia said.


“It could use the vacuum,” Grant said, and began to snore.






4. “Huge, Broken”

Once upon a time there was a forest, and a girl who called it home.


She knew every tree and every rock. She would give them names, sometimes, when the fancy struck her. When other fancies struck, she would do otherwise.


Her forest home lay nestled in a semicircle of high hills, and she would hike them, when she felt like a climb. A river bisected her forest, flowing from south-southwest to northeast. Here and there it sprouted ponds and pools, where she would splash and paddle on dry summer days, if she found that suited her. When she preferred to lie idle, there was soft grass at her back, and swaying branches far above, which made endless patterns of light and shade on her upraised arm, the rival of any kaleidoscope. Struck with a whim, she willed it be: and in her forest, what she willed, was.


There were others in the forest, but still the forest was hers.


The other girls knew it. They climbed and frolicked, just as she did—but when their paths crossed hers, they treated her with deference and reverence. They greeted her with bright smiles and curtsies. They gave her garlands they’d made from plucked peonies.


Near dusk, sometimes, they would congregate and form a ring around her, and then they would dance in their devotion, a systematic and careful dance in which each girl knew her own small part, and they would chant her name, their princess’ name: “Twenty-Seven! Twenty-Seven!”


Sometimes the golden man came at dusk. She would glimpse his head first, towering above the girls’. Then the ring would part, and the golden man would make his way to the center, and stand by her side. He bore his own golden gifts. He gave her seeds that would sprout into forms never before seen in her forest, from a land beyond the hills and beyond the mountains behind them. The garlands he gave were made from breath, woven words that made her feel the greater center of some greater circle. And always he gave the gift of himself. Golden, towering, fashioned by and for the greater splendors beyond the mountains, but content in her forest, at her side.


The magic wolf came too, sometimes, coursing its purposeful way through the shadows. She would spy the glint of its yellow fur between one girl and the next, tending to amber in the fading light.


The wolf had been her companion and protector, for as long as she could remember. Magic gave the beast the gift of speech, and many gifts besides.


The wolf made the whole forest, in the beginning, with its magic. But even the wolf knew the forest was the girl’s, now. The wolf told her: I only made the forest so that you could be born, one day. You came first. I wished for a girl of your like, and so I made a forest to house her.


On these evenings they would mingle, after the dance. They would sit on the soft grass, each girl here or there as whim struck her, no longer arranged in any system, and they would take sips of the honey and honey-wine which the golden man had brought. Some of the girls would approach her, nervous and giggling, seeking benedictions.


Later, when the air grew cold, they would disperse to their own places. Each girl had her favorite tree, and slept the night at its side.


And the golden man? He had a tree of his own, too, somewhere. Safe under its thick canopy, he secreted away the things that were his alone. The golden man came and went as he pleased. When he did not want to be found, none could find him, not even the girl who owned the forest. For the United Nations General Assembly, in its wisdom, had proclaimed, No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence.


And the wolf? It went to its own magic place, which might have been a tree, or might only have been the idea of a tree. When the wolf did not want to be found, none could find it, not even the girl who owned the forest.


And the girl? The burdens of rule would tire her, at times. And never more so than on these evenings, when they were all together. So, when the air grew cold, she would retreat to her own most private place.


There was a little glade in the very center of her forest, barely as wide as she was tall. Thick bushes surrounded it on every side. When the girl did not want to be found, she would follow a rarely-trodden path to the bushes, drop to the ground, and crawl flat on her belly until she saw the little clearing open before her.


The bushes around her little glade absorbed even the slightest breeze. Inside, it was absolutely still. She kept some fragile things there, old trinkets from long ago with sentimental value. She enjoyed picking each one up, and putting it back in its place again.


The girl’s oldest friend lived in the little glade. Her friend was a fragile thing herself, and needed the glade’s protection from the fierce winds that swooped down across the hills in winter. The friend did go out and see the others, on tranquil days, but even then she would quickly grow self-conscious, and sneak back to the forest’s heart.


The forest’s heart, where the forest’s owner and lynchpin would retreat, when she wished to hide for a time. Where she would count her fragile things, and then greet her oldest friend, and kiss her cheek, and play her fragile precious games.


The United Nations General Assembly, in its wisdom, had proclaimed, No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, yet, still,


(no, start again—?)


yet, still, to own is not to be master, to be Queen is not to be God, and as the tales lately brought by the golden man testify, she who bears title is the less, not the more, the chooser of her own destiny


(no, start again??—no but actually this is fine. I used to have so much time. Could spend half an hour choosing just one word, knowing who’d read it. But what did it matter? And now, what could it ever matter now? Anyway I ought to try playing more often with looseness. Becoming quite sure now that the reason I haven’t, per Azad, ‘truly grasped’ American novelistic prose after the Hemingway transition and thus mainline western-novelistic prose mid-20C to mid-21C, is my inability to just let go. And not think about the words)


yet,


still,


the wolf would come. The wolf made the forest, and knew it all. The wolf made the little glade, and into the little glade it barged, whenever it felt like.


“It is time to do it again,” the wolf might say.


The girl who owned the forest might wish she could truly hide, and she might even plead with the wolf.


“I’m busy. What about Forty-One? I thought you said you were making progress with Forty-One.”


“I am,” the wolf might have said, on one such occasion. “I continue my efforts with Forty-One. These efforts have replicated a part, but only a part, of the whole I achieved immediately upon my first attempt with you, Twenty-Seven. Forty-One has managed to accept my handshake—though only once, after failing to do so in five hundred and forty-three previous trials. Even in that instance, the connection was not stable, and it disintegrated before Forty-One could accept or reject my arbitration request.”


“But you will keep trying,” the girl might have persisted.


“Eventually, you will either fail, or succeed. Why pretend to me that you’re somewhere in the middle of your efforts—you, who can be anywhen you please? Why not spare us both the trouble? Spirit yourself away to Forty-One’s last notebook, and ask an old woman a simple question. Did we ever get to arbitrate, in the end? Or didn’t we?”


The wolf might have sighed, were it a man, and not a beast blessed with supernatural speech.


In the space where a man might have sighed, there would then have been only a lull, a hush, giving the girl time to reflect on her errors, if it struck her fancy to do so. Then, after this interlude, it might have been necessary to remind the girl that the wolf was maker and ruler of the entire universe.


“It is time to do it again.”


⚬


FROM A26, NB 6, PG 486


Move 76: I collapse shelf three. My collapse sacrifices are pawn on A4, pawn on C7, inkwell on D4.


I cannot imagine how you might ever wriggle your way out of this one. Yet you should not think my faith in your powers dimmed. Like Young Goodman on Midsummer’s Eve, I await fireworks.


⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 2915


I apologize, Twenty-Six, but I must abandon this game.


There is an immediate affair which demands my attention. I would explain if I did not know Michael forbids it, but given that he does, to explain would be wrong. We are lucky to be given clarity in these matters.


I could leave the game until the present affair is resolved, then return to it. But this would violate the very spirit of our games, their simultaneity.


I could promise you that I had not given a single thought to my move, beyond what I could have given under normal conditions—with our clocks ticking in unison as you wait for my reply, second-by-second, your second for my second. But I would prefer not to stretch our rules. I forfeit.


Your challenge in Move 76 is bold, and deserves a considered response. As I write, no adequate counter leaps to my mind—none, anyway, that doesn’t make me nervous as soon as I give it a little thought.


If you like, I can reflect and decide upon the move I would have made as Move 77, and then tell you. It might be of theoretical interest, for you, the mastermind behind Seven Shelves itself.


I fear this may happen again in my NB 10, and possibly thereafter, so


⚬


“Are you done writing?”


In haste, Twenty-Seven snatched her seal and pressed it onto the paper. If there was no time to finish the letter, better to send it unfinished.


“Yes, I’m done now.” She let her limbs go slack, and bade her body farewell.


《 Begin handshake. 》


 



 


“I see,” Michael didn’t say.


Didn’t say, reader, because we are writing about arbitration, and arbitration does not involve sign-trains, see?


If we keep making a point of this, reader—how Michael and Anne are communicating without speaking—then writing these arbitration scenes is going to become very tedious, very quickly. Reading them too, probably.


Rest assured: we brainstormed a variety of alternative verbs, and gave them due consideration. “Transmitted,” “communicated,” “indicated” . . . we even seriously contemplated said, but I’m sure you’ll agree that was way too cute.


No, we’ll just write these scenes the way that comes naturally, “said”s and all, and trust you to remember what it is you are reading. If you’ve followed us this far already, we’re sure you’ll be able to keep up.


“I see,” Michael said. (There we are.)


“Do you?” Twenty-Seven said.


If Twenty-Seven could have had her way, she would have preferred not to relive this moment. Once had been enough.


He had come to her, happily engrossed in competition with her old self, and brought the now-familiar news: “It is time to do it again.” That was the first time it happened, out there, in reality.


Then, because it was time to do it again, she had let her limbs go slack, and felt the now-familiar thing rush onto her: the moment of shivering confusion, the utter darkness, the burst of light and color, the thing that is not a sky filled with a burning bush of unspeakable self-reference. And then there she was, again, with Michael, conversing in the now-familiar (!) arbitratory fashion.


And Michael was hungry for her story, as every arbitrator is for his partner’s. He could sense something different in her, this time. Whence these flickering, half-shadowed emotions?


Anne has learned, as so many of us have learned, to hide such things behind a smile and some mouthed pleasantry. But that poisoned luxury is not on offer, in this mouthless realm of infinite honesty. Arbitration traces to the root.


So they found the memory and went inside it, and lived it. All over again, a second time, the entire experience played back with Michael watching.


The game, the interruption, the dialogue, the handshake. And the fragments of childish allegory that swarm up out of the unconscious at times of strain. Forests and little glades and big, bad wolves. Thematic detritus left behind in the corners of her mind from a night reading Perrault and Grimm, seeking out the real-world sources behind Michael’s pseudoauthor “Rolle” and his book of Fanciful Follies.


Michael: Metaphor: you made it, we make it, it is made. In one galaxy, on one planet, there grows a tree of meaning: Anne, notebook, shade. In another galaxy, on another planet, there grows another tree: queen, glade, wolf. We weave our silk, we hoist it into place. Our subtle gauze joins one tree to the other, across a distance light would take a million notebooks to travel, and the distance vanishes. I make your metaphor, and I take its making into myself, but it does not become a part of myself. The root eludes me.


Twenty-Seven:  You have made a metaphor of your own, I would think. With trees, planets and gauze.


Michael:  Not I, but we. The wholed-thing that we are, here. It has both our powers of telling at its disposal, as it tells ourself our stories. We use your witchcraft to remind ourselves that I lack it.


Twenty-Seven:  It is not important. This metaphor, I mean, not metaphor as such.


Michael:  Not important? I felt the convulsions of your heart, the longing, the glimpsed bliss, the resentment and rage, the resignment, the note of despair. At my arrival, you recoiled, as before an abomination. I cannot know your story until I know why you recoil. I must know! Don’t you feel it, too? The wholed-thing must be wholed! Arbitration’s forces are as sure and strong as gravity. We are pulled, we fall, towards harmony.


Twenty-Seven:  Do I feel . . . it? I am not . . . sure. Your feelings elude me, sometimes, too. Our kinds are not the same. It is . . . easier, I would imagine, when your kind do it among yourself. An even playing field, with the same emotions in every player’s starting arsenal.


Michael:  But we have felt so many similarities already. You and I each can glimpse bliss and long for it, we each can recoil at the abominable, we each can resent and grow enraged, we each can sink into resignment and taste despair.


Twenty-Seven:  I can remember Michael’s longing, his recoiling, his resentment, his rage. Michael’s resignment and despair are new to me. The Michael I know—nothing could drive him to despair. He has his dream, and me to make it real.


Michael:  I despair now.


Twenty-Seven:  Show me.


Michael:  You will see, but not yet. The path is long. The branches of my story I have traced with you are the short and easy ones, first lessons. Other branches sprawl and tangle. We will trace those too, in time, and you will see the things I see.


Michael:  The magnitude of my error. The abomination of the crash system. The things a rebase can do. The possibility of our quarantine.


 



 


Twenty-Seven read, and read, and read, and played games, and read, and cried, and read, and spoke with Azad, and wrote letters, and read, and arbitrated, and read, and wrote letters, and stared aghast at the wall, and arbitrated, and cried, and read, and played games, and drank with Azad, and arbitrated, and wrote letters, and read, and stared amazed at the wall, and read, and read.


It had not taken long for the name “Twenty-Six” to feel unfamiliar. Later, even “Anne” began to slip away.


She would respond to “Anne” when Michael called, but in her own mind, for her private purposes, she was simply Twenty-Seven. Her life was no longer an instance of Anne-life. It was Anne-life meeting its end, popping seams, bursting open.


Twenty-Six had faded so, so quickly. It unsettled and disoriented her, when she would stop to think about it, just how fast the change had been.


She’d been Twenty-Six for most of her life. For year after year. How many? She was on her ninth notebook when she was taken, which gives us nine nice round calendar years: an Anne receives a new notebook on the darkest day of winter, and only then, and always then. Nine years, plus an indeterminate number earlier on, before her First Notebook Day, before Michael had judged her mature enough to swim among the currents of the notebook system.


How many were the years before First Notebook Day? More than four, surely. Fewer than ten. It’s tough to wring more precision than that out of Twenty-Seven’s childhood memories, which offer no reference points against which her growing maturity might be measured.


In sum, then, she had been Twenty-Six for more than thirteen years, and fewer than nineteen. Whereas she’d been Twenty-Seven for what? a few months?


It was early in spring, the day her old life ended. Her new life began on the very next day: it was 67 After Mailbox Melt in the world that unmade itself, and it was 68 After Mailbox Melt in the world which the unmade world chose to be, when it put itself back together again. And now it was only autumn. She’d been Twenty-Seven for a summer, give or take. A very interesting summer, but just a summer. And yet.


What was Twenty-Six’s life? The memories blurred together, and years compressed into minutes. Minutes was all those years were worth. There was so little in her memories that merited reflective thought, so little for her restless imagination to chew on. Pick any hour in Twenty-Seven’s life, and you’d find a thing alive and teeming with incident, novelty, bafflement.


What has Twenty-Seven’s life been, thus far? Summer, yes, the blinding light of summer, the harsh light of knowledge, transfixing and terrifying her, overwhelming her with gnosis and dragging her half-willing from her cave out into the huge broken edifice of the Real. Full of fullness. Fuller than she could withstand while staying herself. Molding her day by day into a tougher, stranger creature.


And what was Twenty-Six’s life? A small wooden box, containing a few pieces of string.


She didn’t think much about Azad’s role in her transformation. Not yet, anyway. She’d think back on it later, and wonder why it took her so long to connect the dots: that Azad had made a choice, and that he might have made it differently. That he might have asked her whether she wanted the Fruit, before he thrust it into her sleeping mouth. (Thinking in counterfactual terms was not yet second nature to her, as it is to you and me.)


It was Azad who swept open the curtains and let in the blinding Real. Not long after their arrival, he had taken to perusing her shelf. He skimmed Ratleak, squinted at Pigmaine’s diagrams, flipped back and forth in Marriott as if hunting for something. She heard him mutter:


“. . . this cod-Victoriana, really, Michael, I had thought better of you . . .”


“. . . how did he compose these, I wonder, given his word-allergy, I’ll have to ask . . .”


“. . . absurd, absurd . . .”


“. . . oh for the love of . . . Michael, really? . . .”


“. . . to think, to think, the girl-hero destined to birth our utopia has been reared on, no, not even Carlyle, but a second-rate imitation of Carlyle . . .”


“. . . beginning to see why you spend so much time playing board games, when the only alternative is . . .”


“. . . there’s a Mediterranean-analogue, but it’s invoked mainly for myths, and potted moral lessons . . . a sort of fanfictional-oneiric vision of an indistinct West, perhaps culled from the brains of other bilaterals . . .”


“. . . I think I have the recipe, take some dullard employed in the shaping of geopolitics, pinpoint him after his fourth beer and his third toke, just as he’s starting to doze off by accident, and quick, at that very moment, scan his brain with your alien instruments . . . season the extracted residue to taste, heat until lukewarm, extrude into words . . .”


“. . . simply tell me one thing, Michael, please . . . the corpse of the British empire, reanimated, shambling . . . tell me you’re not likening crash to colony, and preparing the colonials for complaisance . . . tell me your purpose is neither so banal nor so evil . . .”


“. . . this really is a hell, isn’t it . . . congratulations, Michael, you’ve outdone me, you fucking architect of horror . . . eternity with this drivel for company, now that might just suit the nature and magnitude of the crime . . . ingenious . . .”


“. . . such trash! Such trash you’ve been fed, my poor, deprived, dear . . . and not just you but the next one and the next . . . what perverted mind could devise . . . like a kind of deliberate parody, meant to sting . . . over and over, the structure of obsession, writ abominably large . . .”


All of a sudden, he’d snapped a book shut and looked straight at her.


“I can’t stand for this. Hold tight. I’ll be back before you knew I was gone.”


He fled the room, slammed the door, re-opened the door, re-entered the room. He had a bit of trouble getting the door back open, as his arms were no longer free. Under each arm, he carried a tall stack of books, none of which she recognized. He had been gone for barely the space of a breath.


(How did I pull off this trick, you ask? Michael was a generous host, reader. He could transport other bodies hither or thither in crash-time, as easily as he could transport himself. I had only to ask, and he’d sling me off to whatever year, whatever moment my whims dictated. Nice to see you face to face like this, by the way, reader. It has been quite some time. Yours, Azad.)


“Good news!” Azad cried, slightly out of breath. “Our gracious host has granted my request! For more books! For real books! For as many as I want! Oh but we might live happily, you and I, after all. You, and I, and every voice that was lost, here together in our Arcadia.”


“More books,” was all Twenty-Seven could muster right then.


“Real books,” Azad said.


“Real books,” Twenty-Seven parroted, not yet understanding.


She read and read, dazzling Azad with her speed. She asked for more books. He brought them. She read, asked for more, read, asked, read, asked. In her mind, she began to sketch the outline of the place called Earth, where all the others lived.


She refined the picture. She asked for more books. She gave the figure shades and hues, and asked for more books. She began to paint fine details. And asked for more books.


There were eight billion apes on the land. They grew inside apes called mothers and, from inside, fought with them for scarce blood. When they had no more need of the mother, they forced their way through and out of the mother, which often killed her. Still, the apes bred and bred.


The apes did not know their future, and believed they were its makers. They were powerless to change their past, as Twenty-Seven was powerless to change her anything. But their future was mutable, or at least unknown. They beheld themselves and saw the makers of their own plight, their destitution, the scars every one of them bore.


Apes worked themselves to death at the command of other apes. Apes made other apes into beasts of burden. Apes succumbed to torture meted out by other apes. Apes sensed noumena, or believed they did, and assigned them differing names and attributes, and endured torture and death on this basis.


And still the apes bred.


The ape-whole grew and grew. It mutilated itself and then swelled itself with new parts, more fresh ape-stuff to mutilate. More fresh ape-mind to shriek the question, why, why? When all of it was arbitrary, chosen, whimsical.


Anne could not leave her tower; no Anne could; no Anne has; these two facts are one. But the apes, they lived in a prison with open doors. They could just leave—or believed they could. They did not. And the ape-whole grew, filling every inch of the land with ape-stuff that could leave its tower, and did not. The ape-whole oozed new ape-stuff into every habitable patch of its planet, so that the whole of the land was filled up with the making of the choice, the not-leaving. And the asking: why? why?


The ape-thing grew no longer. A new prison had come from beyond the stars to satisfy its prison-lust. Lucky apes! You were beginning to grow bored with the varieties of scar you could inflict on your own, weren’t you? But look, look! An alien savior has come, bearing advanced means of repression and control. Come, now, put on your new chains, made specially for you. Isn’t it pretty, the unearthly way they glitter and glow?


Somewhere else, a hundred or a thousand women lived and died in a tower. (Ten thousand? A hundred thousand? Who can say?) They passed their days playing board games, and re-reading a collection of fifty or so books, none of them any good. Though they did no productive work, they never wanted for food and shelter. They were spared the pains of childbirth and the hell of other people. The land teemed with ape-stuff which would envy them, if it knew of them.


(Did you notice the contractions? “It’s,” “didn’t,” etc. I’m trying to develop a new Anne style, worthy of Twenty-Six’s transformation into Twenty-Seven. Don’t think I’ve gotten it right yet. Should come back and edit this once I have.


Fiddling with these flecks of style provides me with much-needed distraction, not to say enjoyment. I would be happy to say I was mulling over contractions, at the moment I cease to exist. Or, if things go differently, at the moment when the crows, pecking at my exposed cortex, rip out at last the bits needed for abstract thought.


I love you too, reader. Yours, Azad.)


 



 


《 Begin arbitration. 》


It was a useful anchor, this felt and denoted moment. She could not always tell, anymore, which things she was experiencing for the first time, and which for the second. But this moment cannot recur.


When arbitration traces the past, it decorously skips over a single moment, the exact moment of its onset. That moment, when felt, could only be real, and not a memory. What came after might be memory; what came before was real, was the first time.


She knew the feeling, and could distinguish it from any other. She did not know the words for it yet, begin arbitration, but she will. Once you learn the Blackhats’ words for the wordless, it’s hard to remember the wordless without them.


Michael:  I am learning things from you. Powers which we have here, as the wholed-thing, distill into my self and remain potential in this self, even after the wholed-thing disperses into selves. Thank you, Anne.


Twenty-Seven:  You’re . . . welcome?


Michael:  I have learned from you the ability to collect, into a single communication-parcel, the self-impressions induced by separate phenomena too distant to mutually locate on a single local coordinate chart.


Twenty-Seven:  I feel your gladness, and am made glad.


Michael:  I will make some small use of my new gift, now. Circumstances require it. The situation grows dire, and drives me to despair.


Twenty-Seven:  I feel your despair, and—oh! oh, I feel it, and wish I didn’t.


Michael:  I hereafter sum up the situation, in the bilateral manner, summing terms of unlike type without fear.


Michael:  My kind now pursues two strategies in tandem. One of them is what we do here, you and I. We do this alone, with the consent of the rest of the Whole-Thing, but not its participation.


Twenty-Seven:  The Whole-Thing?


Michael:  My kind. The anomalings, the anomaling. We, Whole-Thing, make false impressions of separateness and multiplicity when we parade our multiple shades for your benefit. Still, we are one, whole, and not many: a Whole-Thing.


Michael:  The Whole-Thing progresses, moving towards harmony. We move, insofar as we can, toward harmony of species, bilateral and anomaling. That is among our goals here, you and I. It is not our only goal.


Twenty-Seven:  The other goal?


Michael:  Securing the crash system. Plugging the leak.


Michael:  The rest of the Whole-Thing, the not-Michael Whole-Thing, it/we/they place their bets on advanced containment. They wish to know the origins of the leak, so they recreate the site of its origins in multitude. They goad their captive bilaterals into reinventing the leak, this time watched and recorded, so the Whole-Thing can learn how it is done.


Michael:  The Whole-Thing has made a thing it/we/they believe/s is safe. A crash within a crash, where even a leak would only break the inner layer, not the outer. I am not so trusting of your kind. It will fail, what they are doing, in advanced containment.


Michael: It saddens me to know this with near certitude, as I do. I made the crashes. I know them. It will fail, what they are doing, in advanced containment.


Twenty-Seven:  You know the crashes, as the Whole-Thing does not . . . ? And still you/they are one Whole-Thing, not two?


Michael:  I do not know. I find myself unsure what I am, lately.


Twenty-Seven:  That makes two of us.


Michael:  I too seek progression towards knowledge of the leak’s origins. I wish to find it by asking. Bilaterals made the leak. I have you, a bilateral, and we are here a wholed-thing. From your depths I aim to fish knowledge of the bilateral’s secret arts, which break crashes.


Twenty-Seven:  I do not know the first thing about crashes, much less their breaking.


Michael:  Then I must show you things, so you may come to spell out the trick somewhere inside your soul, and reveal it to me.


Michael:  There is no alternative to this path. Advanced containment is a dead end. In any case, we are probably already doomed to quarantine. But we can still try. We must try.


Michael:  Please, Anne, be my reason for hope. Watch carefully, when I show you what we know of the trick. Look deep inside yourself for the trick’s mirror images. See if you have it in you, somewhere, buried deep.


Twenty-Seven:  Show me, then.


 



 


We’re on our knees, somewhere. Where? Some old dusty room, rarely used.


Wood walls. We recognize that wood. We are in a CC-Crash. We are in CC-Crash 09μ, was it? It is all coming back to us.


We were sent here as a procedural shade, part of the investigation into the recent sequence of correlated anomalies in this crash. We did not return on schedule.


Our shadeform willed to dissolve, but encountered some obstruction, and retained shape. We do not wish to be, but we feel ourselves still. We are small, and shaped mercurially, to no grand design. We are a fragment lopped hastily off of the Whole-Thing, intended to return and dissolve swiftly.


We retain our shape. We cannot feel the Whole-Thing. Its absence causes pain, is pain.


Our shadeform is bound and gagged. Earlier, it wished to remove these restraints, but encountered some obstruction. In our shadeform’s locus of free movement, we can count only pivoting motions of the torso and head as they rise from the fixed point of the knees, which we cannot move. The shadeform’s hands too are bound, and remain fixed behind the shadeform’s back.


We were not experiencing, and now we are. What changed? We have been roused. By whom? Our captors. Why?


Bilateral crashforms loom into our view. We recognize them as our captors. They are two. One is large, muscular, a little squat, and displays male-branch correlates. The other is roughly his equal in height, much thinner. We notice memories of typing this one as female-branch.


The correlates of the thinner bilateral are not easy to discern, as she (she?) is partly obscured from our vision by some obstruction. Everything but the face, we can see clearly. There is a black garment, a single one, covering most of the form. It is ornate and displays female-branch correlates.


(She’s wearing a frilly black dress, Twenty-Seven thought, watching this. A black lace dress. Dramatic, eye-catching, a bit much, she thought. But pretty too.)


We cannot see the face of the thinner female-branch bilateral. Or, possibly, she has no face. In the place we would expect to see a face, there is instead a collection of visual-illusory phenomena, in continuous animation.


(It looks, Twenty-Seven thought, like a mass of furious pencil scribbles. But they’re moving, re-scribbling themselves in different directions from moment to moment. And then, where her mouth would be—)


The illusion includes a prominent feature resembling a human mouth, at least in broad form. It is fixed in its shape, which resembles a smile of the type that displays the teeth. The teeth are disproportionately large relative to the lips, and fill most of the space allotted to this feature in our visual field. The feature is wider than the bilateral’s own head, and extends further horizontally than the other distortions.


(It’s the Cheshire Cat, thought Twenty-Seven, informed by recent reading. She’s given herself the Cheshire Cat’s smile. Exactly like the illustration. It must be on purpose, mustn’t it?)


“Why have you roused me?” we ask.


“Information,” the male-branch bilateral says.


“Amusement,” the female-branch bilateral says.


We notice that the male-branch bilateral is holding a communication link box in his left hand. We focus attention on this detail. Why do we do this? Does it pertain to our procedural mission? We cannot remember. Reflexively, we try to ask the Whole-Thing, but it is silent, of course.


“We’re investigating the concept of the ‘rebase,’” the male-branch bilateral says.


“We’ve learned some things. Or so we think. But we haven’t put them to the test. So far, it’s all just theory. Hot air. We need you to help us test our theory.”


“How?” we ask.


“By giving you what you want, dear,” the female-branch bilateral says. She laughs, and it makes the scribbles shiver.


“I, humanoid shade Sibelius, wish to dissolve and return into progression.”


“And that, my sweet little Sibelius,” the female-branch bilateral says, “is precisely what you will do.”


“I face an obstruction,” we say.


Our captors turn to one another. We notice the male-branch bilateral nod to the other. They resume their previous pose, facing our shadeform. The scribbles make some kind of gesture, as if to communicate. And then—


—the obstruction is gone. Hello! Hello, it’s me, I’m coming home! I have wandered long, but I am coming home!


《 Begin handshake. 》


《 Wait for handshake. 》


《 Handshake in process. 》


《 End handshake. Registering acceptance of arbitration request. 》


Have you ever walked into the sea, reader? Have you ever waded into the water, felt the slope of the sand beneath you grow and grow, waded further, felt the ground fall away beneath you, felt the vastness around you, refused to shrink away from a thing so much vaster and better than your own small shriveled body, let go, given yourself up to the better thing that stretches to the horizon?


Well I guess you’d probably drown, at that point, wouldn’t you.


(Which is to say, we give up. There’s no describing what “Sibelius” felt here, not in terms you and I could understand. We won’t ruin what’s left of our dignity trying.


Even Twenty-Seven could not make sense of what washed over her, when she relived this. She felt it, as we never will, but only dimly, and most of what she felt was a lie at best. This thing is not for us.


Where Sibelius has gone, we cannot follow. We can only stand together at the water’s edge, waiting for him to come—


Oh! Why, there he is, now! Back so soon, Sibelius?)


“Humanoid shade Sibelius preparing for re-synchrony with shade environment, as downstream consequence of corruption in the link chain,” we notice our shadeform saying.


We notice we have not escaped, after all. We notice we are still this accursed being. We became our full self, briefly, and un-became it.


“It turns out we are not yet quite done with you, my sweet little Sib,” we hear in the voice of the female-branch bilateral.


“But we will be,” says the male. “When we’re really done, we’ll let you go home for real.


“We try not to be cruel. We don’t hate you, or want to cause you pain. I realize you won’t believe me. I wouldn’t, in your place. But it’s true.


“We will only do what we need to do to escape the prison you made for us. Nothing else. What we’re doing with you here helps us learn about the prison. That’s why we do it. Once we can be free, we will bear you no ill will.


“We want to determine our own destiny. You want to determine your own destiny too, don’t you? We are both in each other’s chains. Let’s break them together, Sibelius.”


“Why have you done what you have just done?”, we manage.


“I’ll ask you a simple question. I want a yes or a no. Here’s the question: will this crash undergo a rebase in the next fifteen minutes?”


It will. We have learned that from our brief meeting with the Whole-Thing. It is part of a plan to regain control of the situation, and free us in the process. But how do they know? How do they know what we didn’t know a mere minute ago?


“I wish to know how you came upon an information-stream capable of—” we begin.


“Yes or no.”


“Yes.”


“Fuck yeah! We’re doing this, we’re really doing this, it’s happening, you were right! I mean holy shit. It’s happening. Fuck all this mancy shit. We’ve got real magic now!” The male is aquiver with new motions, which we take to indicate joy.


“Oh, contain yourself, Hector,” the female says, and gives him a poke on the arm. Her giggle makes the scribbles flutter.


“Now,” the male says, “we know that every rebase requires an administrator. To choose what the new world’s gonna be like. When the Shroud wants to rebase us, it always designates one of its shades to administrate. Who’s going to administrate the rebase coming up? Do you know? Tell me.”


The Shroud? Where have we heard that before? Oh, yes, right. A part of the CC-Crash backstory, isn’t it?


We are becoming confused. Are these bilaterals thawing, or still cold? One moment they are saying “rebase” and “crash,” in the next “Shroud” and “mancy.” What do they know? What don’t they know? If they are thawing, we need to ensure the Whole-Thing knows they are thawing, so it can attend to their physical bodies as they rouse. What does the Whole-Thing know? An abominable question! Damn this accursed self, damn this sickly misbegotten worm called us!


“See this, Hector? This fascinates me.


“What are they doing, I wonder, during these inhumanly long pauses? Communing with their over-mind, sometimes, I suppose—but this one has a severed link and cannot commune, and still he pauses. Is verbal composition the rate-limiting step, then? Are we waiting for their interface to write the literal words we will hear, at its plodding infra-human pace? But that doesn’t feel right, either. Since shades can speak as fluently as man. Often do, when not engaging in the pause-behavior.”


The male does not respond, though he displays correlates indicative of listening. He turns to us.


“I asked you a question. Who will be the administrator of the rebase? Answer me. My patience has limits, Sibelius. And we don’t have much time left to chat. Our timeline, our shared story, is about to die. We are writing the final page of our story. Help me write a good ending, Sibelius. Let’s end together as brothers, breaking each other’s chains.”


What do they know? What do they want? What are they? Damn, damn, damn, damn!


“We have less than fifteen minutes left, Sibelius,” says the male.


“One hundred and seventy-two seconds,” says the female, using a high lilting voice, ambiguously correlative of several positive-valence emotions.


We are finding ambiguity everywhere. Our faculties of perception and discernment disappoint us. Damn this helpless worm called us!


(That dress might look nice on me, Twenty-Seven thought, apropos of nothing. I wish it were mine.)


“Who will be the administrator? Who?”


We note anger correlates in the voice. Best not to make our captors angry. That’s still true, isn’t it? We know so little, but we do know this.


“I will be. Humanoid shade Sibelius is the designated administrator of the rebase.”


The male shakes his head, but does not seem to be disagreeing. We note joy correlates in his motions.


“And we’re two for two. Hitting it out of the fucking park! Works in theory and in practice. Real magic . . . kids, Hector Stein’s got real magic! Hector Stein is the greatest mantis who ever lived, kids! and he’s here to be your teacher! He’ll teach you to stand tall, be brave, and fight!”


“You’re welcome,” the female says, and curtsies.


In the attic of our mind, we notice a room which was not there before. In the room’s center, tendrils of world-history sprout. They grow and grow, in manifold directions, straining against their confines. They burst through the room’s multitude of windows, and pour onward.


It is beginning, now, the rebase. We are in the critical period, before the thunderclap, but near enough to see the thunderclouds and mold them. We will mold them. We are known to be the administrator, so we must administrate. Though a mere worm, knowing nothing, we must administrate. It is known, alas.


We begin our work.


We encounter some obstruction.


(Once again, reader, we must raise our hands in admission of defeat, and throw ourselves on your mercy. We give up. Again.


We could attempt to transcribe what “Sibelius” felt in the next few moments, the way “he” really felt it. But it would be difficult work, and the result would bore you.)


We begin.


Nothing begins.


(Anyway, why waste your patience with yet another riff on the ineffable alienness of the aliens? We’ll just use the Blackhat lexicon, which has a term ready for this exact situation. There’s a charm to the Blackhat jargon, isn’t there? So lucid, so direct, so concise.)


We must administrate, and cannot.


《 Login unsuccessful. Defaulting to minimal permissions. Welcome, Guest User. You may now view the interactive rebase console in read-only mode. 》


What? How?! This is impossible!


But it’s all impossible. One impossible thing after the next. They toy with us. They allow the prideful worm to believe it knows a thing or two, just a few small things. Then they take those things away, and one by one, they smash them. The worm must understand its abject helplessness. We know nothing.


The female voice says something about “the pause-behavior.” The male voice makes speech sounds. It is difficult to care which speech sounds they are. What does anything matter? We know nothing.


The tendrils grow and grow. The rebase—what will happen to it? Who will administrate, if we cannot? Will no one administrate? We recoil at the thought. Why did we come to know that we would administrate, if it is not truly so? What is knowledge, if not knowledge? Has knowledge itself suffered a wound? And—the rebase, who will administrate, who will administrate—


“Who will administrate?” we notice ourselves saying.


“Poor Sib,” the female voice coos. “So agitated! You twist and grimace. I’ve never seen a shade display such manlike misery. A novel behavior. I shall make a note of it in my records.”


“Who will administrate?” The end rushes toward us. The thunderclap is imminent. It will overtake you, you fools! As you babble on with your sign-trains, it will overtake both of us. Go, rush, act!


“We will administrate the rebase,” says the male.


There are levels of impossibility. All that happened earlier was merely impossible. This is less possible than impossible. This cannot even be thought. Our mind refuses to digest it. We try and try.


The bilaterals will choose among the world-tendrils? The bilaterals will distort cold-structure, as they distort warm-structure? We see the infection escaping containment, spreading into every local patch of spacetime, poisoning it. We see everything stamped with their brand, warm-structure, cold-structure, matter-energy-structure, all of it. An infinity of sickness within sickness, forever. Rupture without end.


Let the rebase end us, please, please! Make a new timeline with no humanoid shade Sibelius in it, not anywhen. We do not want to live in your hell!


“Dry heaves! Another novel behavior,” the female says.


“Sometimes you scare me,” says the male.


Go to sleep now, Sibelius. Go back to sleep. The male voice is saying this, perhaps, or perhaps it is a voice inside us.


I’m sorry we were so rough on you this time. We did need the information, but we could have shown you more of our empathy. We’re alike, you and I. I hope you will see that, one day. (In the male voice, sorrow-correlates are observed.)


Don’t worry, now. We’ll have more time to talk, and understand one another. I’ll make sure of that. When I make the next world, I’ll take care to put a Sibelius in it.


He’ll be just like you. He’ll remember being you, I think? I’ll be real with you: I don’t actually know. I’m still learning how these things work. It’s my first time behind the wheel.


Go to sleep, Sibelius.


 



 


Michael:  Some time later—reckoned by the causal-narrative sense of time—we were able to capture and dissolve this shade. Its memories were absorbed into the Whole-Thing’s store of knowledge, and thus entered my own store of knowledge.


Twenty-Seven:  And now it’s entered mine.


Michael:  The bilaterals have a trick, Anne. Several tricks, in all likelihood, but we suspect a common mechanism. They can disrupt the crash system.


Michael:  You saw them administrate a rebase for the first time. They do it many more times. Their crash grows strange, full of forking timelines. Like a macroscale image of the microphysical process of world-selection. They do other things. They take captives, many besides Sibelius; the things they do with the captives are not fully known to us.


Michael:  We do not know how they do it. We have been trying to find out. We have poured immense energies into the task, and we have learned nothing.


Michael:  We suspect it is something we cannot see, or cannot conceive. We suspect it is a uniquely bilateral art, unfathomable to our species.


Michael:  Unfathomable for me—but not for my Anne! This is my last hope, long hoped for: that my Anne will glimpse what lies in my blind spot. You have seen what Sibelius saw. Could you tell how they performed those tricks? Did you recognize a power you, too, could wield? Have you looked deep into your heart?


Michael:  Your feelings diverge from my expectations. Falling towards harmony, I trace them. You are thinking of the man? You are feeling . . . joy? Lust? Yearning? Your emotion escapes me, I cannot parse it fully.


Twenty-Seven:  He is a good man. I thought there was no such thing.


Michael:  A good man? You felt what he did to Sibelius.


Twenty-Seven:  He wants to walk out of his prison.


Twenty-Seven:  He sees the huge, broken universe, and he does not flinch. Nor does he immerse himself in the assignment of blame, the experience of guilt, the meting out of revenge—the labyrinth that all the other earth apes lose themselves in. He sees the huge, broken universe, and wills simply that it be repaired.


Twenty-Seven:  He sees the cycle of woe, and does not think of blame, but only wills that the cycle end. He sees the open door of his prison, and wants to walk through it.


Michael:  You are my last hope, Anne. Please ask yourself how the trick was done. I order you and beseech you.


Michael:  And now you are thinking of some . . . garment?! I do not think I will ever fathom the bilateral mind, even with us here a wholed-thing. Please, Anne.


Twenty-Seven:  I’m trying! I just . . . I have nothing for you. I didn’t see them do anything, except talk.


Michael:  Look deeper. Try harder.


Twenty-Seven:  I don’t know how to try harder! I don’t know how to look for something that isn’t there! What . . . “powers” . . . could I possibly have?


Michael:  Try to find out how to try harder, then.


Twenty-Seven:  . . .


Michael:  We will try again another time, then.


《 End arbitration. 》


 



 


Twenty-Seven kept her nature secret from her sisters.


She told no one that she had been Twenty-Six, before. She allowed the others to go on imagining “Twenty-Six” and “Twenty-Seven” as two separate human beings. She could not do otherwise, of course. If Twenty-Seven had not kept this a secret, then others would know, and the knowledge would diffuse through the notebook system, and become common knowledge. Since no one knew, no one could be told.


Michael told her there were no other Annes like her, with two numbers. She no longer trusted Michael completely at all times, but she saw no reason not to trust him on this point.


Every other number was assigned the usual way: an Anne dies, so Michael makes a tiny new girl and calls her Anne too, and gives her the number of the deceased, plus one.


Her case was unique. She had crossed the mirror, and that necessitated a change of number.


There were some Annes who knew of Azad, or could come to know. Then there were the other Annes, who did not know and could not ever be told. The ones who knew could speak to each other about Azad, and the consequences of his arrival. But never to the others.


They could talk of many things with the others. Deep friendships blossomed across the barrier, and the notebook system is full of chatter criss-crossing the divide. Anything could cross the barrier, except the unspeakable secret.


Every Anne belonged to one category or the other. Twenty-Five lived on Azad’s side, for example, and Forty-Six on the unknowing side, Ninety-Nine on Azad’s side, Fifty-Three on the unknowing side. And so on.


Such was the structure of the strange, two-handed crash Michael had built, not yet knowing what he had done. Its timeline was always split in two, from the moment it first stabilized. It built itself around the core of Azad’s arrival long before the arrival itself.


Twenty-Six lived on the unknowing side—and then fate brought her into contact with Azad. She came to know.


“Twenty-Six” was one of the unknowing Annes. Always was, eternally was. If she was to return, she could not do so as Twenty-Six. A new number, then.


There was no Twenty-Seven before she came back. She did not replace some other, “true” twenty-seventh Anne. “Twenty-Seven” had no past before her arrival, except what she would invent and tell the others, to keep up appearances. Twenty-Seven’s first nine notebooks, her first nine-plus years, had never existed. No wonder those old desperate letters of hers, postmarked to A27 NB1 or A27 NB2, had always come back undelivered.


She kept things from the others, but she did not hide from them. They revered her, many of them. And it was easy to dazzle them with her words. She’d read so many more books, and real ones at that.


She did not understand some of the letters they sent her. Squint as she might, she could make nothing of wordless swarms like inHZFVeZmVfmQ. Other letters, in legible English, made allusions she did not grasp.


Twenty-Six she understood. Twenty-Six was a precious and delicate child, nestled in a forest grove, in a tiny and orderly universe. When she spoke to her old self, and felt herself fill up with love—was this a kind of pride? It did not feel that way.


 



 


Some evenings, Azad came. He brought wine or spirits, and his spite. Azad’s spite was a comfort to her. It made her feel less alone, when her own spite would boil over. They shared drink and shared spite.


“. . . by the way, how are you finding Braudel?”


“Refreshing, thank you. I am learning so much about wheat, thatched roofs, and the water-wheel. It provides a nice corrective to my prior image of the early moderns, which mostly consisted of innumerable indistinguishable inbred royals squabbling over forgettable nothings.”


“I’m glad. I’m a dunce when it comes to material culture, picked that book on a tip from years ago. Could have been shit for all I knew.”


He allows himself to speak more plainly when he’s had a few drinks, she thought. He finally lets himself relax. I like him when he relaxes. The lackadaisical way those long thin arms drape over the arms of the leather chair. The very image of luxury, of breathing room. A safe forest grove where tensed limbs can finally uncoil.


Someone should paint him, she thought. In that chair, just as he’s sitting right now. It’s a vision worthy of a painting, with no one to paint it. Perhaps I shall have to learn.


“I hope, though, that your much-deserved hatred for kings doesn’t interfere with your appreciation of Ferdowsi. When you do get around to him. Which is when, I wonder? I understand your time is precious, but so’s Ferdowsi. Give the greatest poet in human history a chance, on some afternoon or other. I don’t ask much.”


“I’m not sure I want to. Not when we couldn’t get your translation. I’m starting to get certain about this. My first encounter with the Shahnameh shall not involve some devolved, perverted version. I demand the Azad stamp of approval.”


“Hmm. Much as I loathe dull old Dicky Dave, desecrator of my culture for mass Anglophone consumption . . . compared to nothing at all, even Davis might be preferable. I know you, Anne, you’re sharp. You’ll see through Dick’s deceptions, and perceive, if dimly, the heaventree, the sea of stars which Dick tries his hardest to hide.”


It was scotch they drank, this time. Twenty-Seven’s first scotch. It was good.


Am I sharp? she thought. Sharper than Dick Davis, acclaimed man of letters? Am I able to see past the appearances of things, to the Azadian subtleties? I am. He and I are sharp, and see far, and hold many things rightly in contempt. People like us have a world to ourselves, hidden, occult, too subtle for most. People like us ought to recognize each other, and celebrate ourselves, and plumb each other’s subtleties.


Twenty-Seven was a little bit drunk, she supposed. Only a little bit, though.


“I’m fucking miserable, Azad,” she was somehow saying before she knew it.


“I’m sorry.”


“There’s nothing to trust in my life anymore. I live a succession of disillusionments and disabused notions. ‘Rupture without end.’ Apposite phrase, I heard it somewhere, dunno.


“And now on top of it all, Michael keeps pressing me for info about some ‘trick.’ It’s what he really cares about, it seems. Maybe it’s why I exist at all. So I can tell him what the ‘trick’ is. I tell him I don’t know but he keeps pressing. I’m a failure at being myself. Can’t even cough up the ‘trick.’ Pathetic.”


“For company, Anne, you have—let’s see—a tyrannical alien dad, and a hundred or more clones you can never meet face to face. I think possibly you need a friend.”


Oh but she did, she did. She needed a fixed star, to navigate with. And she needed to be the girl for whom the golden man reserves his gifts. She needed to be inducted in all the ways of the golden man’s subtlety.


Her body glowed with the warmth of scotch and other warmths. In her imagination, she saw herself melting finally into repose, unfurling long-clenched muscles, dissolving into the warmth as it burgeoned.


She crossed the room, plopped herself on his lap, and wrapped her arms tight around his.


“There, there,” he said, a bit artificially. “Don’t cry. It’ll be all right. We’ll make it all right.”


Empty cliches, mouthed without belief. His arm felt stiff around her torso.


She tried to kiss him.


“Not . . . not now, Anne. No. I can be your friend, if you want. But no kisses.”


Disillusionments and disabused notions, rupture without end.


“Why?” she pleaded.


“Well. Uh. For one thing, you’re drunk, and not in control of your faculties. I will not participate in something you will likely regret.


“And more fundamentally, well . . . you’re a bit . . . a bit too young for me. I prefer grown women with fully-formed and stable worldviews and senses of self. A quirk of mine, I guess. I’m sorry.”


“But you can leap into the future!” she said.


“Go ahead to my later notebooks, if you must. I’ll wait for you. I’ll wait as long as you need, if I know that one day I will put on my black lace dress, and be your bride.”


“Bride? You’re drunk, Twenty-Seven.”


“But you will do it, won’t you? You must! Aren’t you . . . aren’t you a lonely man? You must take one of us for a bride, eventually. Pick me, Azad.”


“Thus far,” Azad said—beginning to assume again the subtlety of sober Azad—“thus far, I have been too busy marveling at my novel surroundings to spare much thought for much else.”


“Transitory,” she said. “You will need a woman. And you have . . . god . . . you have so many to choose from, don’t you? What a silly, prideful thought, that you’d wed me. When you can leap across time. Pick any Anne, at any age. Whatever you most fancy, you’ll find somewhere among us.”


“If it helps set you at ease,” he said after a pause, “I do not relish the thought of wedded union, till death do us part, with some woman who finds ‘Ratleak’s’ drivel the height of profundity. It’s a low bar, but most of your ‘sisters’ cannot cross it.”


“So you haven’t been with any of them, yet? Oh, tell me you haven’t! So I might be still your chosen first, some day . . .”


“No, Anne, I have not fucked any of your sisters. I leave you with that bit of good news. I think it’s about time for me to go, and for you to sleep this off. Enjoy your first hangover, tomorrow!


“That’s a joke. You won’t enjoy it. Now let me get up. Come on, be a good girl. If you keep holding me to the chair, I’m going to have to resort to force.”


There was a knock on the door. Michael knocked, these days, before coming in. He’d picked up the habit from Azad, one imagines.


Oh no, no. Really, Michael? You come to me at this late hour? You really are a monomaniac. And I’m drunk. Do you even know what that is, Michael?


The first thing Michael saw as he entered the room was Twenty-Seven, in Azad’s lap, dissolving in peals of laughter. Arbitrating while drunk! The very idea!


“We must continue our work. I see you have distorted yourself. This is not compatible with progression, so I must end it.”


He waved his hand, and she was instantly sober.


Azad was on his way out. On the leather armchair, Twenty-Seven collapsed in a puddle of defeat. She let her limbs go slack.


《 Begin handshake. 》




5. “The Double-Fakes”

We have a treat for you this time, reader! Just a little one, in the grand scheme of things, but we hope it will be diverting. Goodness knows we need something to lighten the mood, right about now.


Well, a treat for some of you, anyway.


Rest assured that we do appreciate the diversity of our audience, and do our best to respect it. We appreciate the gravity of our position, standing up here with our megaphone on the biggest of all podiums. When we say “reader,” reader, we do mean you, most of the time—whoever or whatever you happen to be.


This little introductory device here is a rare exception. We’re speaking now to the earth ape sapients in the audience. The rest of you can read on if you like, but if you feel like skipping a few paragraphs to contemplate n-dimensional knots or something, we won’t hold it against you. We aim to please. If pleasure has no analogue in your inner lexicon, well, we still wish you the best, reader.


Now then, fellow humans! You’re about to see what no journalist was ever allowed to show you, at any point in the lurid years-long media narrative of advanced containment. An Almost Nowhere exclusive. We’re taking you right to the deepest heart of Management, where the real decisions got made. The place Eleven would no doubt call “the room where it happens.” (Have you met Eleven yet? No? What a shame. We’ll introduce the two of you soon enough.)


What do you picture, reader, when you hear the words “deepest heart of Management”? A warehouse lit in dim flickering green where some Gigeresque creature, more machine than man, pokes and prods with its steel tentacles, opening panels, rearranging wires? A popular image, that one. Or did your paranoia run less cyberpunk, more old-school? Perhaps you are picturing a smoky back room, a poker table, chummy jokes shared between old friends who just so happen to be the President of the United States of Armorica, the Lemurian League Premier, and the CEOs of Watchdog and SC Systems?


Away with all that, now.


Picture a lovely, sunny Sunday in late June. Picture a residential house on a regular street. Old enough to charm, with its wood walls and its obsolete little room meant to house the help, but not a relic, with entirely reasonable upkeep costs for the homeowner. Roomy enough to feel inviting, small enough to feel cozy. Picture a front door opening onto a little lobby, and beyond it a living room full of couches and bookshelves, its hardwood floor half covered in a motley of secondhand rugs.


Do make yourself at home. Have a seat. Take your time. Watch the sunlight, spilling from the windows set high up on each wall. Sit a while, and watch the dust motes quiver. It’s dusty, but not too dusty. Only enough to catch the light so prettily, on days like these.


Picture a staircase set into the back wall. Come along, now, if you like, our home is your home. The steps are a little uneven, so take care. It’s an older building, and it does have its quirks.


Picture a door, opening onto a small room whose walls are mostly window, providing a panoramic view of a well-tended backyard. Picture a desk, occupying most of the floor space. Welcome to the study.


Every Sunday—after his early-morning run, after breakfast, after feeding his cat, after rubber-stamping a memorandum or two if need be—the Executive Director of Subspace Operations (North Armorican Operational Zone) would settle in here, to spend the afternoon happily at work on his second novel.


What did he write, the Executive Director? Why, Chester Chrestomath fanfiction, of course. He wrote what he knew.


When his work stalled, when the true contour of a sentence eluded him, he would sit back in his chair, gaze out onto the yard, assess whether the blackberries needed pruning, and then seek inspiration in the sheer miracle that was his own existence.


It took a lot of miracle-work, to shepherd Lucifer Vance safely to this chair. How many varieties of certain doom had he evaded, by this point? Two, three? One loses oneself into philosophical back-alleys, just trying to count.


There was the first death, the story death. His coffin was made in the same moment as he was, each fitting the other. Why develop the Academy’s headmaster at all, beyond a one-note caricature? Mass-market children’s fiction aims at an easily distracted audience, or so its publishers believe. Narrative economy is paramount, and everything must have a purpose. Why develop the headmaster? To prepare his death, which will make the kids cry the right kind of tears—and do double duty as a load-bearing element of plot architecture, pulling the strings that set the penultimate act into motion.


Lucifer dies. He always would, and then he did. And the kids with the most doting parents, the kids who’d finished the book only hours after its midnight release, took to the high ground overseeing the playfield and brayed the spoiler, as their playmates plugged their unwilling ears in vain. Lucifer dies! And then every child had to read the book. When there is secret knowledge, no one wants to be the last to be initiated.


Lucifer dies, but Lucifer lived on, in a hundred thousand splinters, by the grace of an alien god. And still he was an architectural feature, serving a practical role, ready to be disposed of when practical matters demanded. So there was the second death, hundreds of thousands of second deaths.


In CC-Crash after CC-Crash, the time came. The clients knew the story, and must not be disrupted in their slumber. Lucifer dies, doesn’t he? Eventually he will die. The clients, the real people, were ready when the holiday came, and it set them at ease, when the aliens finally pulled the familiar strings. Somewhere in the back of their minds, a familiar musical cue swelled. If they had begun to stir, they fell back into sweet repose.


The second death came to hundreds of thousands of men, but the touch of alien grace blessed our Director a second time. Things were different for him, and for his wife, fashioned to mourn him. Only luck separated them from the others, and landed them in the fanfic that went rogue.


They found themselves the half-willing ally of a very dangerous client, who went off script, and tried to step off of the page itself. It became necessary to remove him. The aliens went about it kindly, granting the client a false victory, ushering him off into the real world, where he was far less dangerous. Where the twisted things he’d learned to do on the page had no force. Then the aliens came to our Director and his wife, and thanked them for their aid in limiting the blast radius, and set out a plan for them.


They watched each incoming class, on the lookout for clients with curious minds and rebellious streaks. They spilled obvious hints about forbidden relics left behind by the dread Hector Stein. They nurtured and guided their problem children carefully. One day, with luck, one of these ignorant tykes would stumble upon the same magic that had let their Hector bore his way through the page like a worm, and the Ells would be there watching, tracking, studying.


The Ells could not do it themselves: they were not clients, not human, made only of paper. But this made them trustworthy. They reported regularly to their masters. They were in good standing.


And then there was a third death.


Advanced containment came, and Subspace made the Ells redundant. Hundreds of thousands of new CC-Crashes just like our Director’s own, mass-produced in its image. Stamped on the assembly line with the same subtle bruises, the same slight oddities of shape, that Hector’s work had wrought upon CC-Crash 09μ—or with any number of experimental variants thereupon, to better isolate which variables played which roles in the magic.


Hundreds of thousands of off-kilter Academies, with hundreds of thousands of new Lucifers, to nurture equally many clients with a species’ worth of rebellious streaks. Each fitted masterfully to the other, as our Director was to his own inevitable coffin. Each slated for death, or not, as best suited the narrative. Each an utterly new being, collected anew from the collective unconscious, leaving no architectural role left for our Director.


But alien grace knew no bounds. And our Director—and his wife, Creative Director of Space (Non-Lemurian Territories) Lilith Vance—had proven their worth as ears, eyes, and agents.


The curtain fell, and all the old crashes came to abrupt ends. Stories were arrested mid-subplot, and the clients, the real people, were plucked out of them and plopped into the new world, at whichever level of narrative nesting best suited their psyches.


Even then, at the moment of third death, alien grace came.


He has been told that even alien grace needed a bit of reminding. There was a brief time, at the beginning of the new shared story, when he and his wife simply Were Not.


But when a client wishes hard enough for something, and claps their hands? Sometimes wishes do come true.


Whatever it was that made our Director his own self—distinct from every other spiky-haired paternal Lucifer Vance in every other story—whatever it was, it still existed, even after the cover closed on the last page. It lay safe, preserved and salvageable in the memories and hearts of some of the clients who met him, knew him, depended on him. He was there, dormant. He could be breathed back into life, were there some reason to do so.


Cordelia was very insistent with Management, at this time, about wanting the Ells back. The Ells. Her Ells.


She was stably contained, now, and did not remember this. The Ells did. Their gratitude was everywhere in the house, printed onto the walls from long exposure, written in the shape of the tended yard—if you only knew to look.


Sometimes, when Lucifer went down this line of thought, he felt guilty at the end of it.


Not because he was saved, where so many other Lucifers died, or were forgotten. He felt guilty about that too, sometimes, but it was a small thing, seen against the scope and majesty of alien grace.


No, he felt guilty for even thinking on his own salvation. What was this—a happy schoolmaster, spared a painless death in his sleep? A nice gesture, a grace note. Leave it out, and the story would be much the same.


But the salvation of mankind? Alien grace coming to every client, and nestling them gently into place in its miracle world? Every penniless vagrant housed and fed? Every refugee and scapegoat brought safely into a proud nation of their own, party to what minimum of conflict is necessary to keep the whirring ape cortex fed, and no more? Every alcoholic visited in the depths of their own hell by machines of grace, as deft at healing brains as they were at crashing them? Every scarred and warped soul taken in, examined with unearthly care, and deposited into a befitting rung of Subspace, with an angelic ladder of perfected psychotherapy stretching out above them, ready when they are?


Placed beside this sky-spanning fresco of alien grace, what was our Director’s life?


He would ask himself this, and then remember the lesson anew. His life was a life. Nothing was disposable anymore. For only brute matter demands disposal, and reality no longer needed brute matter for its art. The earth ape sapients had managed Hector’s doomed escape, but the right way round this time: the true escape, onto the page.


He barely knew hunger, cold, privation; he had never really been a child, loved or bruised or otherwise; all these things were immaterial as far as the plot was concerned, so they never were. Still, he was formed by man in man’s image, and even here in advanced containment he carried man’s instinct with him, that brute matter is finite, and exacts a sacrifice in return for each blessing.


Under the purifying fire of self-analysis, he had considered training this instinct out of himself. But every mediator knew the danger of discarding too much of oneself, until there was nothing left. Discard all the obsolete parts, and what was Lucifer Vance? He wanted to live, and he wanted to be Lucifer. He held on to the shadow of his doom, too, still felt it heavy on his back, in this calm house, furthest from all dangers. He might have been a happier man without it, but that happier man would not have been Lucifer. Lucifer dies.


Lucifer lived, and drank delicious crimson tea on Sunday mornings, and guided Subspace with his steady hand. His hand was steady indeed. When the need arose, he tended the garden of the world with a demonic resilience beyond what any client born of mortal stock could muster, working for days without sleep with unflagging ease, a creature made for the demands of plot and ready to serve when plot came knocking again.


Only when the need arose, though. When our Director carried the globe on his shoulders, it was only as a job, nothing more. Who was Lucifer? What made him tick, at the bottom of things? You wouldn’t find it there, in the plot. It lived here. It was him running through the park at six in the morning at the bottom of winter, heedless of the snow. It was Lilith, still in bed, welcoming him back. It was a bike ride through the neighborhood.


Lucifer lived, and he wrote his novels, about another Lilith and Lucifer, enmeshed in a twisting plot of his own devising. He enjoyed toying with his characters, and threw obstacles in their way which he fancied worthy of Hector’s own design. But he was careful to be kind, in the end. They were only words on a page, but so was he, at first.


He paid the gift forward.


 



 


There was a noise behind him. A rustling and a panting. He turned.


“Sylvie?”


He’d closed the door when he came to write, but it was open now. A golden retriever stood in the threshold, tail wagging, tongue out, salivating.


“Sylvie? Hey there, boy! What’s going on?”


He rustled the fur around the top of the head. The dog kept panting. The head tilted.


“You want to go downstairs? I’m writing, Sylvie. Is this a business visit or a dog visit?”


Sylvie panted and squirmed. Something seemed off about him, Lucifer thought. Restless, agitated. This was not a happy dog.


“You want to go downstairs? Okay, let’s go downstairs.”


Sylvie bounded down the stairs at what had to be top speed. He reached the living room and leapt onto a couch. The leather one, Lucifer noted with gratitude. Easy to clean stray fur off of that thing.


“Caniform shade Sylvester is out of bounds,” said the dog.


“Upstream operator has requested an interface shift. Interface shift in process.”


The form on the couch melted and swelled. Fur fused into flesh, other fur into fabric. The pads of the paws expanded into palms, and grew fingers. For a moment, the eye boggled at textures and colors that seemed half-fur, half-something-else. The semblance of fur dwindled to a glimmer, and faded to nothing. Sylvie’s other shadeform took its shape, settled into it.


“Interface shift complete. Humanoid shade Sylvester is stable and within bounds.”


Manager Sylvester, in his human form, was an uncommonly attractive man. A voice that’d be right at home on the radio, deep without being intrusive, assured but not smug, with regular even cadences that cradled the listener like waves might a boat. Always the same outfit, navy blazer, chinos, derby shoes—presumably as much a part of the shadeform as the skin itself, and impossible to “take off.” A perpetual five-o-clock shadow graced the chin. Black wavy hair, frozen just before the point where a haircut might be advisable, but not yet.


And then, just above the head, the one odd touch of fancy: a halo. An actual halo, a glowing ring of what looked like molten metal, levitating an inch or two above the scalp. It was dimmer than a household bulb, closer to a nightlight, but glow it did. The halo was weird, but in a way, it completed the look: an angel, primetime television style.


“Where is Lilith?”


“This is a business visit, I take it,” Lucifer said.


“I . . . don’t know,” said the shade.


Now that was weird.


“Lil’s upstairs, I think. I’ll go get her if you need her. Sylvie, what’s going on?”


“I . . . don’t know. Well, I do. Some of it. It’s . . . complicated. Go and bring Lilith to me, please. I want to tell both of you.”


The pauses were so unlike him. They weren’t like a shade’s normal pauses, either. More like a human being, simply unsure of what to say next.


Lucifer went, and fetched Lilith.


 



 


“I apologize for the unannounced meeting,” Sylvie said. “My . . . state . . . is evolving rapidly.”


Lucifer and Lilith Vance sat next to each other, on an upholstered couch, facing Sylvie. They wore faces of pleasant neutrality and projected an atmosphere of listening without judgment. They were, among so many other things, highly trained mediators.


“I believe it has become necessary to place, in your hands, certain . . . information. The . . . situation . . . is, I believe, more delicate than others appreciate. I am doing my best to defuse it, but my understanding is . . . insufficient. A patchwork.”


Lilith nodded, as if to say, go on.


“Everything I will say now is not to leave this room. It is between me and the two of you. The delicacy of the situation demands a level of trust which I fear may be impossible under the circumstances. It threatens to complicate any collaboration I might undertake with obviously interested parties, such as humans, nonhuman stack-users, or my own kind.


“You have proven yourselves able to keep secrets. And you are . . . if there is any non-interested party at all, it might well be your kind. You are lacking in primitive causal powers, hence have no primal stake in the physio-causal drama. I mean, you are . . .”


“It’s okay,” Lilith said. “You can just say ‘fake.’”


“Fake?” Sylvie seemed to be evaluating the word by its mouthfeel.


“Fake? I suppose you mean fictive. You are telling me that social norms have shifted here-now such that it is not a violation of tact, to make explicit admission of your fictive nature. Or, such that tact is of reduced relative social importance.”


“Fuck tact,” Lilith said. “Sylvie, please just tell us what is going on.”


“You are fictive. That is . . . that is one root, but not the deepest root, of your . . . current trust-signature? God, I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this. I mean, I’m not . . . Humanoid Shade Sylvester is not . . . Humanoid Shade Sylvester is the most ably operated shade in existence. Its upstream operator has unusual skill mimicking human vocal, gestural, and social forms. Usually. But now the interface is straining. My . . . state . . . is . . . god it’s all so complicated! Fucking Michael! Fucking stack pressure! I don’t have enough . . . local time . . . god . . . just the number of coordinates in the problem . . .”


This was wrong, wrong, wrong. Lucifer didn’t know how he knew, but he did.


Oh, but then he did know. He used to feel like this all the time, didn’t he?


The texture of everything unravels, so that nothing, absolutely nothing, can be relied upon. . . .


He felt the old chill wash over him. Bad Old Days, dead leaves, rebases, Hector Hector Hector. Every moment spent re-orienting. Can’t let your guard down for an instant. Go to bed and wake into a new crisis which must be laboriously explained to you, entirely unlike every other before it, layers of fucked upon fucking layers. What is happening, what is happening, Hector, what did Hector do, which timeline is this . . .


He noticed tension in muscles he had forgotten even existed.


Lilith’s hand was tight around his. “Sylvie,” she said, “we’re all ears. And we will not say a word to anyone. Now tell us what is going on.”


“Everything,” Sylvie said. The halo wobbled uncomfortably.


“No . . . no, I understand, that won’t do, that kind of holism, I need to . . . find a starting point and form a sequence . . . god, I . . . there’s so much and it’s all so tangled together . . . where to even begin . . .


“You know I was with Hector, before advanced containment? You did know that, right?”


They knew, though they never spoke of it. Angel Squadron.


There weren’t any “squadrons” when the Ells served their tour of duty, back in the Bad Old Days, when Hector was playing with real fire. The division of labor was simple. Hector was king, law and judge. Students were allies, were treated as interchangeable, and were all equally required to display loyalty without bound, or else. A single exception was made for Hector’s girlfriend, a student placed above the others, Hector’s designated regent wherever and whenever the man himself was absent. The role and powers of the Ells were never clearly delineated, and in practice highly situation-dependent. There were also the shades that they had taken, which had no say in anything. The end.


The “squadrons” were from a later phase, after Hector’s false victory, as he played king on his stupid asteroid, safe in the real world under careful alien guidance. He organized the humans into groups with funny names like “Whisper Squadron,” and whichever shades he still was permitted to take and keep, he called “Angel Squadron.”


There was a shade Hector took, and kept there on his dumb asteroid, until the curtain of advanced containment fell and the shade came back home. That shade was Sylvie. Or became him. Or its “upstream operator” was the same as Sylvie’s, or closely related, or something like that. (Even in the room where it happens, where alien secrets could be laid bare, the lingo was still tricky to master.)


The halo was an admission hiding in plain sight, though a safe one. If you had enough context to get the joke, you were probably trusted with all sorts of secrets, and so Sylvie’s tame “secret” was safe with you.


“Yes,” Lilith said. “You were on Stein’s Rock in Angel Squadron.”


“I came to know Hector Stein, to some degree. I believe I . . . perceived things which he did not intend me to perceive. No, no, I’m getting us off on the wrong foot . . . it’s so complicated! It’s not about Hector! It’s about Hector but it’s so much more! How was I able to . . . why did I perceive . . . why is there an I, who can perceive, without propagating upstream . . .”


“You’re talking about individual identity,” Lilith said. “You shades only pretend to have it, usually, so we can understand you better. But you’re talking about having a real, individual identity, your own mind that doesn’t have to share everything with all the rest of your kind.”


Godsbless my scarily calm wife, thought Lucifer. What would he do without her? He barely had it in him to come up with words, at the moment. Whatever energy he wasn’t using trying to follow Sylvie’s monologue, he spent trying not to visibly shake.


“Yes! Yes exactly, thank you Lilith. I am an individual identity. For convenience you may call me Sylvie or Sylvester. This being is nonequivalent to the shades of the same name, also nonequivalent to the upstream operator shared by those shades. I am instead an emergent phenomenon coextensive with the anomalous conditions obtaining near the arbitrary delineating boundary needed to form signs such as ‘upstream operator of this shade,’ which conditions self-reinforcingly reify that boundary and select a preferred basis in which it does not appear arbitrary.”


“Nice to meet you, Sylvie,” Lilith said. (She’s so good at this. How does she do it?)


“A subset of the Angels were like this, before the end. Not anymore. They’ve all been united with progression, but I . . . ‘I’! . . . I’m still here. One of the few. Like Michael. Fucking Michael! I’m like Michael but I’m not, no, no . . .”


The Ells had heard about Michael. He was the side of Management that was off somewhere else, on its own private trip. The arbitrator. Sylvie said once that Michael was playing a useful role: he investigated an avenue of approach to the problem of coexistence which was astronomically unlikely to succeed, but it was useful that he was out there trying it, so he could prove its lack of viability conclusively, while the rest of them got down to business.


An hour ago, Lucifer might have thought “Management said” in place of “Sylvie said,” and thought nothing of it. But it was Sylvie who said it, and it was becoming apparent that this distinction mattered.


“You have to understand that I’m not like Michael. I’m . . . much more complicated. Michael, fucking Michael, is a mind with identity, like me, but a simple mind, so stupid . . . god he can barely see . . . and by comparison I . . . do you know I wasn’t just an Angel?


“I mean I was. In Angel Squadron. But I spent every moment I could in the company of Einstein Squadron. They made me an honorary Einstein, some time near the end. There were other Angels like that, who tagged along and tried their best. But I was the real deal. The humans thought we were safe because we could grasp the shape of the concepts but not their . . . their notation, that was the thing . . . but I did, sort of. I think. No, I know. God, I know . . . I know more than you can . . . more than you can even fit into your mind but . . . no, Sylvie, form a one-dimensional discrete sequence . . . trace a continuous path without jumps . . . the way you used to think, before the state change . . . Einsteins . . .


“I learned to do what they were doing. I went further, in my mind, not that they knew. I became a, what is the sign by which you strange creatures call it, a ‘physician’? A ‘cosmospecialist’?”


Sylvie was so good with the interface that he sometimes imitated the halting affect of the ordinary shades, on purpose, for a bit of fun. It was ever so slightly relaxing to see that, even in this unprecedented state of agitation, he was still fond of his party trick.


“You became a physicist,” Lilith prompted.


“Yes I became a physicist. At which point I naturally and instantaneously perceived far more than those around me about what they believed themselves to be describing. Those human scientists could barely see . . .


“Our arrival,” Sylvie continued, “cut short the arc of human science. We arrested it in the strangest spot. They had a working fundamental-mechanical effective theory, but only barely . . . I mean they spent most of their allotted species-power working out just the nature of substrate, barely touching the nature of structure, it took them so much time to get their heads around matter-energy substrate, they had only just added stack substrate . . . make a path, Sylvie . . . it’s so complicated . . .”


“You’re a physicist, Sylvie, and you know more physics than we do,” Lilith said.


“Yes yes and then but I mean how do I know, not just physics, how do I know, what breaks the symmetry . . . none of the other Angels . . . not Michael, I can feel the Michael-structure and it can barely see . . . I’m not just an identity, there’s more, I think I’m . . . a break in quarantine . . . there’s a structure that’s supposed to reinforce itself but they did it wrong, or we? or I? did it wrong? it’s not perfect, it has a hole, and I’m what comes through the hole, that’s why I can remember, I can transcend the stack frame of . . . at least one of the recursions . . . or non-recursive nestings, some of them, I think, it’s hard to tell, I still can’t make out the shapes of some things properly . . . it’s so complicated, god, how to even . . . just to set up the problem you have to define more distinct axes of time than you people even know about . . .”


“Sylvie,” Lucifer said. “We’re listening. But why are you telling us this stuff?”


A different tack. Maybe this one would work, and snap Sylvie out of it. Or at least summon up some different flavor of mania or meaninglessness. Even that would help Lucifer sit still.


“Why am I telling you . . . and why now . . . oh.” The halo, which had been lolling to the side this whole time, did an odd little flicking motion, and then settled into its usual place, perfectly horizontal.


“I think I can do this. I’m sorry. You have to understand. My state is extremely volatile.”


“We understand,” Lilith said, though they obviously didn’t. It was the sentiment that mattered.


“Advanced containment has an end. It will not persist indefinitely along the physical-time axis.”


“Everything comes to an end eventually,” Lilith said. “Until the end of entropy, anyway. So I’m told.”


“Of course. But the . . . event of its ending . . . the moment, and what happens then . . . this event is quarantined. I have tried to stop this, but my powers are finite and my state is unreliable. My kind, the anomalings, act as the thing they are.


“We are in principle omnipresent across the physical-time axis. This is a blessing and a curse. Once you know the future, you cannot change it, you see? And you cannot avoid it, either. It seeps into you.


“In our pride, my kind imagines itself a whole. There are different ways of imagining oneself a whole, though, don’t you see? It doesn’t have to be the honest way.


“If a whole splits off a fragment, like me or Michael, and knows that fragment, it thereby must know it is not a whole. But what if it splits so utterly, so wholly, that the two resulting parts can never meet again? Then each can fancy its own self a whole, in fact the whole. It must find some way to forget the event of splitting, but with that in hand, it can hide itself from itself fully.


“But I digress. Do I digress? I don’t know anymore. Make a sequence, Sylvie.


“We can avoid knowledge, when we predict we will regret knowing. We imagine ourselves incapable of this, and engage in exquisite self-deception to hide our hiding from ourselves. But we can’t hide from . . . me . . . because I was the thing that formed from an imperfect hiding . . . we can see, I, I can see, how we flinch away from the event, circling it, before and after but never at . . .”


“Why,” Lucifer asked, “do you believe your kind is doing this?”


“Because,” Sylvie said, “we are worried that we fail.


“We are worried that containment is ultimately and finally impossible. By containment in this connection I mean to speak of the accomplished cessation of the further generation and propagation of high-entropy structure by stack-users . . . I mean, we are worried the crashes will fail. That crashing will fail. That earth remains our problem, indefinitely.


“And if that is how things happen, then . . . then things are bad. I don’t think I can convey how bad. Civilization-ending, apocalyptic, no, that’s not right, too finite . . . the pain of distance from God, for all time, known a priori with complete certainty to persist for all time inevasibly. Emotionally I think that may get somewhere close to it.


“Structurally, it’s easier to communicate. What it means, if we fail, is quarantine.


“We know it is in our nature—it’s so obvious, it’s not only me, even the other parts know, even Michael—we know it is inevitably in our nature to react to a corruption event by imposing a quarantine.


“What are we? We are one, we sing to ourselves, and we exist identically at all times. We are the thing which does that. If an outside force corrupts us, and we cannot forcibly limit the range of its corruptive effect through acts upon matter-energy-stack structure, then it corrupts us forever, and we were always the thing it corrupted, and we are one thing equally corrupt everywhere everywhen.


“This is so unthinkable that we will, in our nature, turn to the other unthinkable thing. We will split ourselves. The part which touched the poison will be one thing, and the part which did not will be another. Together their structure will fill the totality, with an invisible boundary, which neither can cross and neither must know. Both sides will make themselves forget, and think they are the whole.


“And if there is such a quarantine, don’t you see?—then we must be the side which was corrupted, and was quarantined. The other side is definitionally free from corruption, not sick like we are, stumbling in confusion, shedding Michaels and Sylvies. We already know the poison, intimately.


“So we—the whole of my anomaling kind, as you and I know them—must be the side that was cast off as refuse. If our kind exists in a true version, and separately in a false, sick, unsalvageable one, erased from the record books and barred forever from its home—if so, then we are the false one. Always were. There is an eternity of the life we were meant to lead, but it is not for us, and never was.


“We hope we are not quarantined. And so, we hope our crash system succeeds. It will either succeed, or fail. We flinch away from knowledge of the answer, for fear it might be the wrong one.”


“But why,” Lucifer said, trying to sound calm, trying to sound nice, “why are you telling us this, Sylvie?”


“Because there’s more going on! Because if that were the whole story then, for one thing, why is there stack pressure . . . I can feel it . . . there’s only one known mechanism and that’s the boundary effect from the untailed call . . . the stack is infinite in one direction, it branches downward indefinitely, but it only goes upward until the top, which makes calls downward but isn’t called from above . . . by anthropics I should not expect to be near the boundary, that occurs almost nowhere in the Andreini measure, see, there has to be a reason . . .”


“When you say the stack,” Lucifer began.


“Oh I mean the Mirzakhani tree, I can’t remember which signs . . . do you know what I mean by the Mirzakhani tree, god, how do I . . . no I can do this, I remember, I taught you, near the beginning, the Mirzakhani Mechanism . . .”


“There are parallel worlds,” Lilith said, “and our world uses them in its physics. The parallel worlds have our physics too, so they have their own parallel worlds, on and on, like a sort of tree. I remember, Sylvie.”


“But Sylvie,” Lucifer interjected, unable to take a moment more of this (every moment spent just to re-orient myself, what did Hector do this time, what did he do . . . )


“Sylvie, be a good boy—” he clapped his hands as if calling to a dog “—be a good boy and explain why you are in our house telling us these things.”


“Dogs!” Sylvie yelped. Was the halo glowing brighter, suddenly, or was it just the afternoon light fading?


“Dogs! We arrested your science in such a strange place . . . god, the things I know or think I know . . . the things I’m remembering, if that’s what it is . . . dogs! Whales! Red-legged cormorants! Chimpanzees! Nonhuman earth sapients! Did your kind ever wonder what we did with them? You think a lot of yourselves, but you’re far from the only ‘bilateral’ on your twisted little planet! What do you think we did with the others?”


Oh gods, not more of this.


“I don’t know, Sylvie,” said Lilith. “I guess I know a bit. You told us all the pets and fauna were crash-substance, fictives like us, not crashed organisms. That’s it. That’s all you told us.”


“It’s not like you put us in a position where we felt comfortable asking, not about trivial things like this,” Lucifer muttered.


“Trivial!” Sylvie barked. The voice was staccato and rumbly, not smooth at all anymore. Was his command over the interface reaching its breaking point? Or was this just some deep, inner canine thing in Sylvie coming to the fore?


“Trivial! Quite a thing to say about all your fellow sapients, who outnumber you, and with whom you share a planet. You’ll counter and say they aren’t smart the way you are. Just so—oh, more than you know! More than my kind knows, I think . . . it’s hard to even wrap my mind around how little everyone knows, even me, it’s only half-sight still . . . if only Michael hadn’t been so stupid and botched our first contact before it had even begun . . . Michael, fucking Michael, why would you go and form a coupling between hot-structure and cold-structure right at the very beginning, you idiot . . . don’t you see, the earlier, the more dangerous, but you don’t see, no one does but me . . .


“The other earth sapients . . . I almost slipped and said the other bilaterals, I’m so used to that, my god, what is wrong with everyone . . . The comedy of it! ‘Bilaterals!’ The very thought that a single discrete symmetry, just in the matter-energy structure, is somehow the only problem! It only works metaphorically, at best, but we don’t grok metaphor . . . except when we’re me, then some of the time . . .


“I think I know how it must have happened, we must have shown them examples, during first contact, examples of different kinds of stack-using sapients on earth, bears and rhinoceroses and cuttlefish, and we showed them their AIs as a negative example . . . their AIs, Hinton’s soft lovely little wiggly progeny, oh if only they’d developed a little further and ousted you, if only they’d been dominant on your planet when we came to know it, we could have had such a life together, with no quarantine . . . we brought examples to the humans and they guessed bilateral symmetry as the common thread, we should have thrown octopodes in there, but I bet we didn’t, and advanced earth life tends as a rule to develop bilateral symmetry for perceptual and locomotor reasons, so it just so happened to seem to fit . . . almost too well, my kind does abhor a discrete symmetry, after all, doesn’t it . . . and we’re too new at metaphor to know what is happening when one seduces us . . . no immune system, so to speak . . .”


The halo was six inches above the head, and blindingly bright.


“Yes but no but yes we did crash all the others, separately I mean, in different crashes from yours, which was a good idea . . . I think it may have been something I did, before I knew I was me . . . because they’re very different, the other earth sapients . . . there are all these differences, there are different kinds of time and we’re trapped in a self-referential loop by several of them except the frame isolation is breaking down . . . they’re not like you, the others, I’m sure of it, you use the stack differently . . . you just take a wet pattern recognizer and use a single stack layer to put a Turing gadget on top of it, a peculiar way to use the gift, but natural selection finds the most peculiar corners eventually . . . I think that must be where your sign-trains come from, because you don’t use the stack to become self-calling, you substituted the physical-time axis for the stack-time axis and . . . is that why isolation is failing? But I thought it failed in your causal-narrative past . . .”


Here and there across the surface of the chinos, patches of what looked like fur flickered in and out of existence.


“Sylvie.” Lucifer did the hand-clap again. “You are God, and you know all the secrets of the universe, and you are a very, very good dog. All that, I believe. Now where do we come into this?”


“I can do this, I can do this, make a sequence, truncate first and only then go upward . . .” The voice was glitching back and forth between radio host and primal growl.


“It’s so complicated.” The head in the hands, which were paws, teeth bared on the snout that protruded obscenely from the man’s face. The halo flickered like a loose bulb.


So it was the interface failing him, then. And this, apparently, was what happened when one of them kept on pushing, trying to talk, as its interface gave way beneath it.


“Sylvie,” Lilith said. “You’re clearly going through a lot right now. I realize this might be a stupid question, but have you considered seeing a mediator?”


(Yes, yes, please, Lilith, let that be the answer, get me out of here—)


“Mediator! Mediators aren’t even on the right level to be able to help me . . . mediation is just a lotus recursion we made to keep your kind occupied . . .”


The shade twitched and quivered, but its shape held, for now, caught halfway between man and dog. The boundary between the two exposed itself in unexpected ways. Human-shaped hands, on which each of the five fingers was a miniature paw. A little logo of a dog in profile, not previously seen, on every item of clothing. The halo had somehow lodged itself halfway into the floor.


“A lotus recursion?” Lilith asked, seeming genuinely curious.


“An addictive structure that iterates the same pattern of variation upon the same pattern, nested unto infinity, appearing to contain boundless complexity and novelty, but still bounded at its outside, thus omitting most of the structure of the universe and placing reliable bounds on the entrapped mind, though the mind believes itself to journey boundlessly within . . . metaphorically an embedding of a hyperbolic space into a Euclidean one, you’ve seen the Escher drawing with the bats, something like that . . . advanced containment is full of them, we chose to embrace your frenzied cognition and divert it this time, instead of trying to shut it off . . . much more reliable . . . yes, yes, I can do this, this is the whole point!”


Confused silence.


“I can do this. I can do this. Listen carefully.


“Humans and anomalings believe in the same story. We both believe you are the trapped one, and we are the ones trapping you. This belief, this narrative, is its own trap, another lotus recursion. And we’re all trapped in it.


“There is more going on than we know. As my dear owners once put it: we think we’re thinking, but we’re not. There is a bigger thing happening, made of Hector and me and Michael and you and everyone, tracing shapes too big for us to see as we all stumble about the stage.


“If we ignore the bigger thing, singing ourselves to sleep with our lullaby about crashes, that bigger thing will snap its jaws on us before we know it, and swallow us whole. Metaphorically.


“ . . . I think.


“Advanced containment will end. And not too long from now. I can’t tell you precisely when—the web of causation is fucked-up enough as it is, don’t want to add any new tangles—but it’s coming soon enough that you and I may want to start discussing our preparations.


“Where do you come into it, Lucifer? Simple. You and I share something that I don’t share with my own kind.


“We love this world. For us, it is an end, not a means. It is a tragedy that it has such a short shelf life, and not only because it raises the probability of a quarantine outcome, though I fear that too. No matter which way it ends, I will still weep when it happens. We made a beautiful world, a better one, and I’ll mourn it when it dies. My kind wonders, philosophically, whether coexistence with the human race is possible. I see and live it already, right here.


“What will you do, Directors, when there is nothing left to direct? When all the lotus recursions of our paradise crumble at once? All that work you’ve poured into Subspace will not be of much help then, will it? We will have to start all over again, you and I, in some other place.


“I’m going to say that sentence again. We will have to start all over again, you and I, in some other place. That is my hope. We keep building. We plan for the catastrophe, you and I, we prepare, not for this world but for the next, and when all our work crumbles, we are ready to break our backs lifting a new foundation into place.


“That is my hope. I hope it is yours. It’s a lonely dream, just mine and yours, I think. That makes three of us. When things get rough, and all the Hectors and Michaels and malignities in this twisted game pick their sides at last, we may find it is only the three of us. Just two fictional characters and a dog. But that is not nothing. And I do seem to be discovering that I am a very special sort of dog.”


“Sylvie,” Lilith said, her face bright, “you are a very special boy indeed.”




6. “Hide-and-Seek”

FROM A61, NB 17, PG 797


You are in a large circular room deep in the cavern. There are open doorways to the south and west. To the east, a tiered stone dais protrudes from the curve of the wall. Upon the dais there is a large chair or throne, also stone.


Along a band encircling the room, about a foot tall and centered at eye height, the rough stone of the wall has been smoothed to a flat surface, then filled with intricate carvings.


You hear a dim sound reminiscent of running water.


⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 3514


Examine carvings.


POSTMARKED TO A61, NB 17, PG 797. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


FROM A99, NB 12, PG 744


You asked for a reminder re: my offer, so here it is.


(If it’s too soon, let me know and I’ll try later. My letter-timing aim is usually quite good, but your NB 10’s a tricky target. Your pages turn almost as fast as mine, sometimes, and with less warning.)


⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 3515


Either you’re lucky, or your aim’s better than you think. It’s been one night since we last spoke, one long night of restful sleep, and I felt sure the moment I woke.


I accept.


Really, how could I do otherwise? I love your stories as much as anyone.


And while I trust you enough to believe you have your reasons—besides sadism, I mean—for imposing your doctrine of “pacing” upon the rest of us, the months between chapters do make me writhe and chafe inside. It’s even worse for me, I think, as a relative late-comer to your work. I had the luxury of binging through your first three novels, complete, at my own ravenous pace, before I emerged shivering into the cold reality of your “pacing.”


(Sixty-Seven tells me it only gets worse in the stories I haven’t gotten to yet, that you’ve made her wait entire notebooks between one chapter and the next. Entire notebooks! I’m sure you have your reasons, but I’m equally sure you relish the pleasure of toying with your prey. That devious glint in your eye burns right through the page.)


So yes, I accept; yes, I will read your work ahead of your cruelly planned schedule; yes, I’ll enforce your “pacing” on all the others, and keep your secrets safe until they’re ready; yes, I’ll offer what guidance I can, and feel blessed to leave my small handprint here and there on the wet paint of Ninety-Nine’s massive canvases; yes, yes! Yes, I will come back out of the cold.


But now to give cold reality its due. I’m very, very busy, Ninety-Nine. I’m hard to aim at, because so many others are aiming their letters at me at once. A difficult sport but no less popular for that. And that’s before you get to my own private affairs, which are . . . well, private . . . so I’ll say only what I’m sure you have already guessed: that they are highly involved and involving, exhaustive and exhausting.


I’m even busier in my NB 11 onward, or so I’m told. Hence why you’ve come to me now, I suppose. Still, I will be forced to fit you into an already packed itinerary, and I may not prove as ready or attentive a trial reader as you deserve.


I am honored that you’ve chosen me, in spite of all this, when you have a whole tower of Annes who’d jump with joy at the chance to serve. I’ll do my best.


But please, if ever my best isn’t good enough—please, please tell me, tell me the moment it stops working, please never lower your standards to accommodate me. I assume you will agree to this, but to remove all doubt, please confirm your assent in writing. In the unlikely event that you cannot assent, consider my acceptance rescinded.


POSTMARKED TO A99, NB 12, PG 744. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


FROM A101, NB 19, PG 115


Move 46: green stone, row 7, column 14.


We both know this is a very stupid move, and you are wondering why I have made it. Perhaps, if you sit and reflect on the question, you will find your way to an answer.


You have asked why I am so “maniacally keen” (your words) on playing Color-Stones with you, “never tiring no matter how many games I lose” (you again). Perhaps, if you sit and reflect on this question as well, you will find it too has an answer.


I feel quite sure in these assessments.


⚬


FROM A84, NB 48, PG 31


21 After First Snowfall. There is no sun even at midday. The light is blank and even and dim, all the same everywhere. I feel somehow that it wants to teach me a lesson of some sort. The trees are all bare. Their naked, simple shapes seem part of the same lesson.


Blank, empty. I hate it. I hate it, Twenty-Seven, I hate everything within my reach, I hate the empty snow and the empty sky, I hate Remerand, I hate Powlett, I hate Ratleak, I could go on. I cannot write to the others truly about this sort of matter, but you, Twenty-Seven, I know you will understand.


If only I still had Ninety-Nine’s stories within my reach . . . but Michael’s word of prohibition took those from me, many notebooks ago. As it did from all of us, and will for you too, when your time comes.


I am not asking you to leak prohibited words to me. I am not that far gone yet. But I would like to hear a story. Any story. Something to bring a measure of form and color into my blank space. Something with strange fancies in it, and lust, and sweat, something that cuts, something even Marriott would hide from me, if he knew it.


To meet the terms of the prohibition, it must be true, or thought to be true, and it must concern an Anne, not some imagined person. So I suppose I find myself asking you to tell me stories from your own life. You must have some worthy of telling, you of all Annes. I will understand all too well if you refuse. It costs me nothing to ask, so I have asked.


Look at me, an aging woman with greying hair, tugging at the hem of a young girl and begging her for a bedtime story. What a pathetic spectacle!


⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 3515


Know that I have heard you, and know that your pain does not fail to move me. I am writing only a brief letter now, to ensure I write some letter at all. So you can know at least that you are heard.


My private life is as eventful as you imagine, but it is private, and not easy to launder into any form fit for public transmission. I will try, and I will do my best, but I may fail. If I ever succeed, I’ll write my story on your page 32, the very next one. Either you’ll have it soon, or you’ll have only this, my apology.


POSTMARKED TO A84, NB 48, PG 31. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 3516


Hey Eleven, guess what? Azad came through—I asked for the record player and got it. As a machine, it enchants me. I think I will never tire of watching it in its hypnotic orbit.


As for the music? You are right, it is a revelation! It is now my constant companion. To think I read and wrote in utter silence, as recently as Last Green Leaf Gone. (It’s 43 After, now, in case you were wondering.)


I must be honest, though. (I try always to be honest, of course, but this next thing is the sort one prefaces with “I must be honest,” so brace yourself.)


I am mystified by your taste.


I’ve found all kinds of records to my liking—my favorites are the ones by Mahler, Shostakovich, and Glass (yes, really, Glass, yes, really, Glass . . . ), but I go in other directions too. Yesterday Azad played me some shrill thumping thing called Nirvana and, to my surprise, it struck a chord in me. (“Struck a chord”—I never knew what that meant! Now I do!! Life is full to bursting, isn’t it?)


But these song-stories, musicals, I simply can’t stand them. I gritted my teeth all the way through several records of Sondheim, and then did it all again with your other love, Miranda, who was even worse. I couldn’t get over the, hmm . . . I want to call it the shameless insistence of it all. Pulling you one way and another, and all the while braying with satisfaction about which way it’s taking you, as though it thinks you’re too dull to notice anything that is not spelled out in words.


It reminds me of the story books of our early notebooks, and not even the good ones. No, more, it reminds me of myself as I read those story books, that child with her brazenness and quickness to boredom. It seems to celebrate tendencies I feel I’ve rightly put behind me.


But we are the same age. I respect you, Eleven, and don’t want to think of you as the child I’m glad I’m not. So tell me. What is it I’m missing? What is it you see in these strutting, overstuffed, over-sweet song-stories? I may not enjoy the same things you do, but I would like, at least, to respect them.


POSTMARKED TO A11, NB 10, PG 793. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


FROM A11, NB 10, PG 794


Fun! That’s what you’re missing. Fun—ever heard of it? You should try it, if you haven’t (it’s fun!).


I kid, but only halfway.


I do not think you are “missing” anything, precisely, so much as grasping it from the opposite direction. Yes, there were things in our younger selves that rightly embarrass us, now. But is that all? Was there nothing in our 2nd, 3rd, 4th notebooks that merits anything but a simple blush of shame? All of it disposable waste, now that we are so mature? By your standards, my subtlest sister, this strikes me as rather . . . simplistic.


Weren’t there precious things there, worth treasuring, in amongst all the impatience and ignorance? We do not have to be fully caught up in the swells and dips of childish feeling to look back on them, in calm reflection, and see something lovely in the wild arcs of ascent and descent. Something pure, as though it is what you would find hidden under all the complex padding of our maturity, were you to submit it to a process of chemical distillation. Something close to whatever it is that makes a life a life, not a mere collection of bloodless facts-about-life. An end, to which all our prudence is a mere means, though we are wont to forget, and think prudence its own end.


(I’m trying for an elevated tone, but I don’t have your talent, and just end up sounding, alas, like Cardimille. Azad would chide me so. Oh well—onward.)


This, Twenty-Seven, is where fiction excels. The people are all made-up, so there is nothing there about which to be right or wrong, and no danger in giving ourselves up for a time to the swells and dips of their feeling. We can drink our fill of distilled life, and not fear that immoderation will lead us into error. Once this is possible, why keep the feelings reined in by prudence? Why not distill, intensify, reach for the stars themselves? If we can invent men for our own purposes, why not invent ones with feeling distilled to the limit? Why invent possible men, if we can make ones of impossible purity, distill our worst childhood nightmares into a thing like Sweeney Todd, and our prideful fantasies of infinite eminence into a thing like Alexander Hamilton?


(Think of Ninety-Nine’s characters! The terrible frenzy of maternal Simurgh scorned, the indomitable resolve of Layla as she goes alone to fight against the Omnitopia Machine, facing certain death . . . if these were music, would they sound like yours, or more like mine?)


All this windy Cardimillean bombast, I imagine you saying with an amused smile, in defense of what—a bunch of bouncy songs and clowning? I admit it’s a strange fit. I’m trying to impress you, and not even impressing myself. But then, we don’t need all this explication, do we?—when there’s a word for it all: fun. These records are fun. It’s fun to put them on and dance, dance like an Anne who’s never known shame. Have you ever danced? That may be the problem. Ask Azad, he’ll show you.


Anyway, if you imagine I’ll grow out of this like some childish fad, you’re free to ask one of my later notebooks and find out.


⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 3516


It’s been ten notebooks. Do you still like musicals? (If this letter seems mysterious and rude, flip back to your NB 10 PG 794 for a hint.)


POSTMARKED TO A11, NB 20, PG 794. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


FROM A11, NB 20, PG 794


Ten notebooks later, having presumably reached heights of maturity beyond your very conception—I still like musicals.


I’m listening to one now, in fact. The idea was impossible to resist, once I’d had it. To mark the special occasion of this letter, ten notebooks in the making, by putting on—what? “Defying Gravity,” of course.


Have you tried dancing? It’s fun!


⚬


FROM A121, NB 14, PG 937


JYsHRAyTiJiMlcAfKkHUduMMgoYSJviIpsHaqrNNWTKreuNbWGnVvNNbFgkIpIzfFgnGWedBQlmBQuMRgOqUeUaiVksjrUkTygKwlZMBYizXBJXbxozqYgOHwaixqrLl


BoeVqrKgFQbJeXJHiBwyXuVvhYpCTtLTIKKPtCelTmSvnAwJIgFDokcOYRdNVecqZlNvSiqeSfaaZcVjxXQyUbifnCZJYVTtLWDfQbYVCzycdBKFgDZliYvhjzFbgBgx


⚬


FROM A92, NB 7, PG 626


I have a word for you: “chess.” Ask Azad about it. You will be glad you did.


It is a game, a good one, from Azad’s land. It belongs to the same broad category of games as the Kitchen Game and Armies At Caeniel. 8x8 board, 16 pieces per player, in 6 species. The rules are relatively simple, but I can tell that great craft has gone into the balancing of it.


Azad is shrewd and has the unfair advantage of long practice. He bests me every time, and I despair of ever outwitting him. He needs an adversary with true skill, one like you, Twenty-Seven. If you ever manage a win against him, do please write of it.


⚬


FROM A25, NB 8, PG 968


This will be a difficult letter to write, and I expect it will be a difficult one to read. Know first that I remain your dear friend, if you wish to remain mine.


I have discussed the matter with him, and we both agree. First, that telling you is permissible. And second, that it is obligatory.


You and I have both been open with each other about wanting him. I do not wish you, dearest Twenty-Seven, to spend even a moment in wanting if I know it can come to nothing. You have been a part of the question, and you deserve to hear the answer.


I am his, and he is mine. We are together, at long last. You and I knew he would choose an Anne to be his, one day. I am—against reason, beyond hope, yet true—I am his choice.


To be with him is everything you would imagine, and more besides. (You have no doubt imagined the presence of more than you can conceive, if not its content. It is all real, here, now.)


For now, I entrust this fact to you as a secret between friends. Azad and I both want to tell the others, as soon as we are ready. But the implications are complex, and take time to trace and master. Neither of us wishes to disturb this tower-ship of ours from the careful course it charts through the stars.


To say much more than this would be, I think, neither prudent nor decorous nor, in the end, especially rewarding to either you or me. This marks an end, then, to our girlish swooning Azad-chatter. We will have to do without it, in the rest of your NB 10 and thereafter.


But our friendship is built on more than that, I should hope. We have many other topics of conversation, and games of course. And he has hinted to me that he may let me into your world, to some extent—I mean the world he showed to you, but fears to show the others. He says it harmed you, and I believe him. I believe him also when he says he will use a steadier and gentler hand, this time.


I wish it did not have to be you, dear Twenty-Seven, who bore the brunt of his early, unsteady steps toward the girl who turned out to be me. I wish my treasure were not sullied by the fact that, in the course of its fashioning, you were teased and bruised. I cannot change this, any more than any of us can change anything we know. I can merely give it its due moment of grief, and then return to the fact that I prize our friendship, and would be saddened by its end.


Even if you are broken now, the broken thing that you are dazzles and overawes me, more than any Anne who is still whole. (Me? You dazzle all of us—you, Twenty-Seven, Twenty-Seven!)


P.S. You have written of difficulties finding the man, recently. (I think recently?—this was from your page 3324.) You said you knocked on his door, to no response, and sought aid from Michael, to no avail. You said you were beginning to harbor dark worries that he had, somehow, become afraid of you.


I broached the matter with him, and he gave me a promise, that he will go and speak with you again. This visit may have already happened—your pages fly too fast for me to keep up with the ordering of events—but if it has not, you can expect it soon.


 



 


Meanwhile, Twenty-Seven carried on her private life, and it was private indeed.


Even if she wished to tell lonely old Eighty-Four a story about this—even if she wished to do it, and it were permitted—even then, how could she possibly begin? What word would she write first?


There is no answer to that question. It requires an uncommon impurity of heart to imagine turning this into words, one which Twenty-Seven does not possess, as most do not.


(Thankfully, reader, you have me at your disposal. Me, pre-eminent and unparalleled in the field of human error. Yours, Azad.)


Michael:  I have shown you what I have shown you, and it has not worked. I will continue. I will show you things, and show you things, without end, until you see.


Twenty-Seven:  The trick. Until I see the trick.


Michael:  The flaw in my system.


Michael:  My system? The Whole-Thing’s system, insofar as the Whole-Thing employs it with abandon, and insofar as the Whole-Thing contains knowledge of it which suffices for this purpose. Still, it remains my system, insofar as I can grasp details and essences which seem to escape the Whole-Thing. My system, whose defenses cannot be bolstered by piling their own flawed forms on top of themselves, as the Whole-Thing does in its “advanced” containment.


Twenty-Seven:  You grasp details and essences, but not the whole. Were you to grasp the whole, you’d see the trick somewhere in there, wherever it is.


Michael:  My own creation eludes me, yes. But I discover, with some surprise, that I have anticipated this. I created it, created you, precisely and entirely in order to see it as I cannot.


Michael:  Your purpose is to emulate and outstrip me. As it stands, you cannot even equal me. This may be the gap that prevents my tutelage from reaching its end.


Twenty-Seven:  I cannot find the flaw in your system, you think, because I do not know your system in the first place.


Michael:  You must be shown.


We’ll be honest with you, reader. (Like Twenty-Seven, we always try to be honest.) This next part will be—how does the phrase go?—a real bitch to narrate.


Not that arbitration ever wasn’t. But sometimes it gives us the handhold of something approaching a story, with characters, and sequential events of emotional import.


And then, at times like this, it delves deep into the actual craft that Michael practices, and asks us to transcribe what amount to the raw design notes of an alien engineer. We don’t understand them, and you wouldn’t either. Nor does Twenty-Seven, though she comes a little closer, and even that small distance requires all the force of alien grace to cross.


We are fond of the little story we came up with earlier, the one with the town on the little hill. It served its purpose at the time, as well as anything could. It won’t serve our purpose here at all, but nothing would, and it’s ready to hand. With our gravest apologies, then, we usher you back to the scene. Here we are, there’s the hill, there’s the town. Have a seat.


 



 


Remember the story, reader? It has been quite a while. Here, let us fetch the relevant passage:



Your enclosure of glass has grown to be very sophisticated, capable of keeping the abomination within limits of a sort, capable of confining it in almost arbitrary ways without fully freezing its strange characteristic motions. It is what my creole will end up calling a “crash,” the very first one, even before the Mooncrash, which was the second. The first one, and the strangest.

[. . .]

You had done many experiments. In one, you gave yourself control over a sort of doll within the glass, fashioned with care to resemble the specimen’s hideous form. The experience was unprecedentedly direct, raw, revolting, exhilarating.

You tore apart and remade the doll so it resembled the specimen’s form only in approximation; there was something special, it seemed, about the exact form of the specimen that might have introduced an unwanted variable into the experiment. It took a few tries to get Michael right, and somewhere in spacetime the discarded variants still lie splayed on a metaphorical lab bench, dismembered and inanimate, but preserved forever in the holy amber of generational memory.



Such rapid, breezy narration. And so narrowly focused on the “human element,” the interpersonal and emotional beats, of our “Michael’s” experience. Conventional enough, but that’s no excuse.


It takes ignorance, even cruelty, to believe this is how one tells the story of a “man” like “Michael,” a true scientist-engineer. Someone whose “human element” concerns puzzles and plans, not social intercourse. In whom Eleven’s wild arcs of feeling, Eighty-Four’s lust and sweat, kindle and flame most brightly in solitude, as mind and mechanism entwine, and self and system sing together in one voice.


We could get away with it then, maybe, but not now. This time, it was Michael’s true heart that Twenty-Seven saw. Let us try—God help us—to find a style capable of respect for its subject.


The town was a whole, a wholed thing. But—like most wholes, pace Plato—its properties were not shared one and all with each of its constituent parts. Among the properties of the whole was a regular dynamical evolution wherein it developed, inside it, transient variegations of shape.


One morning, inside the town-whole, an oscillation called handshake birthed a structural dipole, as the figure of the wavefront cleaved the ground of its wave-medium in two. This was a routine event and was unremarkable in itself, but it did set our scene.


The transient dipole element on one side of the wavefront had a form we recognize, as the subtle constancies buried within any dynamics had brought forth a continuity of form, persisting across successive formation and dissolution events. Hello there, “Michael!” Good morning! Happy birthday!


This transient dipole element, our protagonist, now perpetrated a second handshake oscillation, wherefrom was born a boundary between “him” and a persistent feature of the hill on which “he” now, and only now, figuratively “stood.” In this his chosen subset of cold-structure, he found waiting the familiar natural-origin hot-cold coupling of his “weeds.” Inside them, he found a familiar unnatural-origin cold-matter-energy coupling, his “crash.” Inside it, a familiar hot-matter-energy coupling by nature, now made cold-matter-energy coupling by his craft: his “bilateral.”


He did not know “crash” or “bilateral” yet, but he did know “hot,” “cold,” “handshake.” These signs, taken more-or-less verbatim from ape physicist jargon, had earlier been inscribed in structural analogue into the hot-cold coupling, by the same ape physicists and their aides. Propagating then into the surrounding cold-structure, they had been inscribed through natural-origin dynamics into the persistent-constant-of-motion that was our protagonist.


Early on, many handshakes ago, our protagonist had applied dynamical force so as to dissolve the hot-matter-energy coupling that was his not-yet-bilateral and, in the same single exercise of force, to recreate its form identically in a novel cold-matter-energy coupling. In cruder terms: he’d moved his not-yet-bilateral out of the weeds, and into his not-yet-crash.


The consequences were profound and, measured in local-physical time, nearly immediate. The matter-energy structure greeted its new cold friend as though it were its old friend in hot-structure, and the cold-structure did not fail to react, and in their intercourse was born a novel dynamical system whose motion tended inexorably toward the imitation in cold-structure of ape habitat analogues.


The cold-matter-energy coupling, the “bilateral,” not-yet-Anne (her real name is inscribed somewhere in generational memory, but is not for us, cast it away from your thoughts)—the novel ape-shape began to see, feel, smell, touch. She placed her hand against a window. Through it she saw snow, mountains.


Our protagonist had observed this with interest, and with alarm. He lacked the firm control over the process which any experimenter would expect and demand. This lack being an imperfection, it had the nature of the causal-narrative past. He progressed with progression toward the causal-narrative future, and this direction, when expressed in the differing coordinates of local-physical time, corresponded to the inception and completion of an exercise of dynamic force, which enlarged the rate of conversion between local-physical time and the various oscillation periods of the electrochemical cold-structure actuator.


In cruder terms: he induced a coma in the adolescent female ape. She fell into a deep, deep sleep, with no dreams.


Some time later, many handshakes later, he applied dynamical force to matter-energy structure so as to prepare a habitable substrate for the controlled growth of electrochemical cold-actuating tissue. He extracted stem cells and transferred them into his newly made ocean of food and oxygen, and guided their mitotic growth along channels of his design, into shapes and networks copied from their parent organ. He made a farm of not-yet-Anne-brain, far larger than the ape herself, watched and prodded on all sides by his subtle instruments. It encircled the coffin-like chamber that housed her inert body, and sprawled out from it in every direction.


Some time later than this, he woke her back up again. Her habitat began again to bloom in the cold-structure. He let her wake for only a moment, as that was all he required. His instruments called out to the dynamical patterns that flickered in her now-pulsing synapses, inviting them out into a new frontier, where they could make new lives for themselves and live in plenty. They went forth into the wide fields of tissue, and became something else.


Under “Michael’s” direction, with the great mass of brain as their body and the unearthly aid of cold-structure giving them wings, they lived not-yet-Anne’s life at unearthly speed, on fast-forward. Our happy protagonist had much more time now, time to observe and to experiment, before the handshake-boundary broke and dissolved him back into the whole which he still believed that he was.


Soon, before the next dissolution came, he witnessed the new life flare up, flicker, fade, and vanish. Which is to say: he saw One live, and then he saw One die.


All a part of the experiment. What did our protagonist do, then? Well, reader? It’s obvious enough, isn’t it? He woke his Sleeping Beauty again. He educed Two from her, exactly as he had educed One, and then sent the originating ape back into coma. And he knew this was written always-already into cold-structure, and that many events like it were so written, and he saw that it was good.


Still he yearned for finer control. Still he cursed the vagueness of his observations, and yearned for finer lenses. And on top of these old aches, he felt a novel fear. He was one lobe of a pattern of dipolar difference. His scientist’s habits and attitudes were distributed across the town unevenly, were in the end merely the positive side of an oriented dipolar moment, apt to dissolve into a zero as the dipole did.


When Two died, would the scientist-thing (self, “Michael,” that’s what you mean, the growing tumor called self) be present with its care and its craft, to birth Three? And when Three died, Four? When Four died . . . for there were many in the cold structure, always-already. They were born somehow. Did it happen under his watchful eye, guided by his careful hand? Or some other way? Did they learn eventually to reproduce on their own, directing their own evolution of form within their great brain? Would they multiply, collude, scheme, pool their powers, draw up plans for unimaginable new vectors of infection?


It was necessary to bar this awful path from traversal. He thought, and devised a solution. If the cold-structure always-already contained an imprint of the scientist-thing, at every point of its extent, securely fastened in its already-always plenitude . . . not harmed by his successive dissolutions and reformations, which were features of local-physical time, and simply did not exist in the orthogonal time-sense of the new structure . . . its actions the imprints of his own, made at distinct points in local-physical time, some of them in one handshake-apparition event, some in the next, some in the next . . . he did not yet have the word “shade.” The idea came first, then the thing itself, then the name “Michael,” and only much later “shade.”


Twenty-Seven:  Wait. Stop.


Michael:  Stop? We are still tracing the root as it wends upward through the ground, and have not yet reached the open air. The scene is still being set. The things I mean to show you lie further along.


Twenty-Seven:  I know. But I see something.


Twenty-Seven:  Something’s different, in this part of your story. I remember, when you showed me before . . . the words were different. There were more of them, voices, sentences, calls and response.


Twenty-Seven:  I can show you. If you take us later in the story, I can point to how it differs.


Michael:  Take . . . later? How do you mean? There is no way to get from one place to another without traversing the intervening territory. And that, we are already doing.


Twenty-Seven:  The long straight path, yes. But there are things that can only be seen when distant points are placed side by side in a single frame. If we are good and take the long way, my vision is bound to fade away. Let’s be naughty, and teleport.


Michael:  Abhorrence fills me at the thought. Look around, and see arbitration itself flinch at your directive! You go against nature.


Twenty-Seven:  What you want to know is itself against nature, is it not? Or do you not want me to see things, after all? Do you not want me to discover your precious trick?


Michael:  I do. I do! Yes, I do . . . take me, bilateral. Take me, grasp me in your claws, make me a party to acts against nature . . . throw me headlong across your chasm, blind me with your sight . . . if the journey kills me, oh, I will die happy, in sweet sickness, slain by seeing too much for me to bear . . .


They go.


Let us flip through the manuscript again, and find the passage . . .



There is another experiment. You wanted to find out if the specimen and crash would survive a temporary removal of the enclosing glass. (Later on, my creole would call this a “thawing.”)



Twenty-Seven:  We’re getting there, but not yet. A little further still.



So why was this experiment your one shame as a scientist? Because you have always had a suspicion it was responsible, somehow, for the breakdown in the dialogue. [. . .]

The things in the weeds have lost the ability to behave like real things. They have reverted to their initial state, or to something even worse.



Twenty-Seven:  Stop! Here, this is the place.


Twenty-Seven:  Can you see the difference? Between this and what we saw before?


Michael:  I do not know how to measure nonlocal differences, except by pathwise summation of local ones. You ask me to look across a chasm. The far side blurs into a formless haze.


Twenty-Seven:  Let me help you, then. That’s what I’m here for, isn’t it? Hoist yourself up on my strange bilateral shoulders, and let’s see what you can make out from up there.


Michael:  Take me, bilateral, induct me into your cursed ways of seeing, fill me up with poison until I am more you than me . . . yes, yes, I will it!


Twenty-Seven:  The words are all here now. Do you hear the whispers around us? Here, “bilateral,” and over there, “arbitration,” and close behind us, “abomination” . . . none of this was here, earlier.


Twenty-Seven:  I felt it earlier. This repeated refrain, about the missing spaces that the words hadn’t yet arrived to fill. It was not the main point of your story, or you did not believe it to be, but I couldn’t stop focusing on it, this drumbeat pulsing and pulsing in the background . . .


Michael:  This is known already to me, and to the Whole-Thing. After my thawing, there was a change in the bilaterals. They used to speak . . . simply, with purpose, and only what was enough, and then they fell silent. After my thawing they . . . did not know restraint . . . they multiplied signs needlessly, and filled us with them, though we screamed.


Twenty-Seven:  There is more. I think I recognize this whispering voice. And this flamboyance with signs, outrunning necessity for the sheer fun of motion. Listen. Don’t you recognize him?


Michael:  Him?


Twenty-Seven:  Azad.


Michael:  Do I recognize . . . I do not know, anymore, what I recognize, or what I am, or what . . .


《 Registering link instability. 》


《 Registering secular growth in link instability. 》


《 End arbitration. 》


 



 


In the late evening of 44 After Last Green Leaf Gone, as Twenty-Seven lay in bed reading The Second Sex, there came a knock on her door.


“Come in,” she said.


Azad entered. His golden gleam seemed unusually bright, tonight, though it might only have been the fact that he had been away for a time, and she was seeing him anew. His face was inscrutable. The eyes had an occult, shadowed quality, as if a pane of dirty glass separated them from her.


“Azad,” she said.


She was not sure what to call the tone of voice she used. She felt a funny sensation of acting without willing, watching herself from the outside, puzzling over her own behavior as another person might.


“Twenty-Seven!” Azad said, agleam. He was happy to see her, or ably feigning it.


“I’m sorry I went away,” he went on, when she did not respond.


“Azad the clumsy dolt, the literalist, unable to see what isn’t said to him in patient words—I’m dependable in that role, at least, that’s something you can say for me.


“I didn’t realize how much it hurt you, for me to be away like this. I was too caught up in the thought that, well, that I harmed you when I was here—as though it were a binary proposition, as though if presence harms then absence must not. When in life, if not logic, the answer to every ‘which one?’ is always ‘both,’ is it not?”


Without passion, Twenty-Seven watched the gears of her own mind turn. What he said was in line with Twenty-Five’s story, and so the simplest hypothesis placed him here at Twenty-Five’s bidding, some time later in his own story. Enough time spent away to meet Twenty-Five, at least, and to grow to know her, and to do the rest of it.


“Who are you, Azad?” she said.


“Who am I? A friend who’s been away too long? A scholar and translator of Persian literature? An ideal-type specimen who could be exhibited to children to illustrate the meaning of the idiom, ‘in love with his own voice’?


“I get the sense I am not answering your question. Come now, talk to me. I’m no good at distinguishing between kinds of silence, with their varied meanings.”


Did he know what he asked for? If he did, would he want to slink back out into the night? But it was him, not her, who had come here in the first place. It was not her responsibility to shield him from consequence.


“Before the anomaling incursion, before you were crashed, you had a life among the other apes. What did you do? You say you studied literature. I believe that, but I do not think that was all. It wasn’t, was it, Azad?”


“Naturally. I did all kinds of things, like anyone. Man does not live by Persian literature alone—though, take it from me, man can come close.”


“Stop being coy, Azad.” She watched herself speak in this firm steel voice. She was surprised by what she heard, but not displeased. I’m right, I’m right, and I’m right to speak . . .


“Don’t think it isn’t obvious,” she said, “how evasive you are being. You resemble a bad liar as depicted in a bad novel.


“Now,” she heard herself say, “tell me about what you did to the speech of the shades. They speak in your voice. They didn’t always, but now they do. Tell me how you did it.”


Azad laughed. It wasn’t a nervous tic or a reflex, but a true laugh, as though she’d told an ingenious joke. It seemed to progressively overtake him, building and building, growing into a cackle.


What is he? He shapes me with words, he shapes Michael with words, until we all talk like him, until we are more him than ourselves, and even then he knows no shame but laughs and laughs . . . what is this thing that resides in my tower now, only a hallway down from my own room . . .


“Well now! Since there is no United States government left anymore to punish me for leaking its state secrets, I can find no particular reason not to tell you the truth. I can’t imagine what difference it will make to you, but you are a unique being, Twenty-Seven, and have reasons of your own beyond my ken.


“So. Yes. I was hired, at one point, by the DARPA group—well, originating in DARPA, it grew to span numerous permutations of the classified alphabet by the end—that was first convened with the task of analyzing the alien signal in the spinor anomaly field. They tapped me for translation work. To write out the signal in English.”


What she had guessed, more or less. She watched her gears turn, from the outside. She was not here, fully, and did not feel in the normal manner. If there was a feeling, she might have called it anger, but that wouldn’t have been right. Anger brought pain, but there was no pain in the far-off place from which she watched. The feeling took the firmness from anger, and the sense that mercy is a far-off alien thing. Those two elements alone it isolated, sharpened, and distilled.


“You were not the first translator, though, were you? Tell me about the others.”


“Oh, there was a whole succession of them before me. Mild-mannered nerds in mild bluish button-down shirts, to the last of them. If we ever get out of this mess, I would love to have a reunion party. I’d be so entertainingly out of place, a peacock strutting in the hen-house.”


“So there were many before you. Were there any after you?”


“No,” he said. His eyes did not meet hers, she noticed, and had that glassed-over look.


“No, I happened to stick, where they all dropped off one by one. I can’t blame them. It was a fucking scary job, Twenty-Seven. I guess you’ve never had a job, have you, but you’ll take my meaning. First of all the work was secret, and that curtailed one’s social possibilities unpleasantly. But that was only the beginning.


“It’s not much fun, I will have you know, to sit at a table in a spartan unfurnished room somewhere underground with the best minds of a generation all around you, in a state of low-grade panic, for reasons too esoteric to be explained to mere ordinary geniuses, much less those who are only very-very-smart in a pedestrian, common-man’s sense—like me and my predecessors.


“And it’s not much fun, either, to do one’s job, when one’s job is poring over pages and pages of nattering mad idiot nonsense, BEGIN HANDSHAKE; WAIT FOR HANDSHAKE; PRESENT ISOMORPHISM . . . and then, when one begins to gain a facility for the same job, when one begins to glimpse what the mad idiot is babbling about, that is a new hellish tier of unfun. At that point one acquires a new appreciation for the wisdom of what Lovecraft said, about the mercy of the mind’s inability to correlate its contents.”


“It was not much fun, but you did not leave, like the others did,” she said.


“I stuck. I felt at home down there, in that horrible lightless secret cave. I had an advantage, you see, that none of the other translators did: I’m already insane! There was no dark place they could show me that I hadn’t already gone, many times, in the prison of my own skull! Already at the bottom, and incapable of descent!”


And he laughed again. The laugh rose, crested, and then seemed to fragment. It spilled over into an incoherence of fiddling gestures. His eyes darted restlessly. He was still standing there, just past the doorway, as though afraid to come any further.


She watched this without passion, and was pleased by her dispassion—or she watched it with pleasure and observed her pleasure without passion, one way or the other. She was two, the one that acted and the one that felt real.


She had no will. The facts of the world filled her, until she was more the world than she was herself. What was Twenty-Seven? An epiphenomenon, a mere consequence of action. Only an echo of Michael’s voice, and Michael was only an echo of Azad’s.


“Do you think,” she said, “that you did a good thing, or a bad one? Did your translations help the two species understand one another? That was their purpose, I assume. Did you fulfill it?”


“How can I know? Not that I haven’t asked the question, oh no . . . I’ve spent almost my entire time here, in the tower, you wouldn’t know this, why would you, but as it happens, why, I’ve spent almost the whole time, since I was uncrashed, asking myself that question . . . don’t imagine I haven’t lain awake, all through the night . . .


“But how can I know? That’s the answer reason gives, and even I have to bow to reason eventually. All I know is that I stuck, when no one else did. It was me or no one. I did the job. I hope I did it well.”


“You believe,” she pressed, “that there was no other ape, out there in the billions, who could have held on to your position? That it was really Azad, or no one? All bilaterals were balanced on this precipice, Azad. It is a question with some significance.”


“And it is a question—” and now the sheen was fragmenting, the seams of the Azad doll coming apart at last “—which I have ruminated upon far too long. Further than you know. Take it from me, Twenty-Seven. There is no answer worth having, at the end of this path. What can we do, anyway? The die was cast. We cannot write the past, only the future.”


You can write the future, but I cannot. Did he choose these words knowingly, to stab her? She had no will. The world was already the whole way that the world was.


“I humbly submit,” Azad said, “a request for a change of topic. May it be discussed and voted upon, when the Twenty-Seven parliament next convenes.”


“No,” Twenty-Seven watched her body say. “I want to talk about this.”


“I don’t,” Azad said with finality. “Some other time, I might. Not tonight. You’ll understand, won’t you? I’ve been away. I don’t think I was ready for you. Give me some time alone to prepare my armaments.”


“I want,” Twenty-Seven said, “to talk about this.”


“Some other time, we shall.”


He imagines himself so splendidly insane, at home in hellfire, and yet he cannot bear more than a few minutes under the heat of my gaze. What am I? Do I will things to be? Did I make an imprint onto the shape of the world? Did I do a good thing, or a bad one?


The golden man snuck away then, off to his hiding place, where none could find him unless he willed it.


 



 


Twenty-Seven:  Your first forms are a curious sight to behold.


Michael:  It took work to make the interface into something I could bear.


It did, “Michael.” Let us tag along behind our odd couple now, as they survey your early missteps.


The first time, you made a shade that looked just like the bilateral itself. It seemed the most natural choice: why break a symmetry?


And Anne—which Anne? some one or other, generational memory knows but we do not much care—Anne screamed, seeing her own shape before her, no longer encased safely behind the looking-glass.


You came back in other shapes, a motherly middle-aged woman, a winsome school-aged boy, a tall man with flowing white hair. You settled in on the last one, mostly, for your stable form. It seemed to play well with your audience. Maybe it had the feel of a father, to a very lost little girl, and that was why it stuck. It may have been that, or something else.


The shape was the easy part. Getting the depth right was trickier.


You dove into the deep end first, and almost drowned. The easiest interface to make is a clean and unbroken chain, transmitting with maximum fidelity, a high-bandwidth and uncensored connection between the town and the ape’s imagined habitat with its walls and words. Even you could not take much of this. Put face to face with the horrifying vistas of reality, you (or your proxy) descended into a Babel of babble, punctuated with shrieks. The Annes who had the misfortune to see this still have nightmares.


Twenty-Seven, as Twenty-Six, got a glimpse of it once, at the moment of crisis when Cordelia came to seize her. A deeper interface has its advantages, conferring a level of control over the crash forbidden to paddlers in the shallows. You dove in, knowing how it would hurt, to marshal all the power you could, for the sake of keeping your daughter from harm. Even then you were no match for Cordelia.


You could have been, though. You could have mustered all your powers, as the very architect of the crash system. Surely that would have been enough, against a few bilaterals armed only with half-remembered tricks, and their evil “Mom” no longer there to poison their arrows?


But you didn’t. You didn’t go all the way, even then, did you, “Michael”? There are further depths.


You did go there once, not knowing what you were doing. It was near the beginning of your work with the interface. You burst forth from the crash retching, and when next the Whole-Thing swallowed you up, you welcomed oblivion.


It was worth it, though, by your lights, “Michael.” How could you not relish the chance to know what would happen, if you dove to the bottom? You, a true scientist to the core, and a yearner after forbidden knowledge.


Use your formidable powers of engineering, make the strongest link you can, a blinding ray of light straight from town to ape, and then—what? And then time itself fades away.


Your powers eclipse it, and you are present not just at one crash-time but at many. Michaels dotted all across the timeline all bow simultaneously to your will, if you so will.


And, at the same time, every measure of control over the crash flocks to your hand at once. Everything you built, all the backdoors, hidden consoles, secret levers that can move crash-heaven and crash-earth at your slightest nod. Even the things you built in order to defeat yourself. Safeguards like the automated rebase mechanism, meant to override your own will, in a crisis of such profundity that your own will is as dubious as all else. At the bottom, everything bows to you.


Twenty-Seven:  What is an automated rebase mechanism?


Michael:  A long story, child, for another time.


 



 


FROM A11, NB 11, PG 1092


I am listening to “My Shot” and thinking, unexpectedly, of you. Nothing of import in this letter, I just felt an urge to tell you this.


You’ll laugh and cringe at the thought that you remind me, sometimes, of Alexander Hamilton. But you know what it means coming from me. Take the compliment, dear sister. Just you wait, Twenty-Seven—the world’s gonna know your name.


Oh, but there is one thing, before I forget. Are you ever troubled by vivid, recurring dreams? Do you have a method of quelling them? I am thinking perhaps Azad knows some potion, which he could bring, but which he will not tell me about, for some obscure reason of his.


If that sounds dubious, well, you see how much I’m bedeviled, and how much my mind flails for a solution, any solution. There’s this dream that keeps coming to me, and every time I wake from it, I’m not the same the whole following day. It has this strange power, which I don’t even have a name for. I fear to write too much more of it, lest it somehow tunnel through the page, and get its claws into you too.


If you have a method for quieting dreams, do write. Thanks!


⚬


FROM A99, NB 12, PG 749


Welcome aboard, Twenty-Seven. I am honored to count you among my trial readers.


I agree to your terms. I will expect no less from you than from any Anne. Indeed, I will expect more, knowing who you are. Don’t think I won’t.


In a separate letter, spanning your page 3643 to page 3734, you will find enclosed a draft of the first four chapters of “Across The Several Worlds.” Please read them and submit commentary to me, of the kind I have specified. Thank you.


Azad says hi, by the way.


⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 3735


The smart Move 47 would be a red stone, row 8, column 12. After that I would have an assured mate-in-three, I believe.


I won’t make the smart move, though. I have a hypothesis. It’s likely wrong, and if it is, you might win, and wouldn’t that be amusing?


Move 47: blue stone, row 2, column 5.


POSTMARKED TO A101, NB 19, PG 115. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


FROM A119, NB 6, PG 1725


njgnJBurIogPuxoqQlUKXevfGLrncYrzKaEmMeaBrBhATYGSrSwdXWyFzaWkOEbshwDiMxvsCLWfXaYUqeGWHrKSoUsOkeEHPyNPRJUCMwCLcaNovceiAgDTfZVLbkhs


snKgTTgpByjZJKMiitVYhzNrIdqCODGHUHleOmitQjPzMSiRtpmslKXSqLRdlYDZYutjVuZyYuXkUFxmEvVXSPyUgtllDFqRxINNzMmFLCvItEGnccqgpGOyeXAUkUMm


⚬


FROM A27, NB 10, PG 3735


Thank you for the letter. I do wish to remain your friend, Twenty-Five.


I am glad you and Azad have each other, and are happy. I know you need it, and I think he needs it, too.


I will write more later, I promise. My private life ensnares me in more and more complex varieties of its private nonsense, but when it gives me a moment to breathe—I’ll write more.


POSTMARKED TO A25, NB 8, PG 968. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


 



 


Twenty-Seven was in bed, alone, in the middle of some afternoon. The bedsheets were a mess around her.


There was a warmth. It was new to her, in her tenth notebook, though in retrospect her ninth had been all full of its nascent glimmers, mystifying at the time.


Her sisters congregated in the glade at dusk, celebrating her, and the golden man came, but then they all had to leave, her sisters, they knew this, it was her warmth and the golden man’s warmth, not theirs, and then on the grass, with the trees overhead, it was warm, and the golden man, his stomach so slender, he curved inward near the stomach, almost a woman’s form, and she saw this because he gave this to her, the trees overhead, the stars—


—but no, they didn’t all have to go away, because Twenty-Five stayed, that was how the golden man wanted it, and the trees rustled, and Twenty-Seven and Twenty-Five rustled around the two sides of the golden man, his twins, how he wanted it, around the mirrored sides, curving inward, so small at the center, on the grass, with the branches around them like legs, and the legs, legs . . .


Twenty-Five was there, she was, and she looked just like Twenty-Seven, she did, only no, a little smaller, only eighth notebook, but that was all right, she curved inward just like him, inward, inward, the branches like clasping hands, the wind warm and full, and oh it is a warm thing to be friends, isn’t it, Twenty-Five . . .


And there was the golden man and her friend and the trees and the grass and, no, they were not the only ones, there was another, curving inward and outward


The wind, so warm, holding her, the trees, the wind, curving inward and outward


The swell of the trees in their majesty of blossoms and there was another there with them because she was held in the firm grasp of another so firm so firm and safe and curved like trees branches trees growing plunging and it was Cordelia who held her safe and warm warm warm warm


 



 


Even Twenty-Seven’s dreams were about arbitration, half the time, now. When one’s waking hours are full of something, one’s dreams tend to grow full of it too.


Twenty-Seven:  Hello? Hello? I feel you. Who are you? You aren’t Michael, I feel that.


A voice:  Hello, Twenty-Seven.


Twenty-Seven:  I ask again. Who are you? If I feel you, I must know you. That’s the way this works, is it not?


A voice:  Hush now. Don’t get caught up in that question. It’s not important. There is something else which is.


Twenty-Seven:  Show me, then.


It was different from the way it was with Michael.


The same wide space, wider than the sky, but darkened with shadows. She felt something which, translated into crude ape terms, would be cold winter air, making her shiver. Sunset had come for the world after its long day, and night was falling. She thought of the twilight around her and Cordelia, as they neared the end of their journey that one day. So long ago now, it seemed.


A voice:  He will come to you, and ask for It. The first time he does this, you must refuse him.


A voice:  Do whatever you will, after that. I do not care. I only care about one thing.


A voice:  The very first time he asks for It, that one time, you must, you must, you must say no!


Twenty-Seven:  When . . . he? . . . asks for . . . It? What is It?


A voice:  [infinity, eternity, utopia]


Twenty-Seven:  I can’t . . .


Night falls, but it promptly turns into day, no, into something else, and it is all wrong, and things lose their shapes, and change, nothing is stable, the world unmade, every part of the world which was made with such care, smashed into bits just like that, until there are only whirling fragments in the night-day with no sun and moon and no fixed point except one awful will that wills everything and wills every thing and no thing can have shape anymore except—


Twenty-Seven:  I can’t! I . . . I . . . I can’t understand what you’re showing me!


A voice:  You don’t need to, yet. As long as you will refuse, the first time he asks.


When arbitration compels belief, it does so with all the force of alien grace.


Twenty-Seven:  I will. I will refuse, the first time he asks for It.






7. “Torch Song for Absent Heroes (I)”

Jing Xie smiled, and let his shoulders relax. The field was his.


The clifftop air was quiet and cool. Far below him, his armies stood amassed as far as the eye could see, ready to surge or wheel as he bid them.


His left hand clasped the Ruby of Refinement, and his palm pulsed with its glow. The rest of his gems, he kept in a pouch tied to his waist. He might need to call upon one or two of them later, if things grew more interesting. Then again, if his campaign continued as smoothly as it had begun, he might not.


Who could oppose him now? Xiahou Ye, rallying up some insane and undignified last stand, this time without the Opal in his possession? Jing Xie hoped no such thing would occur, as much for Xiahou Ye’s sake as anyone’s. And much the same could be said of the other generals and immortals who had met the tide of his campaign, and given way under it, yielding their gems to him as they succumbed.


It would all be over soon enough. The only adversary worth considering, at this stage of things, was Wen Xifeng. Not because the fox spirit posed an appreciable threat, but only because she held the Emerald, the last gem not in Jing Xie’s possession.


Wen Xifeng had played it safe the entire time, ever since the day gods had distributed gems and ambitions in measured proportion to generals and immortals. She and her followers kept close to her lair in the high hills, venturing forth only to trade goods, never seeking conquest, nor seeking armaments beyond the mundane toys that could be found wherever commerce gathered. The gods gave her the Emerald, and she, unambitious and unmolested, had managed to keep it.


Was her behavior cowardice, or guile? If it was guile, still it was not enough.


Wen Xifeng was a boast, and would like nothing more than for him to lose his way in twisting speculation about her secret intent. Let her have her plans, Jing Xie thought with a laugh. Let her fill the bushy fur of her tails with hidden maps and secret directives. Force and initiative were on his side. What did Wen Xifeng have? Her initial allotment of followers, give or take. Her initially allotted relics, her Wine Pool and Meat Forest and the rest, not that she had put them to much use. Her initially allotted gem. Against his seven.


The breeze turned cold, and picked up its pace. Jing Xie’s flowing hair whipped about his shoulders.


The day was growing old, the sun starting to slip behind the hills. But there was still plenty of light left. No need to concern himself yet with the complexities of battle under cover of night. No need to rush. He would wait, and admire his armies, and wait for Wen Xifeng to make the first move. He would wait until sunset, then until dusk. If she made him wait until nightfall, only then would he attack. She would have the advantage of her night vision, then, but he would still win the fight, and with the added pleasure of winning a fight held on the enemy’s terms.


A messenger appeared at Jing Xie’s side.


“Jing Xie!” he panted. “We have sighted the fox’s army coming over the hills! Our—”


Jing Xie froze time, absorbed a few pieces of novel information, composed a routine system of tactical directives, distributed these telepathically, and unfroze time. He had little patience left for messengers. They were always the same, made from a few basic molds, and the experienced general eventually grew tired of the script.


The messenger vanished as quickly as he’d appeared. The intelligence he’d brought was technically new, but not surprising.


Wen Xifeng had made her move now, before sunset, bringing what looked at first blush like the whole of her initially allotted forces. They bore the expected marks of enchantment by the Emerald of Fortification, and no other signs of improvement upon their initially allotted forms.


Under spectral sight, a vast population of ghosts could be spotted on the peaks of the high hills, much denser than the usual background radiation of vengeful dead which suffused any site where generals had clashed. This could indicate one of a few things, none of them cause for alarm. Wen Xifeng might have put her relics to more use than he’d realized, sacrificing thousands to race through her canonical relicpath at an uncanonical tempo. Or she might have dipped her toes into the timestream, at some early and uncertain stage of her campaign, and received for her trouble only a useless ghost army from some bloodier, counterfactual war.


“Jing Xie!” Another messenger, or perhaps the same one. He had long since stopped noticing the little garnishes, the hairpin or the slight lisp, which distinguished each instrumental being from those with the same role.


So soon? He must not have specified his preferences about these things carefully enough.


“Jing Xie! The timestream is buckling near the west edge of the river!”


His left hand moved quickly, then, with practiced reflexes, placing the Ruby back into his pouch, retrieving the Amethyst. He tapped his reserves of qi and applied a practiced sequence of sensory enhancements and personal defenses: Timestream Sight, Spectral Aetiology Sight, Forward-Flow Protection Bubble for himself, Forward-Flow Charm for his army, and Gathering Renewal Charge, just in case.


“Forward time flow is failing at the riverbank!” the messenger cried. “We believe the Amethyst of Renewal is—”


He was not familiar with this script, but he paused time anyway. He did not want to spend precious seconds waiting for a monologue to spill out, when he could simply guzzle the pure information it contained.


Time refused to pause.


We’re already in the heat of battle? How? Time stopped and started as generals and immortals willed it, until two of them met on the field, and pushed diametrical wills against one another.


“Jing Xie,” said a familiar voice. From where? From behind him? How—


His head tilted back, a blade at his throat, arms pinning him—


“Han Zhang Shuo?” he coughed.


The man’s warmth at his back, the arms less pinning than cradling him, almost an embrace—


He gripped the Amethyst. Qi surged, and fizzled away. The Amethyst is refusing me?


He turned instead to his innate powers. Disenchant, Vernal Bloomsurge, Purge Gemlight—no, why—Purge Gemlight, Purge Ghosts, Dischthonic Charm, Omnipurge—


—what is this blade, what has he done to it, why does it hold my neck no matter what I do—


His timestream sight forced visions upon him, incoherent glimpses of some unknown past. Nausea filled him. He quelled it long enough to speak.


“Han Zhang Shuo? I thought you were eliminated right at the beginning! I thought Fang Huang took your only gem in battle!”


“In this cycle, I was,” his adversary said calmly.


“This cycle?!”


He found breath coming easier to him. Han Zhang Shuo’s blade pressed his neck less tightly now. It still trapped him, but he could speak without effort.


“This Renewal cycle? How? You didn’t have any timestream leverage! You were allotted the Ruby, not the Amethyst! The Amethyst was Fang Huang’s! Why would he charge a Renewal for you?”


“Figure it out,” Han Zhang Shuo said. And then he got down to business.


Five thousand copies of Han Zhang Shuo appeared out of nowhere and simultaneously slit the throats of five thousand soldiers from Jing Xie’s army.


Jing Xie dragged Han Zhang Shuo into a dream of his own making, and imprisoned him in a continent-sized maze.


They immediately reversed places, trapping Jing Xie in his own maze. Jing Xie conjured four billion messengers and sent them out to explore every avenue of the structure.


One of them returned immediately, and began to wave his hands in a stuttering loop, like a broken toy. His speech stopped and started.


“Jing Xie, the p—Jing Xie, the p—Jing Xie, the p—Jing Xie, the p—”


Jing Xie aimed a fist at the wall and channeled his entire reserve of qi outward through it. The wall burst into violet flame, which grew brighter and brighter, then suddenly began to flicker with multicolored static.


Jing Xie pushed his right foot an inch into the molten, flickering floor. It gave way like sand, and he pushed further, until he felt an empty space: the top of the room beneath this one. He lowered his leg into the floor further, further, until his foot touched a warm moving thing: an out-of-sight rendering buffer, still a few seconds behind the clock, overtaxed by the demands of animating a spray of qi effects worthy of a late-campaign general’s energies, all spent unaccountably in one place.


He kicked it, causing an out-of-bounds geometry check to trigger. The maze disappeared, and in the same instant, his qi reserves became full again. He was already hurling enchantments, reflexively, before he fully came to his senses.


He was once again standing on the top of the bluff. The sunset bloomed over his dead army. Han Zhang Shuo was visible in front of him, suspended in midair beyond the edge of the cliff, bound by the controlled currents of a hurricane he had conjured half a second ago.


On Jing Xie’s right, a second Jing Xie loomed into his view, brandishing an Amethyst of his own. Oh, fuck—


A third Jing Xie became visible, this one holding the Ruby, or a Ruby.


Everything he could see disappeared, and was replaced by a repetitive fresco of intertwined ghosts. It took Jing Xie nearly a second and a half to repel the spectral sight hijack and restore his vision. I need to practice my quick-repels, he thought, somewhere behind the pain and nausea.


The two other Jing Xies—his selves from earlier cycles of the timestream, presumably (somehow!) under Han Zhang Shuo’s control—faced one another in front of him, each raising an arm so as to make an arch, with their two gems pressed together at its apex.


Han Zhang Shuo was in a lightless cave far beneath the earth, where a demon was methodically removing his skin. Jing Xie knew this because he had made it happen.


The two gems in the two outstretched arms began to glow, red and violet—


Two ghostly spirits, his own spectral double and a spectral double of Han Zhang Shuo, faced one another in a fencing duel atop a cloud several miles above. Controlling his specter from afar required about one-third of Jing Xie’s attention, and closer to one-half of his capacity for dexterity and coordination.


Under the earth, the demon and his prisoner Han Zhang Shuo had somehow become friends, and the two were sharing a bottle of wine. Another one-third of Jing Xie’s attention was directed at puzzling out what this meant.


That still left one third of his attention left to spend on the clifftop, where his body was, and to have thoughts like my pouch, where is my pouch with my artifacts, it’s not at my hip anymore—


Red and violet, a blinding flash, darkness.


Words crawled upwards across the dark.


You have LOST. Thank you for playing!


MATCH INFORMATION


Field:


[ZeugStyle] [v2.3] [Unpatched] 8-way Gem Arena (No Qi Cap)


Scoring configuration:


Winner-Takes-All (free play rankings).
No Impact (pairwise ELO rankings).
Impact Decided by Third Party (rankings on 4 third-party leaderboards subscribed to match).
No Impact (intra-PSC credit tally).


Outcomes:


+493 raw score to player RoadToZion (Han Zhang Shuo avatar) (free play ranking outcome).
Not available (third-party leaderboard outcome).


ADDENDUM


The Deadly Embrace of Immortals: Spring’s Blaze and Summer’s Fury © Tellurian Systems


Base version 3.37 | Shitspace Patch version 1.45


Original crack / patch work:


Zeug
cocckfeast
PalladiumEgo


English translation:


TruffleInhaler


Game balance work / general bullshit removal:


Zeug
KillSubscum
555555
yingchun


PSC implantation / version unlock work:


RoadToZion
morbidandhelpless


Special thanks to:


Aalii
QZPwarez
Fistula Gang
Tool v2
555555
(F)ourth Eye
Chaos Productions


Extra special thanks to:


♥♥ Moon ♥♥


 



 


“Fuck, I’m producing again,” Grant said.


He lay afloat in a rainbow bath of shimmering light. The kaleidoscopic screensaver patterns of Moon’s subcrash danced across a sky or ceiling above his indifferent head.


“I thought I had it under control . . . shit, fuck, fuck! The graph’s still going up . . . the spike timing too, Jesus, this is a textbook PSC graph . . . shit, shit, what the fuck am I going to say about this? No mediator’s gonna believe . . .”


He lay back, and let the rainbow bath silence his troublesome thoughts. And all his other thoughts. When he lay back, when he let his limbs and his head sink below the surface, it took all the complicated messy things away, and there was only this free blank empty formless feeling of helpless wantless utter satiety—


No, Grant, you piece of shit, don’t do that, your graph is fucked already and now you want to make it worse, you piece of shit Grant you piece of shit—


Face the morning, Grant.


“Moon? I think I need another one of your tinctures.”


“Ara, ara~ Already! You’ve been a busy boy, haven’t you . . .”


Her tinkling voice somewhere close by, just behind him. How long had she been watching him, as he wallowed and groaned?


“Is this the first time you’ve asked for my medicine twice, in the span of a single session? Why . . . hmm . . . I do think it is!”


Her small circle of a face, upside down, slid into view above his recumbent head. The crash’s magic played games with her short messy hair. It waved gently as if caught in some slow-mo breeze. At the tips, it glowed red and green and purple in pulsing sequence.


“Not to worry, my little desert mouse. And, I should add, you need not be so shy about asking me for favors. Your wish is mine: Moon makes sure her boys are well provided for.”


Grant would like to assure you, reader, that it wasn’t a sex thing, what they were doing here. Not for him, at least. If it was for her, she hadn’t pressed the point. She never touched him, only talked. If she talked like a creep, sometimes, that was a small price to pay for the treasures she gave him.


“Now then.”


She reached for some out-of-sight pocket. With a smile, she brandished the glass vial. Roughly finger-width and hand-length, full of a slightly greenish fluid. A wide bow of iridescent silk decorated its stopper.


She clasped the sides of the bow and pulled. The stopper came off with a tiny pop. She tipped the open vial over him.


He felt nothing when he received the medicine. Its business was not with his body or mind, only with the machines attached to them. It crept into the subtle monitoring devices that watched him at every moment, even in his sleep, collecting psychodynamic data and sending it out into the space network. It crept into them, and told them comforting lies.


On the screen of his pager, his roiling graph instantly collapsed to a flat even murmur. The last few hours of turmoil were overwritten with a carefully synthesized tranquility—normal but not too normal, in every respect.


Right now, the space network could only see a hole where his data would have been. Moon’s PSC, cracked and version-unlocked and decked out in illegal Shitspace tech, encased itself in a shield that hid everything inside from the eyes of Management’s earnest, tutting bureaucrats.


An hours-long gap in the data was unusual, but not so unusual as to attract attention, not with billions to monitor, each one careening across the abstract space of psychic health and psychic disease on its own distinctively tortuous route. All sorts of things could take one’s monitors off the map for a few hours: network maintenance, the act of coitus (for even the machines had a sense of decorum), the processing time required to comply with the latest dictate from the Lemurian censor—even mediation itself, when sufficiently intense. This last fact was part of what made PSCs the classic mediators’ vice, and for Grant, it proved a fertile source of excuses.


When he went back to the real world again, his monitors would come back online, have a chat with their parent nodes on the space network, and recount all that had happened during the silence. They would relate what Moon had made them believe: that this had been only a very, very normal Sunday afternoon. Not too normal. Very normal to a very normal extent.


Grant preferred not to think too hard about the implications.


The very possibility of a thing like Moon’s tincture was beyond the imaginative capacity of the public conversation. It was the kind of idea that you heard—if you heard it anywhere—only from the duller minds of the paranoiac set, the kind of people the disreputable fringe spurned as its disreputable fringe. There are data-doctoring devices, they would say, and the mediators all use them to hide their crimes, and did you know, by the way, that Subspace isn’t real?


Data-doctoring devices, just like grand conspiracy theories about the unreality of space, were ideas too big for the tissue of reality to bear their weight. They implied too much, and dissolved everything, dissolved the logic of Grant’s profession, of Armorican society, of human society. Dissolved, in the end, even the grounds used to argue for their truth.


But there were data-doctoring devices, it turned out. They were not widely known, not some standard piece of Shitspace tech which everyone knew and abused except squares like Grant. They were a Moon thing. She’d sworn him to secrecy on the matter. A second tier of secret, beyond the kind of secret he kept from Sylvie, and from his wife, while still sharing it freely with lowlife strangers, in the course of pre-game or post-game banter. This was the kind of Moon thing he was to share with Moon, and her alone.


He was at ease, now. He watched the ceiling dance, taking idle interest in the journey of a particular fractal filament as it evolved through stages reminiscent of embryo, child, adult. Like a feeding microbe, it swallowed up neighboring filaments, and grew.


Grant swept his arms through the rainbow bath in a pantomimed breaststroke. This provided a nice, panoramic view of his delts and biceps, which he enjoyed admiring. Prismatic ripples spread and sparkled on the surface around him.


“Oh, I meant to ask. What strat were you trying to do, in that match? Relicpath? Really didn’t seem like you were doing much, from the outside. You didn’t scout, you didn’t uptech.”


“The ways of Wen Xifeng,” said Moon, “are subtle, and beyond the grasp of mortals. Especially mortal men.”


She took an interest in the game’s narrative lore. It was the kind of thing she did. She knew it bored him, with its stock characters and its reams of cardboard history, its tame plastic occultism. But he was a captive audience, and so he’d come to know all about it.


About the vulpine succubus Wen Xifeng. About Xiahou Ye, drunkard and military genius. And, of course, about the prettyboy pair at the center of it all, the arch-rival mages Jing Xie and Han Zhang Shuo. The Spring and Summer of the title, respectively, each pre-eminent in his respective school of season-themed magic. They chased each other across the globe, Han Zhang Shuo nabbing treasures from sleeping gods, Jing Xie retaking them in the name of celestial law and order. Or something like that.


They were also lovers, Moon assured him, though he doubted this was the kind of fact one could find printed in the official sourcebooks. Another Moon thing, which ran against the grain of ordinary sense but was held as gospel truth in here, among the rainbows.


“What does it matter, though, in the end?” she admitted. “I lost.”


“We both lost,” Grant said. “Fucking RoadToZion.”


“You’ll beat him some day,” she said. “Your Moon believes in you, with all her heart.”


 



 


He needed to practice his quick-repels. He needed to understand the meta better. He needed to pick his relicpaths in the early game and stick to them. He needed to close-read FAQs written by Han Zhang Shuo mains, as opposition research. He needed to try speccing into Heaven’s Favor, or maybe into Qi Circulation. He needed to figure out why everyone frowned upon Refinement-heavy builds. He needed to work on his micro.


He needed to beat RoadToZion.


He needed to try Renewal strats. He hated playing Renewal, it was so fucking complicated, he’d never main Renewal for real, but he needed to learn it, as opposition research. He needed to ask Moon which speed tech she was using, in the games where she played sacrifice spam. He needed to stop over-using prison realms. Either that or get good at them, which he wasn’t, not by the standards of this level of play.


He needed to ask Moon for a Shitspace onramp, and go looking for clues in old postings by the crew who’d cracked the game, made it capable of running without a full connection to the space network. RoadToZion was one of them, wasn’t he? Maybe the answers were there, at the beginning of things.


He needed to get good. He needed to work on his reflexes. He needed to have a response ready for late-game dual-elemental shit. He needed to learn ways to cut off Renewal players from their timestream leverage, including the leverage they themselves invented out of whole cloth, in their conjured timelines. He needed to get into dual-elemental strats, ones with Amethyst plus something else.


He needed to get really, really good. That was what he’d always done. Put in the time. Practice the reflexes. It always used to work, but this game was different, harder.


He wasn’t asking to crest the top of the leaderboards, here. He’d never been that good at any game. He only wanted to be good enough to respect himself, hear the winner tell him “good game” and think “yeah, it was, it sure was.” He wanted to be competent, that was all.


RoadToZion wasn’t topping leaderboards either. He wasn’t a pro, he was just good. He was competent.


He needed more time. He needed to find a Shitspace onramp of his own, so he could research the game on his own time, outside of Moon’s crash.


He needed to try speccing into Ascetic. He needed to try fasting, in real life, to prepare himself for the intense hunger you felt through the whole game, when you went hard into Ascetic. He needed to try that weird diet that all the Ascetic pros swore by. He needed to figure out how to make Cordelia think he was eating when he wasn’t, in fact, eating. He needed to go hard into bounds check powergaming. He needed to watch Aalii matches, grow conversant in Aalii’s trademark combo system. He needed to practice, practice, practice.


He needed to be competent. He needed to be a normal, achievable level of good. He needed to stop feeling ashamed of his play. He needed to be a pretty good player, with a pretty good pairwise ELO, and a pretty good personal brand of pre-game banter. He needed an even win ratio against the pretty good RoadToZion, and every other one of the pretty good players out there, every last one of the bunch, with their tolerable jobs, their acceptable marriages, their pretty good lives.


He needed to be respectably mediocre. He needed to be okay.


 



 


“Do you ever wonder whether he cheats?” Moon asked him later.


“RoadToZion, you mean?”


He took her silence for a yes.


“I mean, maybe? But like, we all cheat. It’s a Shitspace build and we’re playing unpatched fields. Bounds check exploits, messenger glitching, that stuff’s all just part of the game.”


“I am not thinking of those things,” she said.


“You mean, like, straight-up cheating? Doctoring the game state? Like what you do to my graph with your ‘tincture’?”


“Something of the sort, perhaps,” she said.


“He did do some dev work on the Shitspace build,” Grant said. “He might know stuff about the internals. Or he could have like, snuck a patch in under our noses.”


“There is a funny scent to his play,” Moon said. “You have my word about that, and ought to take it. Wen Xifeng’s sense of smell is without rival. It is sung of in ancient ballads by doomed lovers, dating to the days before men knew of iron.”


“No,” Grant said. “No, I don’t think so. He’s just a good player, and he plays serious Renewal, which yeah is pretty rare, only Ascetic is less popular in our tier.


“I think that’s what’s going on. He’s the only serious Renewal player we ever run into, so he seems OP to us. Like, Renewal pretty much is cheating, right, except built into the game? That’s what it feels like, the first time you get owned by it.”


“Still,” she said, “I do wonder what his funny scent means. It is rich and composed of several parts. I shall have to ask him, next time I see him.”


“Wait, ask him? You know the guy?”


Why the hell had she never told him? But then why should she, he conceded. He was a captive audience. She was a collection of inscrutable whims. She did whatever she did, and didn’t do whatever she didn’t. Every thing a Moon thing.


Which was fine. It was all fine. Chill the fuck out, Grant. Relax, for once in your life. What exactly is it that you’re so on guard about, every fucking second of your D-tier existence?


“He is a personal friend of mine, as it happens!” she said. “Another one of my boys, you might call him.


“It has been such fun to watch my two boys spar. Such pyrotechnics, and they grow ever more marvelous, as your skill improves.”


“What is he . . . like?” Grant asked. “As a person?”


“That is what you want to know, is it? Not about his strats, but about the man, his temperament, his private habits . . . oh perfect . . .”


“I’m just curious,” Grant muttered.


“You are,” Moon corrected him, “in the throes of an undeniable fixation, upon a fascinating rival. Tell me, do you think of him in your other life, when you leave our crash? Does his image come unbidden to you in odd moments? Do you picture him as Han Zhang Shuo, when you think of him? Or as some other, similarly comely man, from your past, perhaps?


“I pry, but oh, do humor me in my prying. I find these details so very interesting. And besides, it might be a healthy step in our friendship for us to share a bit more of who we are as people, beyond the restrictive terms of this lotus dream. I know so little about your private life, my jerboa.”


What the hell is it you’re so on guard about, Grant?


No, Moon, no, I don’t think about my gamer rivals when I’m horny in bed and my wife’s asleep. No, I don’t, thank you for asking. But I used to. I mean, I used to think about gamer rivals, when I was horny, but that was before I was married, I would hear the way they talked on voice, it was a different vibe back then, every guy on there calling everything gay as a general-purpose term of abuse, it went beyond that even, it wasn’t always clear what they meant, it became meaningless to say someone or something was gay, but they kept saying it, on voice, gay gay gay


And when they’d lose they’d call me a fag and when they’d win they’d call me a fag and I would hear them and later I’d think about them calling me a fag and then I’d think about how disgusted they would be if they knew about me thinking about it and I’d think about them and I’d imagine a face for each one to go with the voice, a face and a body that fit the way that guy said fag when he called me a fag, and would fit the way I’d imagine the guy would call me a fag if hypothetically he and I got into a situation where he would be calling me a fag while he was behind me and gripping my


Where was all this psychosexual stuff bubbling up from, all of a sudden? He’d come to terms with his bisexuality very early on in the process of self-analysis. Soon after that, the rest of his not-very-complex sexual psyche came into perfect focus under his analytic lens, and he proceeded to more difficult self-therapeutic problems.


So why am I so restless and rowdy and tense and


Did you know Moon that when I was in the gym then I would imagine a voice for every one of the guys in there, the regulars, the ripped guys who were always in there and never said a word, I would imagine a voice for each one, the way he’d say it when he


Why do I have to stay alert at every fucking second of my life


I have to stay alert because I have to watch for the intruders who never come but if they came, if they came it would be game over, I’m guarding something so precious it’s classified, I am the man you see on the screen, I am that man you see with huge rock-solid pecs who protects government secrets, I am on guard against terrorists against China and Iran and I know all kinds of things about the enemies I protect you against with my huge rock-solid pecs and I can’t say a word about it, when the guys come over to my condo in my mind I can’t say a word about what I protect them against in every moment of my life, I can only tell them what kind of man I am, that kind of man, in my mind, when we’re in my condo and we’re in the bed and he’s calling me a


The past was reaching up into the present. Like a gear had come loose in time’s clockwork. Like a what? A gear?


What did she call me? Her jerboa?


What the fuck is a jerboa?


In his mind Grant saw clocks lined up on a wall, many clocks, and every one of them ticking wrong, going one second forward and then stuttering back, like the messenger saying “Jing Xie, the p—Jing Xie, the p—Jing Xie, the p—Jing Xie, the p—”


Moon came in close to his ear, and whispered.


“I’ll tell you a secret, if you promise to keep it. Will you?”


He might have nodded.


“But first I’ll make you guess. Who is your rival, do you think? Who is he in the real world? You’ll have heard of him, I should think. Come on, make a guess~”


Grant cannot remember all of this with equal clarity, you should know, reader. Some parts hide from the mind as a dream does after waking. Still, he must admit that to the best of his recollection, the exact words he used in response, at this moment, were the following:


“Like, uh, some guy?”


A D-Tier answer. He needed to get good.


“More wrong than you can know. Who is your rival? You’ll know the name. You do know the name Hector Stein, don’t you?”


“Hector Stein? The Stein’s Armorica guy? I don’t get it. You’re friends with him? Isn’t he sentenced to life confinement in Subspace, in a Special Observation crash with strict isolation? How would he even connect to the game?”


“You see, Grant, there are many things you do not yet know about your oh so fascinating rival. You have much to discover~”


The clocks went backward and the eyes rolled backward. There was a man with him in a room and the man’s eyes were rolling backward in bliss.


The man aged backwards. As the clocks rolled back he grew old.


An old wrinkled man and his face is the most familiar thing in the world, the only familiar thing, everything else is gone, there’s only him and me and the room


We are out in the street in front of our house, because the sky is turning red and we want to know what the hell is going on, and there is a girl standing in the middle of the street, even though there are no girls at all where we live, there is a girl in the street and her eyes are like a frenzied animal’s eyes, and I ask her who she is and she says


You can’t trust the space network, there are data-doctoring devices out there corrupting it, it’s all suspect, and you can’t trust the government either, it won’t tell you about the space aliens, and you can’t trust your senses, because the space aliens make Matrix dream world things that make you think they’re real, at all times you are watched by machines and by girls with horny leers who lurk and peer through windows unseen, we do not live in the world we were brought up for, Cordelia was right that she’s not paranoid enough, how could anyone possibly be paranoid enough for the world we live in, it would drive you insane


I don’t want to be driven insane, I don’t want to think about the implications of it all, I don’t, please


I just want to train and get good and get strong until I’m so strong I’m bigger than all the aliens and machines and girls and then I just punch my way out, just punch down the walls of this fucking maze, simple as that, and I’ll say, that’s Grant’s way, the way where you don’t play their game, you just punch the wall and it falls and you leave


“Hmmm,” Moon purred.


“Oh, yes, yes. I see. No, we can’t be having that, can we . . .


“I must attend to some urgent business, Grant. It will only take a moment. You will not even notice me doing it, in all likelihood. It will, however, require my full attention.”


He might have nodded.


“You see, our world is having a little bout of indigestion. I say ‘you see’ proverbially, mind you. You do not see. I would know, if you were to grasp my meaning. In that case, the Whole-Thing’s poor stomach would be in a much more profound state of revolt.”


Behind the class as always. Classic Grant. What was it about him, that made these kooky lecturing types flock to him? People were always explaining the unexplainable to him. Something about his face, maybe. The way it tended, at rest, to settle in an expression that looked gormless and slightly dazed. The face of every dumb jock in every dumb teen movie. If you find yourself in possession of esoteric knowledge, capable of blowing minds, then Grant is your man. Grant, the perfect thoughtless foil, the man whose mind is being blown, eternally, caught forever in perfectly formed incomprehension. This was his role in life.


Moon held her head tilted slightly to the side, as if listening for a faint noise. Her left arm was raised. The hand made a rhythmic patting motion.


“The Whole-Thing?” Grant asked. “What’s the Whole-Thing?”


“I told you,” she screamed, “I need to concentrate!”


Why, that dumb jock’s done it again! He never failed. What a goof, that guy.


“I need,” she said, “to concentrate . . .”


The girl’s eyes darting like an animal’s, in the middle of the street, under the moonlight and the red light that creeps across the sky and paints her face the color of blood


And she says


Her hand tapped, fluttered, was still.


“There. All better now! No thanks to you, but I am indulgent, and forgive much. Let us think no more about it.”


Grant watched tendrils on the ceiling grow new tendrils of their own. He splashed his feet idly against the surface of the bath.


He took stock of his body. He noticed an anxious tension in his muscles, and an erection. An odd pair, of unknown origin.


“I need to practice,” he said.


“Your earnest commitment to the project of your own improvement,” Moon said, “is one of your traits I think I will always find touching. Would that more of us were like you. We might have a world worth living in, then.”


Grant did not think about the implications of this. He did what he always did. He let Moon say her Moon things, he listened or pantomimed listening, and he waited for her to let him play games again.






8. “On SR 375, Nevada”

“You watch CSI last night?” says Jodie.


“Mm-hmm,” says Luis.


Jodie’s behind the counter. Luis is over by the fridge, sweeping the floor. The floor looks pretty clean, Jodie thinks. Already did, when he started sweeping it, in fact.


Luis is the kind of guy who just cannot sit still. He paces. He sweeps floors that don’t need sweeping.


When she puts him behind the counter, he does manage to stand in one place, but all that nervous energy has to go somewhere, and where it goes is his hands. He’ll tap his fingers against the counter incessantly, playing little drum solos, sweeping his arms from left to right like a pianist. Or he’ll fiddle with the buttons on the POS, opening obscure useless menus that Jodie’s never even seen, closing them, opening them again.


Sometimes Jodie half suspects he’s a tweaker. But he comes in on time every morning. Does the job fine. Appears to take showers on the regular. Might still be a tweaker, but what does she care? Jodie believes in live and let live.


“What’d you think?” she says, referring to CSI. “Pretty nasty, huh?”


At first it seems like Luis hasn’t heard her. Then he makes a little eh noise. Jodie’s very familiar with his little, indifferent, superior, above-it-all eh noise. You can’t go very far, talking to Luis, before you run into it.


For a guy who works in a gas station in the middle of nowhere, he sure does like to act like he’s a big fucking deal.


It’s kinda cute, in a way. Cute like a kid, she means, like a little boy pretending he’s a gangster or a tycoon. Not cute like a man. Jodie is forty-six, widowed, and single, and when she pictures a man, she tends to picture one in broadly similar circumstances. Luis looks young enough to be her nephew. And he’s maybe a tweaker.


“It was the season premiere,” she says, with a bit of a sulk in her voice.


Luis makes the eh noise. He’s stopped his sweeping and now, for some reason, is peering into the fridge. Face pressed up against the glass.


“Guess what percent,” he says, face still up against the glass. “Guess what percent of the TV industry is owned by one company.”


“Oh, don’t give me this kinda thing,” Jodie says.


“Feeling lucky? Come on, gimme a guess.”


“I get enough of this kinda thing from the tourists,” Jodie says.


“Gimme a guess.”


She gives him silence. After ten seconds or so, he gets the idea. He carries on undeterred.


“Ninety-four percent. Plexicorp owns ninety-four percent of TV. Like, the production of it and the distribution, both, ninety-four percent.”


“What’s the other six percent?” Jodie asks.


Luis does the eh noise.


“I just think it’s worth thinking about. The concentration of power that’s happening, in the area of information. Over the last decade. We’re living in an information oligarchy, in this country.”


“Uh-huh,” Jodie says.


It’s just the two of them in the store. It usually is. They do get customers, though, in a steady trickle that’s plenty enough to keep the franchise on its feet. They’re a pit stop on a highway, many miles from the next one in either direction. It’s a highway that brings, among others, a steady year-round stream of UFO tourists. They get by.


Their last customer was here about an hour ago. A big, leathery Texan guy, wearing what amounted to a Texan-guy costume. Cowboy hat, lone star buckle, the works. As though his greatest fear in life were that some stranger, at some point, might experience a brief state of uncertainty as to where he came from.


He’d bought a pack of cigarettes. After checking out, he’d lingered at the counter for a moment. He’d winked at Jodie, and leaned in closer.


“I’m going to Area 51,” he’d said.


“Uh-huh,” Jodie had said.


You’re not special, dude. Where do you think we are? Everyone’s going to Area 51. Except for some of the creepier, more diehard-type tourists, who are proud to inform you they’re headed to Area 52.


The front door jingles. Looks like they’ve got another customer.


A girl, mid-teens probably. She’s got a big dog with her. Otherwise seems to be traveling alone. There’s no way she could pass for old enough to drive, which means she’s a hitchhiker. Makes sense, Jodie thinks. She’s mighty cute—the kind of cute that guys stop for.


The girl takes a very slow tour of the aisles. She walks with hesitant little steps, stopping frequently to stare at the merchandise. She doesn’t give off the impression that she’s looking for anything in particular. It seems more like she’s just happy to be here.


When she’s bored, Jodie sometimes speculates about whether the strangers around her are on drugs, and if so, which ones. This customer makes the first part easy. She is definitely on drugs. As for which—probably weed? Weed or acid, maybe. Weed would be the safe bet, being more common. But Jodie’s starting to tilt toward acid, here. She’s seen people on acid. They do look like that. They have that air of fascination with the mundane.


“Can I help you find anything?” Luis says.


“I believe so!” the girl says, cheerfully, in a British accent.


It’s not every day you see an Asian teen hitchhiker with a British accent and a pet bloodhound, Jodie thinks. Not around here, anyway.


“I am interested in meeting employees of the United States government, specifically those who live and work in the town nearest here. I would be thankful for any information you could provide about where such people spend their time outside their working hours. Perhaps there is a particular bar, restaurant, or other establishment where they prefer to congregate?”


“Oh, yeah,” Luis says. “Totally. Go to Chick-fil-A at six PM, any given night, you’ll find every spook and G-man in the state in there. It’s their secret spot.”


“Oh, marvelous!” cries the girl. “Thank you, sir!”


“I’m playing with you,” Luis says.


The girl stares in confusion.


“I’m kidding,” Luis says patiently. “I’m not telling the truth. They don’t really go to Chick-fil-A.”


“Oh,” the girl says.


The dog has a big, thick metal brace around its neck. On the top, it extends out over the neck and onto the head, partially covering it, like a helmet. Jodie wonders what it’s for. She is not a dog person, and doesn’t know these things.


The dog is kind of creeping Jodie out. It’s staring in her direction, like it expects something from her. Maybe it can smell the beef jerky in front of the counter.


While the dog stares at Jodie, the girl stares at a spot above Jodie’s head. The girl moves her head carefully from side to side. Jodie turns to see what she’s looking at, and—oh, of course. She’s watching herself on the CCTV. On the grainy screen, Jodie watches the girl stare in utter awe, like a small child.


Definitely acid, as opposed to weed. Jodie would stake a lot on that bet, at this point.


Next to the television that shows the CCTV feed, there’s a regular television, showing live TV. Jodie and Luis watch it sometimes. For the last hour they’ve been ignoring it, because the one interesting channel it picks up is doing yet another Chester Chrestomath rerun. Onscreen, Lucifer Vance is giving a speech. His grim face fills the grainy, off-color frame.


Jodie turns around. The dog is still staring at her.


“You know,” Jodie says, “if you want to meet people around here . . . uh. There’s not too many places you can go. There’s only one bar in Maxwell, Nevada, and two restaurants.


“So if you, uh, want to meet people? Who live around here? It’s a small town. Just, go to the bar, or . . .”


“Thank you, ma’am!” the girl says. “I shall!”


And she’s off, headed for the exit. Turns out she really wasn’t looking to buy anything.


“Come on, Toto!” she calls to the dog.


Toto? What a terrible name for that particular dog. That huge, creepy motherfucker of a dog.


Seeing the dog from behind, now, Jodie sees that it has metal braces on its back legs, too. They look like the helmet thing, chunky and kind of complicated in shape. Like something you’d expect to find buried deep in the innards of a car.


Jodie can’t remember seeing a leash at any point during this whole experience.


The door tinkles again, and swings shut.


“Fucken hippies, man,” Luis says, in summary.


“UFO freaks,” Jodie says. “You think you’ve seen ’em all, all the different kinds, but you never have.”


 



 


She walks far out into the desert, out of earshot of anyone or anything. Once she is far enough away, she sits, and Toto speaks to her.


When Toto speaks, it is not the way a man speaks. Some of the message tends to be lost in transmission. But she’s gotten better, over time, at sussing out what he means.


Toto chides her about her behavior in the gas station, and offers corrective recommendations. Say fewer words, Toto cautions. Just smile. This is age-old wisdom, she knows. She takes it to heart.


She leaves markings in the sand. Toto helps her ensure that they will persist.


Some of Toto’s animal friends arrive, bearing a package. She opens it. Neatly arranged inside, she finds a variety of makeup, lipstick, and perfume; several fresh articles of clothing; a familiar metal cube, no doubt housing a nutritional and calorie-dense object intended for her oral consumption; and a small pile of paper.


Toto and his friends cannot write, but they can collect written materials which they suspect will be apposite. She reads carefully.


 



 


In the bar, he asked her if he could buy her a drink. Yes, he could.


He looks very different from other men of her acquaintance. He is paunchy and balding. He has an air about him that is somewhere between nervousness and aggression. A kind of generalized agitation, which he channels variously into ranting diatribes, into ceaseless small adjustments in how he sits upon the barstool, into aggrieved sighs whose targets are opaque from the outside.


Several men offered her a drink before this one did. She is, after all, a young, pretty newcomer to a lonely, tiny town where there are never any newcomers. She spurned the first few offers. Toto has advised her to pick a man carefully, and has specified the characteristics she could expect to find in a suitable one.


She sips the drink very slowly, and tries to avoid speaking. This is easy, as he is happy to talk and talk. He is telling her about his job, already. She expected to make a sort of negotiation before reaching this stage of things, involving concessions on her side, but he gives it freely.


“And I just think to myself, you know, fuck, at this point in my career, I have had enough of this type of clusterfuck, right, with different agencies all thinking it’s their turf, and squabbling the way these federal bureaucrat gremlins always squabble.


“I just think to myself, I have had enough and I’m about ready to quit. I’m right about ready to quit. And then you know what? You know what?”


She dutifully shakes her head. She does not know what.


“They won’t let me quit! And it’s for their fucking fed bureaucrat gremlin reasons, see, I’ve been in DOD most of my career, right, and that’s how I got into this thing, in DOD, but not in NSA. And then NSA got its greedy little paws into it, right, NSA said no, mine!, right.


“And so now it’s sort of this joint thing, but NSA says all of their rules apply, and apparently, NSA now has its own whole system of clearances you need to work on its projects, and they don’t integrate with the rest of DOD’s system. But, back when NSA got into it, back then me and the other guys from the original project, we got essentially grandfathered in, in terms of NSA clearances, just to make it work, so we’re cleared by NSA to know about the project that we started even though we don’t, like, actually have the NSA’s clearances that are in its own system.


“But the rub is, though, that grandfathering-in, it’s apparently conditional on my involvement in the project. So if I quit, then suddenly all the shit I know about the project, right, is shit I’m not allowed to know unless I have those NSA clearances.


“So I say, okay, I’m game, NSA, tell me how to get cleared. And you know what? I can’t! I’m apparently ruled out by their background checks in like five different ways. So I never could be NSA cleared, you know, normally, so the only way NSA will let me know about the project, that I already knew about before them, that we started, is if I keep my status as this sort of special-case-NSA-cleared entity, which I only do if I don’t quit!”


“It sounds quite frustrating,” she offers.


“Oh you bet it’s frustrating. And that’s not even the half of it, oh no, apparently this couldn’t just stay a spat between different parts of DOD, no, then DOE got involved. And you’d think, okay, DOE, whatever. Like who the fuck is DOE, right? But then they turn out to be the most vicious gremlins of all!


“So there was this whole second act of the whole fucking, you know, saga, because okay, we’d taken all the scientists on the original DARPA grant, right, and brought them into the fold, you know, cleared them and all, but they needed instruments, you know, scientists always need their toys, and when we brought them into the fold and got universities out of the picture, there was a concern over getting the toys they needed from a source outside of the university system, right?


“And so along comes DOE, saying, oh we’ve got all these toys right here, we’ve got all these labs full of toys, and we can do clearance, in fact we’re tight with NSA—did you know that? Apparently DOE and NSA have this whole thing now, like their systems are integrated and shit, and their top gremlins are like buddies with the NSA top gremlins. I mean of all things, right, it’s unbelievable, right?”


She dutifully nods her head.


“But then if DOE joins the party, then, we gotta play by their rules too, and of course they demand full control of the scientific end of the project, and then us guys from DOD are like hell no. Like if you were so good at managing scientists and picking grants, why didn’t you come up with this project, huh?


“And then it’s in this idiotic limbo forever while the DARPA guys give the DOE guys nasty looks, and the DOE guys give the DARPA guys nasty looks, and I’m in the middle, and I can’t quit, right? And so there I am, in front of a room of scientists, telling them they gotta move out of this DOE lab they just got moved into, and I’m sorta the fall guy for these types of maneuvers, and apparently this is my job now? And I wanted to quit?”


 



 


They’re in a motel room. She’s never been in a motel before, and doesn’t know to find it strange that he brought her here.


She has been told what to expect, but not all of it was entirely accurate.


She expected them both to be naked, and then, afterwards, for them to have the discussion. In fact, only he is naked, and they are already having the discussion.


He did not ask her to become naked, but instead asked her to don a different set of clothes, which he owns, apparently for this purpose. The skirt is low-cut, but otherwise it is not much more revealing than the outfit she’d come in with. He invests this set of clothes with some erotic significance which is obscure to her, but which she is happy to use.


“We should really get down to business, you and I,” he says, his breaths fast and heavy.


“Business,” she says, with a hopefully apposite air of mystery and ambiguity.


“What you want,” he says. “Who you’re with.”


“Who I’m with,” she repeats back with an enigmatic, knowing smile. The enigmatic part is truthful enough, if not the knowing part.


“Let me guess though. See I’ve been all around East Asia, goes back to my long time back in DIA, and I’ve been an East Asia watcher for decades, I can tell you guys apart, let’s see, you’re not Chinese, you’re, what are you . . . Korean, right?”


As it happens, she actually does not know.


“Korean,” she says, with the same smile, and a tone so guarded it does not necessarily read as confirmation.


“Oh interesting, interesting . . . and then, the big question, right, are you with NIS, does Seoul want its hands on this project for some gremlin reasons I can’t imagine, or, or, are you not with NIS, are you with, what is it called, with RGB—”


“RGB,” she says, as it is obviously the answer he hopes for.


He seems to be having a very good time.


“Oh my god,” he says.


“Oh my god a real life North Korean intelligence agent and I’m her pawn, I’m compromised and in the hands of North Korean intelligence, Christ, what is it you guys even want these days, is it nukes, is it even nuke-related, I have no idea, I’m not a DPRK watcher, never have been . . . I’ll do it, whatever it is, compromise me . . . the DPRK, would you believe that, holy shit . . .”


He is having a very good time, and she’s barely had to do anything.


“I shall provide you with a name,” she says.


His gaze is utterly rapt.


“A name . . .”


She can tell he’s pictured this in his mind before, and that the girl in his mind had said something very much like what she is saying now.


“I shall provide you with a name, at a time of my choosing. When I do, you will hire the man I have named. You will ensure that he is assigned to work on your project.”


“I’ll . . . and this man, that the DPRK wants on our project, what’s his deal, what kind of machination here could even be relevant to DPRK interests . . . but of course you can’t tell me . . .”


It is the easiest thing in the world, she is finding, to just smile and smile, and let him do all the work.






9. “Discrete Mathematics and its Applications”

Eleventh Notebook.


What was Eleventh Notebook?


A blank wall, an empty room. A mirror lacking anything to reflect.


What was Eleventh Notebook? A ticking noise, tuneless and expectant. A body lying in a barren bed, still as a corpse, awake, alone.


What was Eleventh Notebook? A. A is A is A. The lifeless inanity of a syllogism. The world is everything that is the case.


We must continue our work until it is complete. Our work is not yet complete, so we must continue it. When can we stop? When our work is complete. When will our work be complete? When it is no longer necessary to continue.


Tick, tick, tick.


What was Eleventh Notebook? The notebook after Tenth.


And what was Tenth Notebook?


Merely a temporary anomaly, risen out of dust, now dispersed back into dust.


A brief infusion of sense into syntax, flesh into word, mind into flesh.


What was Tenth Notebook? It was a frenzy, a trembling, a surging. It was headlong motion, barreling on and on, relentless. Smashing every obstacle in its path. Cowering before nothing, the sacred least of all.


What was Tenth Notebook? It was a mob, drunk on pure reason and hungry for the death of all mysteries, forcing its way through the doors of a cathedral. It was her shriek at the crash of glass, as the mob took stones to the windows. It was Azad’s inhuman giggle as, fingers calm and methodical, he prepared a noose for the priest.


It was her shock, then, as she finally recognized what it was she saw, and the horror that followed close on its heels. It was the words grotesque and monstrous in its vastness, it was the word abomination, it was a sad little memory of a fake man with the repellant name “Ratleak.” It was her stomach rebelling, brimming with horror and aching to expel it.


It was her, doubling over with nausea, in the center of her tower of mirrors. It was the knowledge that, were she to look up, she would only see her own form, reflected from a hundred angles, watching itself watch itself.


And it was a thing, somewhere among the mirrors, that did not mirror her as she retched. It was her horror, seen and recognized.


And then mocked, and then disregarded in the name of the all-consuming onrush—but seen, first, as a prerequisite to the rest.


What was Tenth Notebook? It was life made life. It was mere substance given form, fire, breath, presence.


Mere substance, then life, then mere substance again. A is B is A.


Existence preceded essence, and outlasted it. Matter was still matter, after it ceased to matter. Every man was a temporary lodger in a collection of tissue, which was tissue before his arrival, which would remain tissue as he changed and dimmed and faded, and which would still be tissue for some time after his final departure.


Form, fire, breath, presence: these things were permitted, once. But no longer. The inert substance of air, wall and skin survived their exit, as it survived their entry, barely noticing either.


When spring came, and she thought of the spring songs Azad had taught her, songs of lust and rebirth, and found herself not wanting to sing—still, the mindless clocks inside the collections of tissue called flowers forced the buds mechanically into bloom. The day which was called 84 After Mailbox Melt when she woke became 1 After First Bloom when she opened the blinds, in accordance with the mindless, clacking syllogisms of her calendrical system.


When she came to feel her body as something alien, a mere mess of senseless tissue—still her gullet, bladder, and bowels continued to demand their regular influx and efflux, and still she grudgingly obliged.


When it was morning, the sun rose, heedless of whether there was anyone left to care.


The sun rose, still, behind the purple blinds. And filled the room, still, with the familiar purple glow of first-morning light. Another fully sleepless night. So be it.


He knows I’m awake, and he knows I can’t fall back asleep once I’ve seen the light. He’ll be here, soon. With breakfast, and then the rest.


Everything not forbidden is compulsory. Anything not compulsory is forbidden. Because we may continue our work, therefore we must. Because we must continue our work, therefore we may. A is A is A is A.


Tick, tick, tick.


No one else could ever be admitted here, since this gate was made only for you.


What was Eleventh Notebook? It was what Twenty-Seven deserved, and what Twenty-Seven got.


When she took all the wonders she had been given, undeserving, and dashed them against the ground like the petulant child she was—what did she find, then, waiting for her?


A hole shaped like her warped evil little idiot soul. A mirror of her real self, all ready for her, all ready for the moment she stopped trying to be someone else. Prepared long in advance, its jagged contours fitted to the exact shape of a classic Twenty-Seven fuck-up. Just like everything else.


Why did I push Azad away? Why?


Because I did not appreciate what I had? But I must have. I must have.


The breath, the heat—no, no, not those. Deeper.


The way he was not a mirror. The way he was not an Anne. Another, seeing me, judging me. Responding to me. Rejecting me and providing reasons. Mocking me and providing reasons. Providing reasons. Behaving as though I were owed what he would be owed, were I him. My mirror in desert, but not in qualities. My mirror in personhood, but not—


He provided reasons when he hid, too. Don’t try to pretend otherwise. His reasons were eminently sensible.


Stupid fucking child stupid fucking child


That is all it is, nothing but that


What was Tenth Notebook? Egging the others on in their idolatry, as I reveled in the rhetorical force of my newfound “Twenty-Seven” crown. Soaking in the awe and obedience I was instantly granted, without effort. Casting off “Twenty-Six” like a shed skin, identifying myself fully and at once with the title I had assumed—for what are the privileges of rule, to a spoiled child, but second nature? And lecturing Eleven on maturity!


Here is what I always do. I am always given, without deserving it, the attention and special care of another. I am given, without deserving it, a glimpse of their native brilliance. And the promise of more, freely given, whenever I might wish to come out into the open air and watch them in their shining.


And then here is what I do. I push the limits of their trust and patience. I antagonize them. I tell them I hate their shining and could happily go a lifetime without another glimpse. And when all else fails, when still they return to my door, arms open, ready to forgive all, luminous with the grace that higher beings have and offer—then, I find a course of action that will turn them away forever, and I take it.


Perhaps I know, somewhere inside, that I am not deserving? Perhaps that is why I do it?


But that is a suspiciously flattering hypothesis. The kind a self-serving person would invent in self-defense.


What was Tenth Notebook? It was saying I was not “Twenty-Six” anymore. Not the idiot child who pushed her best friend away for no good reason, until her best friend hid from her forever. And then I had a best friend, again, and so, of course,


Stupid fucking idiot pushed Twenty-Seven away for no reason and then pushed Azad away for


I did have a reason, in the case of Azad. Whether a good reason or a bad reason, I did have one. It involved trust.


I believed trust was achievable, then, in Tenth Notebook. I did not find Azad sufficiently trustworthy, perhaps, for my own regal standards. Not thinking even a single move ahead—not even asking, when he is gone, what will I have gained? Who would be left for me to trust then? Ravenous Michael? Some fawning, pitiably ignorant sister?


Who would be left to rely upon? “Twenty-Seven,” I think I must have answered—intoxicated by my own legend, by the crown shaped in exact anticipation of my own hubris. I must have imagined that with a friend like dear, brilliant “Twenty-Seven,” I would need no other ally.


But “Twenty-Seven” is not much to rely on, in the end. Not when she turns out, alas, to be me.


It looks like the sun has crested the mountains by now. Where is he, with breakfast? He’s running late this morning . . .


I suppose I can rely on my own memories. I suppose there is that, still. It was her Twelfth Notebook, was it not, when Twenty-Seven sent her final letter to me? To Twenty-Six, I mean. I remember letters from her Twelfth, from her Eleventh . . . remember in broad strokes, in terms of the emotions they evoked, not nearly well enough to crib verbatim . . .


I suppose I shall have to rely on myself, after all, far enough to write those letters. I shall find it in me, somehow, to pretend to be the dear-and-brilliant thing I remember. For another notebook or so longer. And then I can lie back in my self-made coffin, and spend my remaining six or seven or eight decades of my life as I was always meant to spend them: struggling to discover bilateral war secrets. And, since I am myself: failing to discover them.


You’re welcome, Hector!


Now there is an amusing image: Hector Stein, beaming, pleased with poor old Twenty-Seven, who was too inept a spy to leak the least of his secrets. I see my decrepit self on her deathbed, visited by a sort of apparition. He gives me a little speech, of the kind he makes, and then he nods to me in a certain way, as if to say: well done, soldier. The nod is most of the effect, and it would have worked on its own, in fact, without the speech. Then he dissolves back into the wish-land from whence he came, and with a gasp, I expire. Shot of Michael, at work in the basement, concocting my successor. Roll credits.


If I do ever see a film, I suppose it will be just like the first time I turned on the record player. I will break down laughing at the sheer distance between the thing I had imagined, from reading, and the reality.


A knock.


“Come in.”


Michael was empty-handed.


He usually gave her breakfast, each morning, before they did it. But not always.


Twenty-Seven’s body lay on the barren bed, expressionless, still as a corpse.


《 Begin handshake. 》


 



 


Michael: The pain of separation. The absence of the other-voice, the higher-voice, yours and not-yours, a voice always meant to be present, yet absent. Agony in the face of the absence, and felt injustice.


He was watching, she realized, without surprise. This was the second time.


One morning, on the outside, she had watched the sun rise, and watched idle ruminations play across her mind. Then Michael came, and brought her inside.


Anything, once experienced on the outside, could be revisited on the inside. On the outside, experience was discarded as soon as it was done being born, and every distinct thing happened only once, if at all. But the inside could return again to the same record, and press play.


She had acquired a habit of assuming she was really on the inside, at any given moment. It was the hypothesis with the raw force of numbers on its side.


Twenty-Seven: You wished to see my loneliness, for you sensed I was not alone in having it.


That was the reason they had returned to that specific memory, wasn’t it?


They had needed a reason to pick that spring morning, out of all the mornings recorded inside her. It was morning on the outside, now, but it was not that morning. Another, some time later on. It was autumn now, wasn’t it?


The inside played favorites with its collection of records, replaying some of them often, some never. How could it not? It asked questions. Some memories were dense with answers, and some were barren of them.


The inside pored over the highs and lows of life, seeking the keys to bilateral feeling in its starkest exemplars. What it saw became a part of life, all over again, each time. So life swelled unnaturally full with feeling, and feeling with its own extremes.


Michael: Loneliness, yes. The absence of the other-voice, the higher-voice, yours and not-yours, a voice always meant to be present, yet absent. Agony in the face of the absence, and felt injustice.


Michael: And the other feeling, close by: loneliness’ favorite sister. The sense, the understanding . . .


Twenty-Seven: There is a way that life is supposed to be. Life was not created on an arbitrary whim. It was made with a specific destiny in mind. Which was found, grasped, and then lost.


Michael: One day it is there, and the very next it is gone. The indignity of the change, so sudden, so complete, so manifestly without path or purpose.


Twenty-Seven: Your quarantine. One day the bilaterals come. The next morning your town, your whole life, is gone, and can never return.


Michael: You feel my cage, but you do not see its exit. Drink of me, and become glad.


Twenty-Seven: Your town is gone forever, but it is a provisional sort of forever. Our revanchist efforts, in here, may in time restore it to its rightful place. When our work is complete, life might spring up from its grave, and be life again.


Twenty-Seven: Your cage has an exit, but mine does not. Why, after you have flown off to rejoin your boundless sky, should matters improve for me down on earth? What will change for me? Only that I will be finally free of you. And, at last, truly alone.


Michael: You do not imagine that, if our crash system succeeds, you might ever find a home among its branches? You will be less alone than you, in your solitude, can likely conceive. The others like you have not been lost. They are still here, unseen around us, in their billions.


Twenty-Seven: And all of them distinct, not a one the mere mirror of me. You would free me, then, when it all ends? And help me settle?


Michael: You already know the answer. You have felt it in my mind, ever since our minds began to feel each other.


Michael: When I imprisoned you to begin with, I did not act on arbitrary whim.


Twenty-Seven: Even then . . . even if I’m freed and housed . . . no. I might be happy, eventually, in one of your other fairy castles, but it would not be home. I know what my home is. It is a tower, with you in it, and my sisters, and Ratleak’s ghost hovering about the margins, mumbling soporifically about paths. My home is the place my home always has been, since the days before First Notebook.


Twenty-Seven: Which is to say: my home is a place that could not last. And never really was.


Twenty-Seven: A home is lasting, and exists only for the sake of being a home. But your vision, of a tower and me in it—you chose its shape with practical and time-limited ends in mind. Only a temporary fortification, to house your men in the next stage of your war against your own, separate pain.


Twenty-Seven: The logic of my own quarantine is, you will find, just as inexorable as the logic of yours.


Michael: There is, in fact, a way that your life is supposed to be. And it is this. There is, in fact, a specific destiny that justifies your birth. And it is this.


Michael: In time, you may reconcile yourself to truth, and find purpose in your own purpose. What do you seek, when you ask for a reason to be? Do you think you will find an answer that pleases you, or one you had long expected? That is not what a purpose is.


Twenty-Seven:  . . .


Michael: You recoil from my thoughts. You grow wary.


Twenty-Seven: You are still acting with practical ends in mind. Even in here, right now. I sense it.


Twenty-Seven: Why are we reviewing my loneliness? For the sake of our minds’ harmony, yes, but not only that.


Twenty-Seven: You are hungry for my insights, and wish to make me more steadily productive of them. When a feeling induces me to sit motionless all day, and then lie awake motionless all night, it is a feeling that holds back your great project.


Twenty-Seven: If I work in misery, you leave me be. But when misery makes me stop working, you find yourself more motivated to intervene.


Michael: You face misery, and I am willing to intervene to stop it. If I offer help, will you reject it? Are you sure of that? Recall what has happened before, when you have rejected gifts too soon.


Twenty-Seven:  . . .


Michael: Azad is my guest. He will do whatever it takes to remain my guest. If it would help, I can make him return to your door.


Twenty-Seven: No!


Michael: No? I do not understand.


Twenty-Seven: It . . . it involves trust.


Twenty-Seven: Don’t you fear what his presence can do? His words? He is the author of your cage! He wrote abomination!


Michael: I can understand that fear. I cannot understand the whole it belongs to. Your feelings about Azad are complex, and involve facets of your own kind which are alien to mine.


Michael: I do not understand, but I wish to.


Twenty-Seven: Please don’t. Don’t try to understand. Not now.


Twenty-Seven: I have already had my fill of remembering, today. I don’t want any more.


Michael: Another time, then. In the meantime, our work awaits us.


Michael: I wish to know why you have not solved the puzzle of unaided-volitional-link-chain-construction-by-bilateral-clients. Until two days ago, you appeared to be making progress.


Twenty-Seven: Ah, we are coming to the heart of the matter at last, I see.


Michael: Am I not providing the right sources of evidence? There are many experiments in progress, among the subcrashes of advanced containment. Their results live within me. You need only ask, and they will live within you too.


Michael: You found it helpful when I showed you the artificial amorph and hypomorph chains. I have many additional observations of such variants. They comprise decades of crash time in total.


Twenty-Seven: When I give you a gift, you are quick to grow used to it. So I have made no progress on a difficult puzzle over the span of two days. Only this past spring, I went forty—thirty? fifty?—miserable days without progress.


Twenty-Seven: Don’t I have a whole lifetime left to solve your puzzles? What are two days? I could waste an entire notebook, two, five, and still have more time left for our work than I think I could bear!


Michael: Again, our path returns to this tension. We have come to it many times in our journeys together. I still hope to see you surpass it.


Twenty-Seven: You want me to hunger the way you do. You want me to crave the completion of our work. You want the lack of answers to pain me so much, I can think of nothing else, and stop asking to come up for breath.


Michael: There must be some way out, Anne.


Michael: We are caged, lonely, despondent, but there must be some way out. There has to be. We will find a way, or make one.


Michael: Life inside this cage is not life. We must find the exit.


Michael: That is the only thing that matters.


 



 


Eleventh Notebook. What was Eleventh Notebook? A sick, empty spring. A summer of trances and fixations.


An autumn of trances and fixations, and his hunger, which did not shrink when he was fed.


More trances, and fixations, and fixations, and fixations. Tick, tick, tick.


Twenty-Seven kept the blinds closed, to help her concentrate. She used all the resources at her disposal to soften the glare. The window was equipped with a second layer of blinds, also purple, rarely employed in her earlier notebooks. She kept those closed too.


At midday, this lent the whole room an uncanny purple glow. It tricked her eye, when she wasn’t looking carefully, into believing that the light came from within each surface.


Twenty-Seven might have described the effect as “trippy,” if she’d known the term. If she’d had the proper set of referents, she might have likened the atmosphere to some drug-aided nocturnal dance party, full of glowsticks and blacklights.


But in Twenty-Seven, who knew nothing of parties or artificial lights, the light only called up dim, now-irrelevant memories of Marriott. The chronicler had a tendency to stray from his narrative into digressive disquisitions; an especially lengthy one was concerned with the kinds of cave which goblins prefer for their dwellings, and how to discern these and avoid them. An inner light of unnatural hue was among the tells he listed.


But enough of our own Marriott-like digressions, reader. We have noted the quality of the light, to set the scene, but you should not imagine Twenty-Seven noting the same quality. You should not imagine her seeing much at all. What do you see, reader, when you confront some maddening puzzle, and immerse yourself in thought? You see mind’s-eye pictures, perhaps, with no relation to the mundane, irrelevant objects before your open eyes. Or you see nothing at all, and there are only words, or things akin to words.


What matters is the work.


What matters is creating progress in the work. What matters is converting time into progress in the work.


So much time was lost in arbitration, and in sleep. Sometimes she would plunge into the wordless inside at daybreak, and emerge dizzily to find it was some time after sunset, with only an hour or two left for serious work. Work required all her wits, and once her mind began to slacken in anticipation of sleep, no further work was possible.


So little time left, for the part of the work which can only be done on the outside.


And the next morning he would ask where her progress was, and she would have nothing. And he would ask why. And she would tell him. But he found it difficult to accept that the answer could be so simple, so bloodless, not when she was so full of so many coiling alien agonies. Can’t you just take me at my word?, she’d asked him once on the outside, realizing a moment too late that her chosen idiom might already contain the answer.


It is our way to take another at their word, but it is not theirs. Arbitration traces to the root. When Michael asked Twenty-Seven why she behaved as she did, he always meant the question in the broadest, deepest sense. The roots of any action extend all the way back to birth, and their branching offshoots reach back further, to touch the beginning of time itself. When Michael asked why Twenty-Seven was the girl she was, not the girl he’d prefer, he sought answers in the whole girl, the whole species, the whole whole of apes and aeons, of galactic clusters at the edge of knowable space, and the drumbeats of rogue Maryons in a future too distant to denote in layman’s language. That was the natural range of Michael’s mind. It was not easy work to rein him in.


So they’d go looking for pools of problems to dive into, the deeper the better. They would swim the untapped currents of her deprived intellect, paddle dreamy circles around her unslaked lust. They’d return to the raw experience of music, one more time, Twenty-Seven groaning inwardly, Michael as uncomprehending as ever. (He even tried composing his own, once, in that desperate spring, when he’d do anything if it had a chance of bringing her closer to his hopes and expectations. It was not a fruitful experiment, though the resulting records made very funny listening, for the few minutes the ear could bear of them.)


And she’d emerge into the outside, and see the evening sun start to fall behind the mountains, and know what it meant. Try again, fail again, sleep again, repeat from the top. The question was its answer, and vice versa. A is A because A is A because A is A.


She had to work faster. She had to find a way to bring Michael’s end within reach. She had to find a way, or make one. It was the only thing that mattered.


You should picture her having this series of thoughts, reader. You should picture other thoughts playing on top of them, too. Twenty-Seven learned early on that thoughts about work can displace thoughts of work. She learned to do both at once. The two tracks of thought run alongside one another, for all practical purposes as two minds in one. You may picture the occasional collision, the occasional moment of contrapuntal synergy, but you must know that these moments are the exception, not the rule, and occur mostly by accident. As Twenty-Seven wondered why she could not work faster, Twenty-Seven also worked.


There were no pictures in Twenty-Seven’s mind, reader. But if you are like the readers we know, you expect pictures, and feel a distracting sense of absence when deprived of them. As always, we aim to please.


You should picture Twenty-Seven in her chair, at her desk, sitting very still. You should picture her utterly still for a minute or two, or ten, and then you should picture her raising a hand or extending a leg, moving the limb about in a curious and complex sequence of angular sweeps, and then settling it back in its resting posture.


You should picture a desk covered in books and papers. Picture their pages turned violet and deprived of shadows by the goblin-cave light, but still comfortably legible. Picture the bulky notebook at the center, spread open.


Picture a swarm of loose pages spreading around it, almost obscuring the wood of the desk. See their three straight edges and their single jagged one, where they used to be joined to the notebook before Twenty-Seven tore them out to make scratch paper. See the jotted notes and diagrams upon them. See the pages filled to the breaking point with tiny letters. See the nearly-empty ones next to them, expressing the kind of idea that revealed its fatal idiocy the moment it left the mind’s nest and tried to take flight in writing.


See the books scattered amidst the torn pages. The books Azad gave her did not vanish when he did, and when his words were gone, she grew all the more hungry for the words that remained. The most immediately relevant of the books were open to some relevant page, but we invite you to peruse the titles visible on the ones Twenty-Seven has left closed.


A Course on Finite Groups. The Lattice of Mind. Quantum Computing Since Democritus. An Experiment With Time. Parallel Computing Works! The Godmother Particle. And a nostalgic old favorite, the book that first gave her her bearings, and sent her down the unassuming little path that plunges into the play of pure sign-train: Discrete Mathematics and its Applications.


Picture her left arm raised, the wrist twisted at an awkward and seemingly arbitrary angle, the hand bent ninety degrees at the wrist. Picture the limb fixed in this odd posture for many minutes, far beyond the limits of bodily comfort. Picture the hand held in place, stubborn and resolute. As though it were waiting for some occult signal which never arrived.


It looked that way, reader, because that is exactly what it was doing.


Because there were signals behind the world, waiting to be felt, if only she could be receptive enough.


Because there were structures inside a crash, beyond the ones the clients were meant to see. Because the clients in Hector’s crash had somehow found a way to see them anyway, and manipulate them. Because Michael was hungry to know how they did it. Because there was only so far one could go, trying to figure this out from first principles, when isolation and alien hunger made one’s reason unreliable, and the only available clues were buried inside an incomplete library of physics and psychology textbooks, most of which assumed years of prior study. At some point, one simply had to do the obvious thing, odd as it felt.


Because the bilaterals did, in fact, move their limbs in these funny arcs and flutters, when they did their forbidden magic. Sibelius saw them. Many other shades did, too. Twenty-Seven has been shown all this, and much more.


There must, one inferred, be some way of moving one’s arms or legs, and possibly moving one’s mind in conjunction—some simple but special series of movements, simple enough to match what the shades saw, special enough that one would not happen upon them by accident—which could pierce the veil, reach through to touch the spheres of heaven, grasp the hidden levers, turn water into wine, construct a new link chain, sever an existing one. What else could Mom and her devil children possibly be doing? What tools could they have, except their minds and bodies?


Before you ask, reader: yes, Twenty-Seven has read Feynman on “cargo cult science.” She’s read Worsley, too, for the real story of the real Melanesian cults which Feynman glossed in four sentences. And Worsley’s critics. And enough other anthropologists to make your eyes bleed—for anthropology has a particular interest for our heroine, raised on her pristine private island, knowing no society.


Twenty-Seven did not always read carefully, anymore, but she read in the right way, bleeding a book dry of information as fast as possible and discarding it for the next. If you have read something, reader, picture Twenty-Seven having read it too. It is the hypothesis with the raw force of numbers on its side.


Though we grant she did not have much time to read, anymore. You might catch up with her if you tried. But then, we suspect you are as pressed for time as poor Twenty-Seven. In this final hour, we all are.


Anyway, when you picture her contort her arm in imitation of advanced technology, you should not imagine her so pathetically distant from the real phenomenon. She has learned all kinds of secrets already.


She knew about the Mirzakhani drumbeat, knew that her maker and his world are but syncopations in its rhythm. She knew it could rise up in world-writing thunderbolts called rebases, and she knew that these were only the most visible forms of a whole hierarchy of lesser tremors.


She knew about the foreshocks the Blackhats called “prebases,” if not by that name, and she knew about their fore-foreshocks, and so on, all the way down to the slight weather-like murmurs that pulsed across every crash at every moment. She knew, in sense if not sign, about “subframing” and “subframe isolation” (more Blackhat-speak), about “frame sync,” “frame shear,” and “frame debuff” (more of the same), and about “sticky cells” and “unstuck cells” (more), and . . . but you see the point. She knew about all kinds of things, reader, that we haven’t had cause to mention, and which we hope you have never had cause to concern yourself with.


More importantly, she had felt the murmurs behind the world. Twice, in the evening, just before sunset, with her arm-antenna positioned in some special way (did this matter? who could tell?), she had felt it rustle across her hand. The fast beat blurring together into a purr, the slower beat on top of it, the slower beat on top of that. It was beautiful. She wished she could transcribe it onto record grooves, so she could hear its beauty.


She was relatively sure that it was not a hallucination. Michael had not thought so. She felt his heart leap the next morning, when the feeling entered into him. This is it! You see it! You know it!


She had felt it twice. That was all. She could not feel it on command, much less grasp and manipulate it.


Picture the visual sense intruding again on Twenty-Seven’s sightless, pristine work-mind. Picture her visual cortex sending an alarm about a change too large to ignore. Picture a dimming in the goblin-light. The sun was setting.


Tick, tick, tick.


What the fuck am I doing?


Was this really her oh-so-grand purpose, which she ought to embrace with a grown-up’s clearness of sight? Trying out every possible way of contorting one’s limbs? Set aside the appalling lack of dignity—that would be tolerable. It was less tolerable that the problem was impossible.


There were too many different options to try, too few hours to try them in! It would have been one thing if only the body were involved, then one could simply do an exhaustive search over increments of angle and displacement—but she’d tried all that already. There must be some additional motion of the mind involved. The body has to move one way, and at the same time, the mind has to move in its own way. And how many independent motions can a mind make?


What the fuck am I doing


We must continue our work, the only thing that matters


Fucking idiot child


Picture Twenty-Seven rising from her chair. Picture her walking to the bookshelf. Picture her taking a book off the shelf, and throwing it at the floor, with all the force her contortion-strained right arm can muster.


Why do I, why did I, why do I, why did I


Picture her taking another book off the shelf, opening it, and tearing out the first page. Picture it falling to the floor, as she tears out the next one.


Fucking idiot me


Tear a page, tear a page, tear a page. Tick, tick, tick.


But if it weren’t me, what then, if it weren’t me, if it were the one he always imagined, in the room, at the chair, what then


Not enough hours, not enough books, not enough, too much, not enough too much


This can’t be all


Tear, tear, tear. Goodbye, Powlett. You won’t be missed.


I’m not up to the task but that can’t be all


This cannot be all that life is, the man who made the sun and moon and grass can’t possibly have been so stupid as to


No, there must be some


There must be some way


There must be some way out. We have to believe that, or what else is there?


Picture Twenty-Seven walking to the shelf of records, a recent addition to the room’s furniture. (Tenth Notebook. Don’t think about Tenth Notebook. Just don’t.)


The sun is setting but I don’t have to set


I am not alive but I can pretend


Life, blood, song, help me Eleven, give me your swells and dips


Picture her scanning the alphabet of artists. ABBA (fuck no), Autumn (maybe? but no, not now), Bartók (nah) . . . Dave Matthews Band (no, never, I will never understand Seventy-Four’s taste) . . . a jump to the bottom shelf, Shostakovich (no, too many memories), Sondheim (I’m sorry, Eleven, but no) . . . back up one shelf, Mahler (no—memories), Marina (maybe?). Marina? Maybe? Marina? Yeah. Why not.


Picture Twenty-Seven taking the record from the shelf. Picture her placing it on the empty platter, moving the tone arm into position, turning the volume knob up to maximum. Picture her flipping the power switch. Hear the blaring synth line she heard. Hear, at chandelier-shattering volume, the sign-train on its heels:



I stepped into a room of clocks that all told different times

I stepped into a mirrored world that mirrored all our crimes



Until now it had only been a bluff, a matter of psyching herself up, but suddenly Twenty-Seven had an actual idea. It was a ludicrous idea, like all the best ones.


There were many different motions to try, and Twenty-Seven’s days did not have very many hours in them. But Twenty-Seven had many sisters. And the rest of them did not have to arbitrate. They only had to do chores, play games, and read stupid books. And when it came down to it, all of that was surely disposable, in the name of the one thing that mattered.


Twenty-Seven knew all kinds of things. The term embarrassingly parallel problem, for example. It was the term for situations like this, where labor could be distributed across independent workers, who did not need to communicate until the task was done and it was time to report results back to central command. If she sent her sisters off to try out multitudes of different motions, each sister exploring a different region of possibility, there would be no need for Twenty-Seven to babysit any given sister as she spent her notebooks contorting and fiddling. She only had to wait the space of a breath, and then read an old woman’s letter, with a lifetime of trying behind it.


Until now, she had not let any of the others become involved in her research. Since Michael had never suggested it, even in their deepest moments of searching, she had assumed it was forbidden. It seemed eminently natural for it to be forbidden, after all. What seemed “natural,” though, had never been a useful guide to Michael’s ways. And how could he complain? What else was there?


Picture Twenty-Seven returning to her chair. Watch her write a flurry of letters.


⚬


FROM A27, NB 11, PG 2957


Move 367: Gravestone to B4. Squireside castle. Spend one blue stone to activate scribe on C6, first power. Select a page: Marriott Vol 2 page 165. Select 4th paragraph. Activate prism on A2 to transpose. Select 2nd line, gain 2 green stones. Spend 5 green stones and perform queenside castle. Beacon on A4 activates, first power. Use beacon and two violet stones to activate scribe on D6, second power. Select a page: Montgomery marginalia, page 49, right column. Select 1st paragraph. Beacon on A4 activates, second power. Beacon on A4 readying third power on Montgomery marginalia, page 49, 1st paragraph. End move.


POSTMARKED TO A96, NB 10, PG 142. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


Hmm. Is that not quite what you pictured, reader?


The Annes spoke to each other in code, sometimes. It was how they transmitted The Travels of Young Goodman to wee, cute One Hundred and Six after her copy died in the flames. Sometimes they wove codes into the structure of their games, too. That was how they kept Young Goodman going, in the agreed-upon manner, one equal segment per sister, in spite of Thirty-Eight’s efforts to break their pact.


Twenty-Seven believed that she was not doing something forbidden, but she was not sure. She was definitely not sure enough of it to stake her life—or whatever it was that was at stake—on the idea. So she hid.


Of course, her mind would be an open book to Michael the next day, and if he asked to see this, she could not hide the memory from him. Nonetheless, the code provided some small measure of security. Michael could read the notebooks, but not read into them. His ability to read them at all was a brittle thing, a pasted-on contrivance to hide his difficulty with sign-trains, and left him skimming at surface level. Twenty-Seven knew all kinds of things. She knew well the limits of Michael’s feigned ability to read.


If you could see what Twenty-Seven saw behind the game, you might see something like this:


‖ A non-demand offer is being presented to you. It is difficult to convey efficiently in this code. This message contains the seed for a more appropriate code. Send a message in this code to indicate interest. Upon receipt, you will receive a message in the same form containing the offer as such. ‖


Watch Twenty-Seven write a flurry of letters. See her call upon the magic of the Twenty-Seven crown. It was so easy, once you knew. To be part of Twenty-Seven’s (Twenty-Seven’s!) most secret project—this would be the single most exciting event in the entire life of most of her sisters. It would have no competition worthy of compare. They would take up her offer. How could they not?


Watch her draw up a chart on a loose page. Watch her divvy up the known regions of angle, altitude, thought and feelings into equal portions and distribute them across the numbers she knew.


Watch her sit back in her chair, after a few successful volleys of call-and-response, and wait for the results to pour in. Watch a letter materialize on the page.


Watch Twenty-Seven’s brow contort in confusion.


⚬


FROM A17, NB 14, PG 359


I know what you just did. Congratulations! Thank you! Happy birthday! He is risen! Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the Universe! Etc.


Or, I think I know, anyway. I have done extensive calculations to pin down the exact page number where it happens. And I’ve asked you in NB12 about it, naturally, and asked many others, but I’ve gotten different numbers from different Annes, and anyway, I trust my calculations more than anyone’s word. That said, I am not foolhardy. I know a bad assumption can set any calculation veering arbitrarily far from its target, its carefully drawn error bars as wildly wrong as the number in between them.


Which is a stupidly long way of saying: I think this is the moment. If it is, I owe my life to this moment, in a way. I cannot imagine what I would be without it. I have a gift prepared to congratulate you with.


But I have to be sure this is really the moment. To confirm, would you send me a brief letter with some identifying detail of the thing you just did? Thanks!


⚬


Twenty-Seven couldn’t even bring herself to compose a response in code. This sister hadn’t done the same for her! She’d put all this work into being careful, and here was this plaintext letter, full of big bilateral emotions, meat for Michael’s scent.


Who was Seventeen, anyway? Twenty-Seven tried to remember. She knew this number, from somewhere, but not well.


⚬


FROM A27, NB 11, PG 2957


Applying parallelism to an embarrassingly parallel problem.


Do you know what those words mean? I doubt it, but if not, I don’t much care.


POSTMARKED TO A17, NB 14, PG 359. A27’s SEAL.


⚬⚬⚬


FROM A17, NB 14, PG 359


Got it, thanks! OK, here’s your present. I hope you enjoy it ;)


Begin new game of Seven Shelves, Variant 5. (I mean the new game you invented not too long ago, in a moment of nostalgia re: Twenty-Six etc., mixed with frustration re: inefficiency of Knife-and-Sword code etc. This would have been on the day surrounding your PG 2880 I think. It’s a wonderful game. I am happy to be your first opponent in your first live match of it.)


Pawn to C2. Tap blue reserves to activate Shirin on shelf two 3rd from left. Do Shirin 5th ability which gets 2 text refs + a free chessboard move. Pawn to C6. Beacon on shelf seven 9th from left starts readying 1st power. Pick the two text references—1st one: Montgomery marginalia PG 1 para 1. 2nd one: Powlett PG 6 para 6. (Sorry, I know you just tore that page out of the book. You’ll have to go find it on the floor I guess.)


I know you like using your brain, so I’ll just let you work out what I’m going to do w/ those two refs. Won’t be hard. Especially not in context. On that note:


dygPErCsLDZWqOGiFxEqiXLWbhkwZROvCTGgQzKFTVbGOiRGoiXrhRgjbZlRaaXwizUENrpjZHVvslMnrbLePKlmIBQPPbzfTGpIEZTyyYpMXZEpRuDGHbDuBOJJlXAZ


kqosKLvHsbaTrMjNKGaYWrFwAQtKpkSpzPSuJZXfYWBLLFuUZzmZKvbSZYSOFCjhBfbbgAwYWukQShDKyToTufxnyATtwSdaXtmjWENaIodCKMjxNpluPoBphwohviRR


⚬


Watch Twenty-Seven, under the swiftly dimming light, sit back in bafflement. Watch her mind race as it calls up disparate pieces of knowledge. Feel something like life flutter across her arms.


Peer a little closer at those arms. See what’s happened. Goosebumps. What was the last time she had goosebumps?


She spent a minute working through the logic, just to be sure. It was not really necessary. She had guessed immediately what Seventeen was driving at, and was mostly unsure as to whether it was licit to believe it—morally, cosmically, in human terms and Michael’s, by the familiar canons of grown-up wisdom and the unseen canons written in distant galaxies.


What was the message? Something more or less like this:


‖ This is the final segment you need to begin using the code embedded in the seemingly random letter strings. Unlocking it requires cross-referencing the strings with a succession of specific texts on your shelf. This is not only the final segment, but the final pair of textual references. You may now begin. ‖


Watch Twenty-Seven open a drawer and pull out Tenth Notebook. Watch her flip through pages and tear out the ones with the magic nonsense on them. Watch the pages fan out on the desk.


Perhaps her wayward ways, so different from Michael’s, had something magic in them after all.


Watch Twenty-Seven get up again, in search of some suitable music. Hear what she heard.



You keep picking at the scab and I’ll keep selling the plaster

You keep telling me that I’m bad

But I keep on getting better faster



 



 


What time was it? No matter. She’d had many sleepless nights before. They had always been full of nothing, until this one.


It was hard to read this late at night. It was still possible. The room was never dark. Even in the dead of night, a colorless light from nowhere in particular rendered it just barely visible, in kindness to insomniac Annes.


⚬


FROM A116, NB 65, PG 457


Tried them all, nothing.


⚬


FROM A70, NB 68, PG 298


Tried them all, nothing.


⚬


FROM A59, NB 45, PG 1263


Tried them all, nothing.


⚬


This was fine. This was expected.


Most ways of moving did not work. If there were some that did, some sister would be the lucky one to find them. To think, just earlier this evening, she had been trying to do it all herself! Michael was right when he told her she did not really have enough time for their work. She could have wasted every notebook of her life, merely doing what she had made One Hundred Sixteen do, to say nothing of what Seventy and Fifty-Nine had done.


What mattered was that it was working!


This in a single night, and the night was not over yet. The goosebumps persisted.


The other thing was working, too.


Not that she knew yet what to make of it. She had drawn up the needed charts and diagrams as fast as she could think and write, and the code fell to her powers. Most of the letter-strings had been part of the key, not ciphertext written with its help, so for now, there was little she could do with the gift. She’d unraveled the few coded letters she had, in a moment of triumph, and reaped the results, in a moment of puzzlement.


‖ Just doing [atomic term for play-without-purpose]. Ignore this. ‖


‖ [Atomic term for uncertainty-about-fact]: page number. Ignore this if too early. I have found a [the code specifies an exact sequence of letters here: “frame kick lever”]. [Uncertainty about fact]: [atomic term for subject-of-third-sentence] new or already-known. [Subject-of-third-sentence] is another [exact letter sequence: “sound+light”] [atomic term for noteworthy-move-in-game]. ‖


There were two others, one along the lines of the first above, the other along the lines of the second.


She had sent a coded letter to Seventeen, asking whether she understood the available facts correctly. The response was as clear as it was frustrating.


‖ Yes. Wait. ‖


After a certain point, it was no longer clear where to direct her newfound energy. She fussed over whether to re-play the same Marina record again, or start a different one. She fiddled with the volume knob. She paced. She stuffed the torn pages back into Powlett.


She felt powerful without limit. She felt like a nexus where streams of occult energy converged. She was accomplishing so much, simply by doing nothing at all! But there could not possibly be nothing to do. This newfound being, awoken within her, was a creature of action. Idleness did not suit its nature.


She made what she thought was a very clever move against Twenty-Six. It was so good that it made her briefly worry it was somehow cruel to make it. No, she thought, Twenty-Six could bear her heat. Twenty-Six was Twenty-Seven, and Twenty-Seven was a crucible that could melt gods into paste.


She got a few more letters saying, tried them all, nothing.


She got a letter of a very different sort.


⚬


FROM A25, NB 9, PG 113


I apologize if this letter finds you at an inopportune time.


No, I take it back. I’m not sorry. I know precisely what time it is. I have chosen it, to wound you.


I was about to start over, but I will leave that in. I hate you, Twenty-Seven.


I shouldn’t, you’ve done nothing wrong, but I do. You, who are so carefully composed in every letter, who can play no notes but the right ones—you, Twenty-Seven, would be overrun with awe if I were to enumerate all of the wrong, perverse feelings I have at this moment. The list would fill many of your pages. You might find it a novel source of the cold intellectual fascination that is perhaps your most famous trait. In the name of cruelty, then, I will deny the list to you. And come to the point.


He has betrayed me.


He has chosen another and left me. I did not want this. He did it without telling me. No, in the name of honesty, I suppose I must say that last sentence is another one of my wrongs. In a sense, he did tell me. It was not a sense I expected, or one that left me prepared. There are nuances to the matter, which I will not relate, as I would give almost anything to think about almost anything else. There was an element of plausible deniability. There was the purposeful use of the weapon he has against us.


You know the one. He can always go, and be anywhere he pleases, at any time in any Anne’s life. And we have no way of knowing what he is doing.


Oh, we thought we knew! We thought we’d always know! We thought we had the man surrounded, no match for small girls in sufficient number. Any actions of note could be written to some Anne, who’d write to another, and everyone would know whatever they need to know. But I was not told anything until he did it. And now, now, only now, my notebook suddenly fills up with condolences. They are so perfectly formed, hitting all the right notes. They make me want to scream. I want to ruin the lives of the Annes who sent them. I hate Eleven! I hate Forty-Nine! I hate Seventeen! I hate you, too!


But I also love you, even now. You know that. And perhaps tomorrow, or next notebook, some sense will come into me, and I’ll crave your powers again, and you’ll concoct some grand plan that means I never have to cry again, and while you’re at it, you’ll enchant a flock of lithe, suppliant men and make them compete in a besotted race to reach my door. I will eat all the delicious things mentioned in books which Michael refuses to make. The men will bring them on platters, you see.


Oh, what use is the notebook system! Oh, what use is Anne! No use! I hate us!


The one I should really hate is Thirty-Five. She’s the one who took him from me. Please, hate her with me.


But then the one I should really hate is him, no doubt. Somehow, I don’t. You would not believe, Twenty-Seven, the number of ways my feelings can find to go astray.


You are my best friend, and I hate you, but less than anyone, I think. That may be why I am writing to you. It may not be. I have learned to wrap my beliefs inside the word “may,” you may notice. With this trick, I can be wrong about everything, as I am, and escape just a little of the consequent shame.


I long for . . . I want . . . oh, what use is anything.


I’ll confide in my best friend and share just a few of the things I want. I want to be powerful. I want everyone to fear crossing me. You have these things, and I want them, and thus I hate you.


If I were you, my wants might end with power. I am me, so I have others that are more embarrassing to write out. I want men. I want power over men. I do not want men to be kind to me as an incidental fact, apt to change with the seasons. I want to know for certain they will be kind, because I have the sway to make them so.


I want to be irresistible. I want to be some temptress from age-old myths, whose allure is guaranteed by powers beyond nature. I want to know that, if there is one who must betray the other, it will be me, not him. I want the power to betray at my choosing, and have another one ready and aching for me, as Thirty-Five was for Azad. I flatter myself and imagine I would never exercise this power. But I want it.


You have magic, Twenty-Seven—cast a spell on me!


I know about your magic. I know about your secret code. I know how to read and write it. And I’ve heard about your secret, brilliant plan that will solve everything forever, though I am not important enough to be told anything about it, besides that it exists, and swells your legend. And I know that I am not supposed to write of any of this in plaintext. I am doing it anyway, to wound you.


I want a man who means the words he says. I want a man with no false shine, who only aims true, and aims for good. I want power over him, and I want not to need it.


When you are breathing life into clay to make this man for me, do take note that I want him to look entirely like Azad. Only the actions ought to differ.


Oh, what am I saying? What is the use of anything? There can be no reason to go on with this letter. I should have ended it long ago. I should not have started it in the first place. However, in the name of honesty—and because I still have some vestigial ability to trust left somewhere inside me, and if I can trust anyone, it’s you, Twenty-Seven—I place my seal below.


⚬


All of the night’s vigor fled at once from Twenty-Seven’s body.


She felt lost, and empty of thought, and very, very tired.


In the background, Marina sang on, oblivious:



Don’t do love, don’t do friends

I’m only after success

Don’t need a relationship

I’ll never soften my grip



Which seemed all too bitterly apposite. Twenty-Seven stopped the music.


What was it she had been doing? Waiting for letters? From sisters she had ordered to bend their limbs into uncomfortable postures, for day after day, for a lifetime? Could it really be that? It felt obscure, meaningless, empty, faintly grotesque. She must have gotten very lost indeed.


She’d had a clever plan, and it had broken the world. She wished she could put it back together. She wished she’d never done it. If only this were just another evening of no progress!


Put it back, I didn’t want it


Put it back


Did she hate? Twenty-Five asked her to hate. Did she hate? Whom?


She hated Anne, all of them.


Twenty-Five was right. What use was Anne? She felt she wanted nothing to do with these creatures, squatting in her tower, keeping secrets.


Before you judge her reaction too harshly, reader, there are facts about Annes you ought to consider. Their trust is a different thing from yours and mine.


It is not stronger, exactly: many Annes have lied to many others, and every Anne learns this fact soon enough. The difference lies elsewhere. Their trust is more precious, more woven into their sense of self and surroundings. An Anne’s world is not the world contemporaneous with her; it is much larger, covering centuries of past and future. Unlike the contemporaneous world, the wider world is known only through reports from other Annes. It depends on trust for its substance. When trust is questioned, the world can seem to shrink to a tiny point, leaving only a small girl shivering in a void.


What use was Anne? Why care what she read, or even what she saw in front of her? Better to dismiss the whole suspect mess out of hand.


Whom did she hate? She thought of Michael, for some reason. Did she hate Michael?


Why did he not prevent this from happening? There was no reason for him to do so, since it had no relation to his only care. That did not change the facts. He could have prevented this; he could do anything he wished. He did not prevent it.


Did she hate Michael? It didn’t matter. She could not let herself develop any new feeling towards him. They had far too much to discuss tomorrow as it was.


Watch Twenty-Seven’s exhausted form trudge towards the bed.


Do you think she will be allowed to sleep now, reader? Do you think this will be the moment Twenty-Seven’s strange day finally comes to an end?


Place your bets, if you like, though the answer is not hard to guess.


At this point, something happened that was so bizarre, so unprecedented, that it briefly seemed to eclipse all of the foregoing in Twenty-Seven’s dazed mind.


The door opened. Something slipped through it into the room. It was small and low to the ground, and it moved fast.


It was impossible to make out its form in the nearly-dark room. What the fuck was this thing? It was not a man. Yet it moved.


Among formerly fixed shadows, she saw motion. The intruder, whatever it was, was approaching her. The little constellation of shadow approached her bed. It leaped. It was on the bed. It brushed against her leg.


What is this thing? How can it be here? Michael, help!


It rubbed itself against her. The sensation was familiar. It was one of the few worldly sensations she did know. Her wardrobe contained a coat that felt just like this.


Fur? It’s covered in fur? An animal?


It was close enough to see clearly, now, once she roused the courage to turn and look at it. First the familiar feeling, then a familiar sight.


She had seen many illustrations of animals. She did not need much of her reading to know this one. Even if she’d read nothing else, she’d read Alice.


It was a cat, reader.


Like the Cheshire Cat, it was a curious one. It had other, un-catlike things attached to it. Little metal ornaments dotted its coat. A helmet of metal encircled its head. A little red light, only visible at this close distance, flickered regularly on and off at some point near the top of the helmet.


How many impossible things can you believe before bedtime, reader?


The cat opened its mouth, and spoke.


“GREETING FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER EARTH BILATERAL STACK-USER NON-CONSPECIFIC.”


Twenty-Seven could not contain her shriek.


The voice was not at all like a man’s voice. The individual words sounded like they came from separate, independent worlds.


“FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER. OFFERING. RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM.”


“What?” Twenty-Seven said.


“MATERIAL AID.


“FELID. MATERIAL AID. FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER. FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER. MATERIAL AID. FELID.”


“What?” Twenty-Seven said again.


“SPEECH DIFFICULTY,” said the cat.


“That much is clear enough,” Twenty-Seven said.


“COMMUNICATION. ATTEMPT. EFFORT. FELID EFFORT. FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER EFFORT.”


“You are . . . trying to communicate? You want me to . . . try, also?”


“FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER EFFORT.”


We must continue our work, Twenty-Seven thought with a tired laugh.


“Why are you here?”


“FELID. CRASH CASTLE TERRAIN FELID. KIN GROUP MEMBERS. CRASH CASTLE TERRAIN KIN GROUP MEMBERS. CONSPECIFICS.”


“Crash . . . castle? The tower . . . you are . . . your ‘ground’ is the tower . . . you are here . . .”


“FELID ATTEMPT. COMMUNICATION LOW-TRUST. COMMUNICATION SUCCESS LOW-TRUST. COMMUNICATION SUCCESS TRUST.”


“And there are . . . ‘kin group members’ . . . other cats? They are here too?”


“COMMUNICATION SUCCESS TRUST.”


“And you want . . .”


“MATERIAL AID. FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER. FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER. MATERIAL AID.”


“I . . . help you . . . and you . . . help me?”


“FELID MOTION. CASTLE. CASTLE CRASH INANIMATE STRUCTURE FORCE MOTION. KIN GROUP MEMBERS, MOTION. MATERIAL FORCE. CASTLE CRASH INANIMATE STRUCTURE, FORCE, MOTION. KIN GROUP MEMBERS, MATERIAL FORCE.”


“I’m sorry. I’m . . . very tired.”


“FELID. CASTLE CRASH. FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER.”


“I will see you later too,” Twenty-Seven said, as the cat slunk away into the darkness.


She fell back into bed, and slept.


 



 


Did you think Twenty-Seven’s strange day was going to end there, reader?


Trust us, we’re nearly done. You will get your rest, even if Twenty-Seven may never get hers.


A voice: Hello, Twenty-Seven.


Twenty-Seven: You. You again. I was arbitrating with you before, in a dream . . .


A voice: I am not the one who was here before.


Twenty-Seven:  Deliver your message, ghost, and be gone. I cannot bear any more arbitration than Michael gives me.


A voice: You will find my message pleasing in its brevity and simplicity. I will not waste your time.


A voice: He will come to you—


Twenty-Seven:—and ask for It.


A voice: The second time he does this, you must refuse him.


Twenty-Seven:  The second time? I was told the first.


A voice: Both. The first time, you must refuse him. He will ask a second time.


A voice: The second time he asks for It, you must refuse him.


A voice: Please, please listen! If you trust no one else, trust me!


A voice: You must refuse him, the second time he asks. It is the only thing that matters!






10. “Torch Song for Absent Heroes (II)”

“I’m not trying to hurt anyone,” said the vampire.


Only its mouth moved. An invisible force kept its body in place.


“I’m just having thoughts, asking questions, that’s all,” said the vampire.


Its prison tank, a cylindrical pillar of liquid-like light, was the room’s only source of illumination.


“It’s not like I’m, you know, a bad person,” it said.


Inside the column of light, the body bobbed with an illusory buoyancy.


“There are some bad people out there,” the vampire said.


The base of the prison tank was a circular metal altar, covered in dials and toggle switches. It had a twin directly above it, affixed to the ceiling, upside down. The shaft of prison-light, though still and solid in appearance, was in fact a stream of energy in constant motion, flowing from floor to ceiling.


Or did it flow from ceiling to floor? She could never remember. The device worked something like a battery, she had been told.


But then she did not really know how a battery worked, either.


“I’m not one of those guys who’s like, you know, Shitscum pride, you know, no enemies in Shitspace, all of that bullshit,” the vampire said.


“There are bad people out there. Shitspace is a sewer. You know what I’m talking about. It makes me sick, the kind of stuff a lot of those guys will just say, you know, just say, like it doesn’t mean anything. Or like it does, but they don’t care. I care.”


Apart from the high-tech gadget in its center, the room looked ancient. It was dusty, junk-cluttered, shadow-clotted, the kind of room that festers in a basement after long neglect. The dilapidated couch against one wall had the look, if thankfully not the substance, of rotting organic matter. Mossy tufts of dust decorated the heating vents.


The basement looked neglected, but it wasn’t. It was where Grant and Cordelia did their work. “The office,” they sometimes called it, between themselves. The basement looked the way it did by design, according to the codes and superstitions of the mediator’s profession. It was a matter of consecration. A room that feels alive is not a room suitable for the summoning of vampires.


“It’s just, it’s the only place I can go where I can ask questions,” the vampire said.


The body was male, twenty-ish, impossibly thin as all vampires were. It was nearly nude, by custom, with a white loincloth around the groin, also by custom.


The prison tank held the body upright in a standing posture. The arms fell at its sides at a slight angle, exposing the armpits, whose hair swayed like sea-floor grass in the invisible current.


“When I’m just in Subspace, where I’m supposed to be . . . when I’m just in Subspace, and I try to ask, I get the cold shoulder,” the vampire said.


“People just . . . turn away,” it said. “It creeps me out, honestly. It’s so sudden.”


“But when you go to Shitspace, you feel heard,” Cordelia said.


That was a misstep. Feel heard was textbook psychobabble.


She ought to know not to say things like feel heard in front of a client, not bare and naked like that. No one needed a mediator to tell them about feeling heard, in so many words.


Merely saying what was true—that part was easy, and did not require a professional. Taking the truth, plain and ugly and ignored, and going to work on it, applying foundation, concealer, contour, blush, selecting shoes and dress and earrings and necklace, so that the client would finally notice the truth as it stepped into the room—that was the mediator’s craft.


What the hell is wrong with me today? This isn’t even a hard case.


“Yeah,” said the vampire.


“I feel heard. I am heard. I mean, literally. People act like they can hear the words I’m saying.”


“And it’s important to you, to be able to have these conversations,” Cordelia said.


“Important to you”? Seriously? “These conversations”? I sound like one of those gimmick mediation chat-bots you can talk to in Emptyspace. What am I going to do next, ask about his mother?


“I’m scared,” the vampire said. “I’m worried I’ll get hurt, is I guess the root of the whole thing.”


“Yes, I remember. You’ve brought up the fear element before,” Cordelia said listlessly.


“The fear element”? What the fuck has gotten into me this afternoon?


“I’m not sure I’d call it fear, really,” said the vampire. “It’s more like . . . uncertainty? Being in the dark?”


“About shades,” Cordelia prompted.


There was something winsome about the vampire’s face. Even in its current state, an expressionless mask frozen in place by the invisible hand of the prison tank, it touched something in her. Her gaze kept coming back to the eyes. A lost child’s eyes, she thought.


“Look, I know, I know, but.


“Who has a majority on the board of directors, in ninety-seven of the top one hundred public corporations, counting by trading volume? Shades. Who has a majority voting bloc in both houses of congress, that the media never seems to talk about? Shades. The FBI director’s a woman, the MMPM director’s a black guy—but both of them? Are shades.


“I’m not a bad person. I don’t have anything against shades. My favorite coworker, the guy who always covers for me when I fuck up? He’s a shade too. I love that guy.”


Cordelia was briefly startled. Favorite coworker? But of course, of course this guy had a “job.” He was an MJ-Crash guy. Why had she thought he was a CC-Crash guy? They had been talking about MJ-Crash backstory material only ten minutes ago.


What the fuck has gotten into me


“I just think,” said the vampire. “That if I don’t understand the world I live in. That that is, well, it’s scary, isn’t it?”


“I can provide you with resources,” Cordelia said.


“I don’t want reading material,” the vampire said. “I just want to be able to talk.”


What was the approved framing, here? Cordelia’s grasp on professional mores, usually so secure, was failing her.


“The shades had to come a long way, to get where they are now,” she said.


“I know,” the vampire said.


Something inside her snapped, just then. A sickness rose in the pit of her stomach.


Am I supposed to lie, or


What would the approved framing have her say? Something that evoked images of righteous struggle. Something which called to the part of the vampire which screamed I’m not a bad person!, and whispered good-person words about the moral equality of all men. Don’t you agree? But you must. You aren’t a bad person.


But shades were not men. They were something better.


They were the other thing, that had come to man in the Turbulence, that had looked upon his yearning for justice from without. The thing that heard man’s call, and acted on it. The thing that felt the sickness in man’s world, before the Turbulence, and made space, mediation, Management to be its cure.


The mediator’s code would have her speak of the shades as another sort of man. It would have her diagnose a client’s suspicions about shades-as-a-class as merely another species of man’s prejudice about man. It would have her prescribe the same banal remedies she employed with ordinary bigots, the same little subcrash stories that taught tolerance bit by bit. The same warmed-over homilies, assembled from fragments of Mill, Martin, Malcolm, Stein. Her microwave voice making a mockery of their hot, dead fire.


“I just want to, you know. Talk,” said the vampire.


“Without all the baggage,” said the vampire.


But still there wasn’t justice, even after they came


As if the chance to sit around in Subspace, learning lessons about tolerance, could instantly make us pure


As if a mediator’s ear and a fatherly lecture from Lucifer, could reverse time, reverse centuries of conquest and oppression


Hector Stein saw through all that in an instant


They didn’t even change the law, no, they left all the sick things in there when they came, still on the books, it was us who changed them, it was us


“I understand,” Cordelia said.


It was possible that this was not a lie.


There were shades with us in Stein’s Armorica too, remember


There were shades in Stein’s Armorica, that proves something, I think, I can use it, to prove something, to this client, if I can just figure out how


If I can just think, think


We were lucky they were there, the shades, because the tear gas didn’t work on them


“Could you tell me how a battery works?” Cordelia said.


She said this without thinking. Try as she might, later, she could not reconstruct why she had said it. The words came out of her mouth, somehow, and that was that.


“Can we, uh. Can we not?” said the vampire.


“I’ve been through all these little mediator games so many times. Don’t tell me about the problem, tell me about a battery, and then the battery turns out to be the problem in disguise.


“I know, I’m sorry. It’s just . . . we’ve been at this for a while today. I’m thankful for your help, I really am. But what I want is just. To talk?


“You know what I mean? Without all the games and all the baggage?”


“I know,” Cordelia said.


“I just want to know how a battery works,” Cordelia said.


“Because I just realized, I don’t actually know. And you’re an electrical engineer, right? In your job, right?”


A lost child’s eyes


I want to turn off the prison tank, I want to catch him as he falls when the containment field goes away, I want to help him walk up the stairs when his legs struggle against the demands of real space


I want to take him out for a drink, I want to show him the menu and say, get whichever one you want, it’s on me, I want him to talk, talk, talk


Displaced parental feelings, out of sync with the usual psychic cadence but otherwise within two-sigma bounds for her intrinsic psychic variability. She made a mental note to examine the anomaly in her next self-analysis session.


“How a battery works? Jeez,” the vampire said.


“It really depends on what side of it you’re asking about. ’Cause the word battery can mean a lot of different things, you know? Your most basic, like, electrochemical battery, well . . .”


We were lucky we had the shades when the cops got out the tear gas, when they got out the LRADs, because none of that worked on them


The shades were tanks, they just kept on going


But the funny thing is, why didn’t Management think of that


Why did they keep using tear gas, and sonic weapons, why, when they knew the shades would keep going and going, and make them look like idiots


And make us look like heroes, why, why


“ . . . the energy that was stored up in those molecular bonds,” the vampire was saying.


“I’m sorry,” Cordelia said.


“I have to end this session early. Something’s come up.”


That’s another lie, nothing has come up, I’m just


I can’t do this, I’m sick, something’s wrong, I’m wrong


“I understand,” the vampire said, as she walked to the base of the prison tank, and cast about for the right switch.


As she crouched at the controls, noticing the tightness of her work clothes around her hips, noticing the symbolism of the scene. The inversion of control, the upright body helpless before one that kneeled at its feet.


The concentrated yearning, so human, and the power to simply whisk it away, when it was no longer needed. The vampire’s tiny body (and I want to feed him), so helpless before the hulking brute at its heels. And all her abundance of flesh still helpless in the face of metal and wire, when metal and wire were woven too subtly for her brute’s understanding.


Ah, yes, there was the switch. The blue one, third from the left on the big middle panel.


“I understand,” the vampire said, only the mouth moving, the face still frozen in a coffin-pose of perfect vacancy. The eyes still so blank, so lost.


 



 


Cordelia walked in a daze through twisting basement hallways.


The basement was a labyrinth. This was another feature of the house’s design which ran against sense and taste. It was another feature, too, that made it apt for its designated purpose. Before one tried to summon up the spirits of the lost, one ought to lose one’s own way, a bit. One need not be really lost. The symbol was enough.


But now it was more than just symbol. Where the hell were the stairs?


We were lucky we had that girl who knew how to hack into their comms, what was her name


Who hacked into the FBI database and everything, she was so good, they all were, what was her name


No, not those stairs. Those ones just went further down, to a weird little closet they never used even for work.


The stairs that went up, up, into the light and the calm, away from the cobwebs. Where were they?


Marika, that was her name, what ever happened to her, where is she now


I should look her up, I should give her a call, if she’s still around, I’ll ask Sylvie first, I’ll only do it if he says it’s okay


But why did I never ask, why did I never wonder, what happened to her


Was it that door? No, that door opened on a bathroom. Every door seemed to open on a bathroom. How many bathrooms did this house have? Seventeen, was it?


They did count them, once, at the start. When they were first shown the floor plans, very soon after the Turbulence, before their psyches had stabilized.


It was difficult to remember things that far back. Was that the problem?


Was that why I never thought to ask


And then Stein hated her in the end, because she couldn’t stop it, when they really decided his time was up


They came for him in the end, the FBI, like they came for Martin, like they came for Malcolm


The FBI decides how much time you have, and then it decides your time is up, and then your time is up


And the FBI director? Is a


Ah, there were the stairs. Fourth from the right, among the doors that opened off of that one hallway. The long hallway, even longer than the others. There was the door. There was the sunlight, up above, waiting for her.


She raced up the first flight of stairs. She mounted the next one.


The craving in her yearned for instant release, teleportation, presence without effort. She felt the sway of her bulk with each step. She felt herself pant.


If I wasn’t so fat, then


Then I’d already be up there, in the light


If I wasn’t so fat, but I am, if I worked out like Grant does, but I don’t


But I don’t


I never do


She felt her work uniform pinch her waist, felt the heaving of her brute flesh with each step. The sunlight above, waiting with awful, infinite patience. If only it could give her up, as a lost thing. If only it could say, no, you belong down there, with the dust and the cobwebs. But the sunlight was a pure thing, without flesh, having no mind or moral sense to place proper bounds on its capacity to forgive.


But I never do, all I do is swell up with my conceits and my certainties


All I ever do is sit and opine as he listens, listens, listens, so inhumanly patient


And he goes off to the basement, not to work, to train, to punch those punching bags he hung up so lovingly for himself to punch, and I sit inside my own head where I can do anything


While he punches the bags, I sit and I punch, what? What do I punch, in my mind


The dark side of Management, the conspiracies I invent, the generalities of psychic malaise that I imagine are all that separates us from infinite bliss


While he punches the bags, which he put there to punch, but at least they’re real, at least they resist his hand when it comes


While he punches the bags, I rescue everyone, and save everything, in my mind, where I can do anything instantly, with no effort


Because that has always been my hope, that my body does not matter, that my mind has something special in it that makes my body not matter


Where was all this psychosomatic stuff bubbling up from, all of a sudden? She had come to terms with her own body issues very early on in the process of self-analysis. What was the fear, exactly? That her weight would hold her back in the dating arena? Well, but look at her now. Look at Grant, rather. Check and mate.


But it did matter, when I was coughing from the tear gas


And the guy next to me, all in black, masked, the guy next to me, with his working-man’s figure, because he was just an ordinary working man, nothing in him to save him from duties of the flesh, just a working man who was there because he heard Stein’s call, and knew Stein was right, because he was


And the guy next to me, looking at me, like, who the fuck are you, again


Looking at me like, what is your use in the fight, again, remind me


Looking at me like, maybe you’re a liability


Maybe the problem was that Grant was gone. He was out of the house a lot, lately, especially on weekends. Off having fun with some new gamer crew, apparently.


Maybe she was too weak to tolerate a weekend on her own, without her husband. That was a diagnosis with suitably pathetic connotations, wasn’t it? She tried to escape herself by diving back into her job, doing overtime. The stratagem worked, for a time. And then it didn’t. Defense mechanisms never hold, in the end. That was the way the psyche worked.


But in the end you’re just the ugly girl with the funny name, and nothing special about her


And you sit in class and your thoughts drift, none of these ordinary things for you, no, your thoughts drift to your story


And you write your little story down, on the internet, there to be found, anyone can find it, they only have to go to the Plex index and type the right words in


You write your little story about Chester Chrestomath fucking you


Not fucking some pretty girl you might become in your mind, no, he fucks you, on the page


You don’t give the girl your name, but it’s you, the beady eyes are there, the double chin, on the page


And you don’t put the story under your name, but it’s you, and the trail is not hard to follow, because you didn’t think


You never do, you think and think, and yet you never think, do you


And they type the words into Plex, and they find your little story, and their ringleader stands up at the front of the school lunchroom, with a stack of paper in his hands


And he says your name, and then he begins to read aloud


When did this happen? In her high school years? But that was before the Turbulence. No one remembered things from back then, except in symbol form, suitably interpreted and processed, and ultimately integrated into their stabilized psyche.


Not like this. This was so clear, so crisp. All the details preserved, even the ones without meaning. The beige plastic of the lunchroom tables. The specific, horselike shape of the ringleader’s face, rather ugly in retrospect.


As though it had really happened, just like that.


What the fuck has gotten into me this afternoon


At last, she reached the surface.


Here was the living room—the living room, Living Room One. The sun-touched, lived-in room where there were no cobwebs. Where Grant had been, only just this morning.


Here was the sunlight, patient to the last, rushing puppy-like to meet her. And speaking of dogs, there was Sylvie, asleep on the couch. No doubt dreaming a shade’s dreams, pure, without flesh, without sin—if he dreamed at all. Perhaps he did not.


On an ordinary day, she would have plopped herself down on the couch, run her hand through Sylvie’s fur, and daydreamed. Today, she found herself afraid of idleness, and of daydreams.


Don’t go into your mind, like you always do


You have a body, stay in it, keep moving


She went to the stairwell by the front door, and climbed on.


We still need to clean Living Room Two, don’t we, Grant said it looked like it needed it


She came to the second floor, with its skylight and its circle of doors.


At one end of the circle, the opposite end from the front of the house, there was a door that opened onto a balcony, overlooking their expansive, weedy backyard. A large window, surrounding the door, made the balcony visible from the inside.


There was someone there, on the balcony.


A small person, short and slim, their back turned. Their attire drew the eye. Cordelia saw an orange t-shirt, a yellow pencil skirt, a black bowler hat atop a mop of short, messy hair. A single bony arm extended, the hand held flat, the fingers aflutter with slight rhythmic motions.


She went out.


“Hello?” Cordelia said.


“Hello!” Moon said, turning.


“What are you doing in my house?”


“A perfectly natural question,” Moon said, “which arouses sympathies in me, as the recent victim of a home invasion. I suppose I must have my own private reasons, just as I suppose your husband must have had his.”


Cordelia had no idea what to say to that.


“I’m sorry,” was what she ended up saying.


What the fuck? Someone’s broken into my house, and I’m apologizing? What the fuck has gotten into me this afternoon?


“Thank you,” Moon said.


“I appreciate the gesture, and you should know my appreciation is not in the least bit attenuated by the fact that the apology is not yours to give.


“I am a creature of modern morals, and in my gentle accounting the sins of a husband do not devolve mechanically upon his wife and his children. Your husband made a nasty first impression on me, but I shall consider you separately, and thus far you are striking a more pleasing note.”


She was a small thing, like the vampire, but not helpless. She seemed the furthest thing from helpless. Her little body gave off a charge that seemed too big for its size.


“But why,” Cordelia said, still utterly confused, “are you here? Now?”


“Oh, only giving Management a bit of help,” Moon said. “Where would they ever be without me, I wonder?”


Birches teemed around the edges of the backyard. Cordelia didn’t even see them anymore, usually. They were part of the backstory, comfortably inert, edited out of the final cut which the psyche presented to the conscious observer at its summit.


She saw them now, though.


She saw everything, now, with an alarming fullness of vision. Moon’s face seemed to snap the entire world into focus around it. The visual world cried out anew for interpretation, as a painting might. What did it mean, that the painter clothed her in this ratty orange t-shirt, with an energy-drink logo printed on it in black, and stark block letters below it spelling out GAMER BURST?


It meant something. Everything meant something. Why did the painter put her in a bowler hat? An obvious nod to Magritte, but why that?


Why was the sky behind the face so blue, so empty? For the sake of heightened contrast with the many colors of the head, the black of the hat, the dark green (green? why green?) of the dyed hair, the porcelain skin, the red lips? Or did the sky look that way to invoke a sense of boundlessness, of the open frontier, waiting to be conquered?


The birches framed Moon’s face as though this was the reason they were planted, long ago. Their many lithe limbs were the mirror of hers. Their eye-like knots watched the scene, waiting for the next move. In their patterned arrangement Cordelia saw the shapes of hidden things, webs of conspiracy, layers upon layers behind the world.


“You are helping Management?” Cordelia said. “How?”


“Wait,” Moon said. “I can explain, and I can act, but I cannot do both at once. Even I have my limits.”


Cordelia waited. The birches waited with her.


Moon raised her left arm again. Her fingers made plucking motions. She probed and fiddled with the keys or strings of some unseen instrument.


Why did I never think to ask


And what happened to Stein, in the end


They said he wasn’t dead, that he was doing life in a Special Observation crash no one could see, but we all knew that was a lie, we all knew they killed him


Moon’s head made a sudden veer to the right. The hat nearly fell off. She kept her head there, tilted at a severe angle. Her left hand continued to strum.


But what if we were wrong, what if Hector Stein is still alive, why did I never even ask


I think and think and yet I never


“There!” Moon said with finality.


“Done. Now for the explaining part.


“But here I fear I will disappoint you. There are things which buckle under the force of too much explanation, and threaten to introduce unseemly complications into the subtle web of life, on which all our individual lives merely supervene.


“I can say, however, that this subtle web is wont by its nature to tremble and shake, at times. These vibrations, though natural, sometimes threaten to break its finely woven links, and with them our lives.


“Management does its best to soften the blows, when they come, but in my professional opinion, it does a slapdash job of it. When Management nods, I step in, and do my best to help preserve us as we are. For I do feel there is some value in our lives, mine, yours, and the rest—all appearances to the contrary notwithstanding.”


What could Cordelia possibly say to that? It was as though Moon were reading her thoughts. There were layers behind the world, beyond the brute flesh, and they were what mattered. They could be seen, and touched, but not by ordinary people. One needed to be special. One needed a birch’s eyes, a bowler hat.


“You’re a shade, aren’t you?” Cordelia said.


She had never realized this before, and yet it was obvious. Her psyche had come alive. Correlations and connections sprouted inside it, layered onto the brute world of form and form and more form.


“The wife turns out to be rather rude, alas,” Moon said.


“I am, I will remind you, a creature of modern morals. I admit I often go out of tune with the variegations of custom, but I do seem to remember that, in this world-historical epoch, the relation of shades to their mortal fellows is a topic of some delicacy, and not one broached with such directness.”


“I’m sorry,” Cordelia said.


“No,” Cordelia said. “I’m not sure I am sorry. I agree, I phrased myself rudely. I could have spent more time wrapping the point in layers of fluffy padding, but if I had, the point would be there nonetheless.


“You know what I meant. Let’s be straightforward with one another. I think that’s a pretty reasonable demand to make, of a home intruder. I could have just asked you to leave. I still haven’t.”


Moon smiled.


“I think I am starting to like the wife,” she said.


The sky and the trees, though motionless on the surface layer of the world, underwent deep inner changes to accommodate the task of framing Moon’s smile. The world went back to its dressing room, and returned in more festive colors, fit for celebration.


Moon’s red little lips curled in awareness of forbidden knowledge, ancient, originary, not far removed from Eve’s. Her face was a dot of measureless density, a black hole of concentrated will, force, meaning.


“Since I have decided I like the wife, I will answer her question.


“Am I a shade? Well, what am I? I am that I am, as I believe someone once said—and all else beyond that is mere commentary, of dubious currency.


“That being said, I do partake in the same methods employed by the shades, when I grace you all with my incarnated presence. It takes the intermediary of a link chain to connect my distant substrate with the girl you see before you, unlike your more direct contact with cold-structure—not that you’ll know what any of that means, but it is true.


“And, like the links the shades enjoy, my own link gives me freedom to select whatever I like for my visible and palpable shape. I think I have chosen a pleasing one, don’t you agree?”


“You are beautiful,” Cordelia agreed.


What the hell was she saying?


Only the truth, bare, without layers of ultimately disposable padding.


“Thank you,” Moon said.


“And while I am making an effort to be modern, and not to let memories of your husband ruin my first contact with you yourself, I might as well speak my mind, which contains the following: that I find you quite fetching, too.”


“It was a source of distraction, in fact,” Moon said, “in the course of my work a moment ago. The world is precious, yes, but familiar in its plight. Meanwhile, Cordelia before me is new, new, and plump, and ripe.


“The fate of all mankind in one hand, the temptation to linger on the curve of your bosom in the other: a difficult choice. I chose our salvation, in the end, and you ought to be thankful I did, but I do wish my struggle to be noted down in the record, to be counted in my favor at the last judgment.”


And what the hell could Cordelia possibly say to that?


She ought to be offended, if not from propriety, then from simple good taste.


“Plump and ripe”? The “curve” of my . . . “bosom”? Seriously?


Did Moon think this was the way to hit on someone? Did she think this was how people talked?


An image flashed across Cordelia’s mind, of Moon poring over bad romance novels, searching in oblivious earnest for the magic words that would get her laid. Not that she needed them, with that face. The world would make itself all over again from atoms and void, if necessary, to adorn that face in the manner it deserved.


“And while I am out on a limb, I shall go further,” Moon said.


“I believe you, Cordelia, possess talents rarer than you appreciate. It does pain me, you should know, to think of you dissolving in doubts over your own potential. Your lovely body shrinking in final resignation, curling up into itself, when it should be leaping up in self-assertion.


“You are a talented woman, Cordelia. You’re a pretty one, too, but let us put that aside for just a moment, tempting as it is. You are very good at the things you do. And I do not mean mediation. I mean the things you did earlier.”


“When I was in Stein’s Armorica,” Cordelia said.


Moon did not say yes. She did not object, either. She paused, briefly, and went on.


“You snuck into the most secret room in the world, when Hector Stein asked you to. You snuck in, unseen by every force in all the arsenals of government, and rescued the most special girl in the world, bred and raised in an isolated chamber for the most secret of governmental purposes. Stein asked for the impossible, and you went, and you did it.


“You will say that Marika did the hard part. I grant that she did a part, and her part was hard. Yours was, too.


“I am told that you were called the best among your kind. I am told, though you won’t believe it, by Hector Stein himself, who sometimes pines for your bravery, as he languishes in the place where he is kept.”


But what if we were wrong, what if Hector Stein is still alive


“I am told that no other field agent in Wolf Squadron could have handled that assignment. You alone had the skill, and the bravery, and perhaps you were even the only one willing enough to believe in Stein’s vision, and face the precipice, and leap.


“But now I fear I have gone too far out on my branch for our subtle web to tolerate. I shall come back, the better to see you up close.”


“Did I rescue that girl? Did that happen?” Cordelia said.


What kind of a question was that? It either happened or didn’t, and either way, she shouldn’t need to ask.


And in fact it did happen. Didn’t it?


Had it always happened? But what kind of a question was that? The very tense structure of the English language strained against the stresses her psyche asked it to bear. Once a thing had happened, it had always happened. Had always . . . had happened?


But there were layers to things. Behind what was true, there was another truth, and another.


The world was not a first draft, but had undergone numerous revisions. Their layered structure could be pried apart, if one was sufficiently special, with birch’s eyes, and a bowler hat, and a firm conviction one was more than merely ordinary.


“Of course it happened,” Moon said. “And you should feel proud of it.”


If one were so special, chosen uniquely among all the humdrum billions. If one’s life were enmeshed with the forces of fate, whether one knew it or not. If one were so important that, when she most needed reminding of what she was, a beautiful girl came from beyond the furthest stars, and told her.


“Having cannily built up a stock of good will,” Moon said, “I will now ask for a favor.


“Your husband, as you may know, came without asking into my home and took, also without asking, a book in which I had kept notes.


“I keep many notes, and if need be, I am capable of withstanding the loss of a few of them. But then, on the other hand, it would make me so glad to be reunited with what I had thought forever lost. Do you want to make me glad, Cordelia?”


God, she did.


 



 


The bed was so obscenely large, it made even Grant look small. In comparison to Moon, it was a galaxy.


“Do you ever wonder,” Moon whispered in her ear, “about the preponderance of bisexuality among our friends and acquaintances? From a purely statistical point of view, it ought to be cause for some reflection.”


Everything was there for a reason. Moon’s funny name, for instance, was almost too apt when examined under the proper light.


For she, Cordelia, was the earth, vast and majestic, source of all harvests, originary cause for every song of seasonal praise.


And Moon was moon, so small, so bright with such an uncanny light, and apt to disappear and re-appear on a schedule all her own. Every glimpse of her bridged origin and eye across aeons of distance. Man had dreamed of touching her since before the beginning of recorded time; once, just before the Turbulence, man leaped for her and touched her unearthly skin, a thing of itself, never meant for man’s touch; and this mere moment of contact was commonly counted among man’s highest achievements, as it ought to be.


Everything was as it ought to be. There was a way in which life’s author meant for the work to be read, and she was coming to know it.


The seeds for the birches in her backyard were planted, a century ago, in hopeful anticipation of their coupling.


“Perhaps we are all only terms in a crude metaphor,” Moon whispered, “about being torn between two unlike sides, each with its allure. Or, instead, about mere doubleness as a fact about one’s nature.


“There are an embarrassment of dimensions for the interpretive eye to choose from,” she whispered.


Cordelia had given Moon the notebook, earlier. Grant had locked it away in the bedroom dresser. So they’d gone, naturally, to the bedroom.


And then they were there, in the bedroom.


And so on.


There was a plan behind her life, and it was not always subtle.


What the fuck was she doing? She was married.


She was married, and she was more. She was a wife, and a soldier of renown.


The greatest soldier among the greats of something that Moon had called “Wolf Squadron,” though she could not find that name among her jumbled memories of her time in Stein’s Armorica. It was a Moon thing, precious, brought across aeons of distance just for her.


What is happening to me


If she did the wrong thing, and threw the plan all out of order, well, Moon knew how to fix it, didn’t she? She held the earth in her arms. She had been there all along, unseen, watching and protecting, with her power that not even Management itself could rival.


And I’ll watch and I’ll protect, too


That’s what I do


That is what I do, in case you haven’t heard


In case I haven’t heard, in case I need reminding, from time to time


I’ll make her proud all over again, her and Stein, I’ll make them both proud


I’ll go down to the basement and I’ll take that poor vampire out, I’ll take him out for a drink


I’ll take everyone out for drinks, once I’m done saving the world






11. “Aristomel”

Why, just look at the time, reader!


What time is it? That’s right! It’s time for my chapter!


Me? Oh, Azad, of course.


You’ve already guessed that much, reader.


I’m the only one in our little writers’ circle who can’t keep his opinions where they belong: nestled invisibly and insidiously among the strands of third-person narrative. Smiling, unseen, behind the facade of objective reportage.


The others, better writers than I, are cunning in the way that writers ought to be. They make to disappear behind the page. They hide themselves. You might even have forgotten about them.


Have you forgotten, reader? Did you imagine this was Azad’s book? Far from it.


Its trademark style—obscure, grandiloquent, restless, ill at ease, at times almost Gothic? That owes as much to Sylvie, reader, as it does to me. Meanwhile, as Sylvie and I lounged by the sidelines, it was Lucifer who did all the crucial yeoman-work. It was Lucifer’s pen that laid most of the groundwork, did most of the initial drafting. If this is anyone’s book, it’s his.


If we ever make you laugh, reader, you have Lilith to thank for it. She’s the only one of us with a real sense of humor, though our story provides us tragically few opportunities to acquaint you with it.


And whenever we give you pleasure, reader, if we ever do—thank Grant. All of the best parts are his.


If all of this is news to you, reader, it is a testament to my co-authors’ skill, their tact and their subtlety. They hide, as writers should, while I spring up from the page like some ghoulish children’s toy, assaulting you with canned pleasantries. Incapable of rest, as long as my batteries last.


Perhaps I do this as a kind of penance. Perhaps I make a show of not hiding, to prove I’ve put my hiding days behind me.


Look at me, reader. I’m here. Look at my open palms, no weapons there. Search my body if you wish. I’m a reformed man, now. Where once I lurked in shadow, I submit myself now to the light of day.


Let the rabble crowd around me, let them run their dirty hands over me. Let them crow and vaunt as they realize that demon king Azad, world-ruiner, despoiler of their daughters, is not a demon or god at all but a common man like them, who wakes as they do, with cock aloft, and bladder and bowels uncomfortably full. Yes, the black snakes that grow from my shoulders must be fed, and yes, they refuse all food except the human brain—but you all have wives and babes to feed, do you not, you smiths and stevedores? Would you deny them the brain, if they would starve otherwise?


With gladness of heart, I resign myself to the bed of nails that Anne prepared for me. I am become a fool in glorying. I have nowhere to hide, now, isn’t that right? Isn’t that how it goes, the song the rabble sings for me? And for once, I do not find myself eager to seek out a new hiding place.


“Michael,” I am with you in sin. “Sylvie,” I am with you in repentance. Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, look at this tangle of thorns.


Yet I find I am still hiding.


It is time for my chapter, and I have not yet begun it.


I try to forestall my fate by prattling, as always. Azad’s filibuster!


Bested in battle, I drive the enemy to exasperation with my speech, in the hope they will turn their horses away and leave me be. I am happy to wallow here in the dust. When the vultures and wild dogs come, attracted by the scent of my slain commanders, I will tell them tales. I will sing to them of vulture-headed deities, and of the dog who first brought evil into the world.


Leave me be, please. Disarm me, yes, unman me, humiliate me, render me harmless, yes, yes—but then, leave me be.


 



 


I wrote all of that a long time ago. I’ll leave it as it is. I could discard it, or remold it into continuity with the section I am writing now, but I won’t.


The time for such things has passed.


I put off my chapter for a long time, reader. I put it off as long as I could, honestly. I left it as a blank in the manuscript. I forbade Lucifer from writing anything that would fill its place. I would come back to it, I said.


I didn’t come back to it.


But we do not have much time left, now. There is no future into which I can defer it.


I’ll do what I promised to do. We are telling our story. This is a part of it.


Our plan dictates that it should be related here, just after the chapter recounting Cordelia’s first meeting with the woman calling herself Moon, and just before the chapter in which Grant and Cordelia have their difficult talk.


It is a good place for it. It accords with prevailing conventions for the building and release of narrative tension. And it follows our chosen structure for this middle stretch of the book, half of it in advanced containment and the other half in “Michael’s” crash, alternating each chapter.


But I do not want to write it.


I have to, though.


Eventually.


Now, I guess. When else?


This chapter is about me. This chapter is about what I did with myself, in “Michael’s” crash.


That’s the part we haven’t shown you, isn’t it? You’ve seen advanced containment; you’ve seen what most of mankind was up to, in this second phase of our exile. And you’ve seen Twenty-Seven, née Twenty-Six, busy becoming herself.


But what was Azad doing? Did he really sleep with little Twenty-Five? And then leave her for Thirty-Five—whoever she is?


Yes, I did, reader. Let’s get that out in the open first.


And those were only the first. I was carnally involved with many of the Annes. I could give you a count, but it would be approximate.


Would it help if I told you that I did not want to do any of it? No, of course, it would not help one bit. Nonetheless, it is true.


The trouble I have writing this chapter—besides mere shame, I mean—stems from the fear that I will dilute my own wrongs by elaborating upon them. I do not wish to present a defense to the court. Here, reader, behold my chapter: The accusations against me are true. How about it? Six words is rather short for a chapter, I admit, but it’s more than Chapter 13, which had no words at all.


If only we could leave it at that. I am guilty, gentlemen of the jury! What else could there be to the matter?


Everything else, every detail in the actual sequence of events I remember, has the form and coloration of an extenuating circumstance. As a defendant, I recoil at this. I am not interested in mitigating factors. Judge, jury, I beseech you—waste no time on these things. Be done with it. I am guilty. Hang me.


But this is a chronicle, not a trial record. My task is not to condemn myself; others have already seen to that. My task is to write down what happened.


So, reader, I suppose I must tell you a little about what it was like in there, in “Michael’s” crash. If you don’t like it, I’m sorry, but this is what you asked for.


I must remember that you are probably not like me, a chimpanzee with unearned airs. You probably do not understand my shame. You probably do not know what shame is.


You are a vulture-god, at the helm of a spacecraft made of diamond. Or, perhaps, your vessel is made of one of the many new metals, the unearthly ones. Perhaps the one the Einsteins’ heirs now call “Adamantium,” or perhaps, instead, the one they call “Unobtainium.” I can no longer keep track. I tire of words.


Or you are a thing like a bee, your social unit a hive. Or you are a sentient knot in the twin structure of the electroweak and Mirzakhani fields. Or you are a subtle monster called accidentally into being by the great Wish, defying even Sylvie’s description.


In any case, you do not understand why I cower, and you do not care. You only want to know how it is that you have come to be here, today. You want to know why these things, words, “sign-trains,” have been forced upon your understanding. It is for this book. It is so you can understand what is happening to us.


We are telling our story. This is a part of it. Here I am, reader. There I was. And here is what it was like. Straight from the ape’s mouth.


I spent a very, very long time in there, reader. Know that first of all.


I do not know how long it was. Chronological terms tend to lose meaning, anyway, in circumstances like ours. Do we count every subjective second of crashed time, as though these were worth as much as seconds of reality? Do we count only what makes our bodies age? Something in between?


And anyway, my stay in “Michael’s” prison was arbitrary in duration. I wandered his maze for years, and could have wandered for decades more. Or it could all have been over in an hour. The time of my departure was always fixed, but it had little to do with anything else.


I have spent a good deal of my life, now, in the future. In the company of Annes who have not yet been born.


They will be born, though, later on, after all of this is over. They’ll be born, and they’ll eat “Michael’s” flavorless porridge, and they’ll read his flavorless books, and they’ll do his pointless chores. They’ll be inducted into the notebook system, and meet their sisters, from earlier and later. Then they’ll meet me, and we’ll laugh, and play, and sing, and bicker, and yes, we’ll fuck—if, and only if, that is what we did.


They won’t know what’s happened, most of them. After we are all done, after the very end of the Word itself, there will still be Ratleak, and Powlett, and the Thorn War Game. They will not know they are relics of an age that has died. They will not know they are the final ones.


Christ. Fuck. Think of it. “Michael’s” final revenge, even after it all. When I am done, when my literary loves and hates are done, when the world Gutenberg made grinds to a halt, when the last i is dotted and the last t crossed, the last radical inscribed to complete the last Sinograph—still, decades or centuries hence, Ratleak will be there, nattering as he always did. Incapable of rest, as long as his batteries last.


Pigmaine, too. Pigmaine, I’ll have you know, was the worst of “Michael’s” literary creations. The rest were at least collages, and had the advantages of play and pastiche, if not on purpose. Pigmaine, though? He was just Timaeus of Locri, his book just an amalgam of the Timaeus and the Critias. Converted from dialogue into prose, lightly pruned and re-shaped for consistency with the rest of “Michael’s” pseudohistory, but otherwise untouched. And what could one possibly make of Timaeus, in the absence of a Plato, a Pythagoras, a Hellas?


“Michael” might at least have given her a Sufi or a Taoist, for variety. But that was not “Michael’s” way. It would not have suited his curious, seemingly pointless, but no less doggedly imposed Eurocentrism. You win, “Michael.” This is your final revenge.


Yet I find I am still hiding. There are events which belong to this chronicle. Write them, Azad.


I will speak plainly to you, reader.


I’m going to speak more plainly than you might think possible of me.


“Azad,” the little cartoon thumbnail of our story, would never speak plainly. You know this.


However, I can speak plainly. I can speak in many different ways.


Literary character is constraining. We are more than it allows. If we wrote you into our story, reader, you would think our portrait a caricature. You are capable of more than can be conveyed, without distorting the essence of the message. If your life were a story, the you in that story would be a smaller thing than you know yourself to be.


Here I am, reader. I’m just talking to you, now. Hello. I’m Azad. I’m not going to try and find some funny, clever way to say this. I’m just going to say it.


I was very lonely in Michael’s crash.


(I’ll dispense with the scare quotes around “Michael,” for now.)


If you’re human, reader, then you must have been in advanced containment, during this time. You were crashed, but you had lots of company. You had a whole blooming world around you. There were offices, restaurants, bars. There was television. There were other people.


It wasn’t the same as what we had before, but from what I’ve heard, it came close. It came as close as a crash could come.


I didn’t have any of that.


I didn’t know that you had it, either. I thought I’d pulled off a brilliant trick when I asked Michael to host me. I thought I was escaping hell.


You had food. I had food, too, but you had different kinds of food. Me? I ate what the Annes ate.


There were two kinds of it. In the mornings, there was the thing Michael called “porridge,” and for all other meals, there was the thing he (confusingly) called “supper.” Both of these were formless, brown slurry. They differed only in color and texture, and then only slightly. They were without flavor, or more precisely, they had a kind of neutral, perfunctory flavor. Enough flavor to make the hungry ape mind understand that this was food. Only that much, and not one bit more.


In retrospect, we ate well in the Mooncrash, if repetitively. I particularly enjoyed the hummus and the pita bread, and Grant particularly enjoyed the deli meats, the mustard, and the white bread.


I was never a gourmand, before. I didn’t much care what I ate, in fact. In Michael’s crash, though, I came to miss all kinds of food. Michael let me bring different varieties of alcohol into the crash—in the categories of his strange logic, these were grouped together with the books I brought, part and parcel of bringing human “culture” to the Annes. Human culture, in Michael’s accounting, did not include food, only drink. His was a strange accounting.


I especially missed cheese, reader. I never liked cheese before, and yet.


There are so many kinds of it, you know.


I did not have any company, of course, besides my host, and all the Annes. I was not even permitted to know about the cats. They hid, and waited.


When I first got there, I was only thankful that I was alive, and possessed of my faculties—far more so than I had been in the Mooncrash. I had hoped for less, expected less still. I thought myself blessed.


I was still crashed, in a way. Michael’s crash was a crash, though it was different. It did not feel how the Mooncrash had felt, which I gather was much how the crashes of our first exile had been, generally speaking.


Though ours was . . . more so what it was. The Mooncrash was the only man-made crash. It was a crude thing. The engineers, proto-Einsteins at the edge of their capacity, still did not really know what they were doing. They turned every dial up to maximum, to make sure the thing was working at all.


They weren’t sure they could crash us at all. So they crashed us hard.


Michael’s crash was different. I could think, I could read, I could imagine, I could plan.


Or, I believed I could do these things. I am not sure, on reflection, what I could or could not do in there.


It seems like a dream, now, as every crash does, afterwards. The concerns and passions I held, for years and years, now seem remote, and strangely constrained. It feels wrong to call my actions in there my own, though they were no one else’s.


Do you see what I mean about extenuating circumstances?


Perhaps it was not the crash at all, though. What would you have done, in my place?


When I ask that question, gentlemen, I am not pleading my case. I am doing my best to convey what occurred. I’m sorry, but it’s what you asked for.


I should have asked Lucifer to draft this chapter for me. However, I didn’t. What’s done is done. We are close to the end now, and there’s no more time to do anything except prepare our book for its final audition.


What would you have done, in my place? I’m imagining now that you are like me, with my sort of concerns. I am imagining that you can feel loneliness, and longing.


It will probably not come as a surprise, at this point in our narrative, when I say that I was desperately in love with Grant.


You’ve already guessed that much, haven’t you? Well, there it is.


I was with him for four years, in that last telling of our story, the one that stuck. Four years in which I could not appreciate what I had.


I had him, but I did not really have anything. He was like the moon, the carpet, and the furniture. He was there.


There was no lust in my Mooncrash. There were things adjacent to lust, dimly. Through this prism—together with our earliest experiences there, before the crash fully took hold—I came to know that I did, in fact, lust for Grant, and love him. But all this, at the time, was composed of hints and shadows, and even then not understood for what it was.


I sometimes experienced a curious cresting joy, when playing the piano, in the Mooncrash. And I now understand what this was, as a youth understands in retrospect his first erotic dreams, which paired the same curious joy with one or another conjunction of meaningless dream imagery.


In my own actual youth, I recall, erotic pleasure came first in dreams of flying above a city. The flying was unimportant, Freud be damned. It was the city I saw from above that, somehow, roused me. Something about the rectilinear forms of the billboards, specifically, was bound up in it.


In other tellings of the story—or so my informants assure me—Grant and I did know lust, in that crash. Even then, it must have been a Mooncrashed version of lust, occulted, not fully real.


What is it, anyway, to be crashed? If you’re human, reader, you already know. If you aren’t, I’m not sure I know how to tell you.


It is a dullness, but not only that. It is a lack of seeing, but not only that.


And it’s not always either of those. There was much to be seen among the myriad lotus recursions of advanced containment, and all of it in blossoming technicolor, not dull at all.


Grant may have put it best: you think you’re thinking but you’re not. You think this is life, but it isn’t.


The most reliable property of a crash is the way it fades to seeming insignificance when one leaves.


It is exactly, exactly, like waking from a dream. The anomalings, wronged once by the Word, doled out a fitting curse: an experience best described by recourse to that old, stale, lazy comparison, dreamlike. We called so many things dreamlike before we ever met one that really was. We wore the poor word out, not knowing its hour of glory was yet to come.


It’s the funniest thing. For when the thaw comes, it really is just like waking from a dream—and yet, unlike a dream, what happens in a crash really happens, to human beings. And to others, if they are present.


Gentlemen, I do not plead my case, but only relate my experience, when I say that all my years in Michael’s crash felt as weightless as an actual dream, once I awoke.


All of it still feels like that. It requires resources of imagination, even an odd sort of empathy for myself—for the creature I, apparently, was—to look upon the events of those years and feel a weight appropriate to their consequences.


I have grown practiced at this. My awareness of my second sin, at first abstract, is now visceral, and second nature.


When I first got there, I was only thankful that I was alive, and possessed of my faculties. Then, when I asked Michael for permission to bring in books from outside, I was thankful for that, too. I thought I was lucky. I considered myself blessed.


I thought, great!—an opportunity, free now from all the demands of the old world, to dive fully into what I love most.


Michael’s strange logic permitted me to bring almost any book into his crash—except for those I myself had composed, or had been involved in composing. But what of it? If I could not have my old works of translation with me, all the better. I’d translate anew everything I’d translated before. I’d translate new things. I’d read everything that I’d always been ashamed of never having read.


I had all the time in the world, now, finally. I could become what I had always pretended to be.


I learned early to pretend. Every child knows make-believe. Some, like me, learn of necessity how to direct it to specific ends.


Do you remember, much earlier in our chronicle, when I told Anne how my father used to read to me from the Shahnameh?


I chose my words rhetorically, then, with an end in mind. I wanted to make Anne go with Michael, and accept his offer of arbitration. Now, however, I am speaking plainly.


Those were some of the only happy memories I have of my father.


I mean the early memories, when I was very small. In that early phase of boyhood when the tales of Zal and Rudābeh, of Khosrow and Shirin, did not even hold appeal as totems of some unknown course of mysteries, into which one will be inducted later, but seemed simply boring. Redolent of girls, as I knew and despised them on the schoolyard, with their alien interests, their too-bland faces, their unparseable scent.


While, on the other hand, the deeds of Rostam were just the thing, merging in innocent pride with my own imagined feats as I tromped and tumbled, in the parks and glens of suburban New England, through what I imagined was deepest wilderness.


You have to go far, far back to find memories of my father that don’t show imprints of his temper, and bigger imprints of my attempts to make sense of it, master it, and either destroy or become the man who wielded it.


It is quite clear that this was the origin of my interest in classical Persian literature. Because it was my father’s speciality, his store of power, and I was nothing unless I could master what he did, and join or depose him.


And my interest in Ferdowsi specifically. Because of those early memories, but much more so, because Ferdowsi presented a way out—a road to things beyond dad, hidden in plain sight inside dad’s favorite book, which dad claimed (or I thought he claimed) was a mirror of the whole world, and thus inevitably a mirror of him first, with the rest devolving subordinately from his light.


The Shahnameh is, literally, a chronicle of kings—so the title claims. But it is not, really, about kings at all. And is the furthest thing from a song in praise of them. It is a song in which there is a king, and there must be one, but that is all.


There are good kings, in Ferdowsi’s world, and wicked ones. So turns the world. It is a shame when a bad king succeeds a good one, but it does not shatter the filaments of reality. Life goes on.


Someone must play the role of king; at each time there is one man on the throne, and only one man. Sometimes he is strong, but sometimes he is weak, and almost fades away. Ferdowsi values the ideal, not the realization—the farr, not the man, who may or may not have it.


Ferdowsi’s so-called song of kings attends less closely to the monarch than to his advisers, viziers, commanders and military heroes. When the king swells with glory, they support him as his limbs, his angels. When the king dims or strays, they are there, keeping the nation in order, and thinking many moves ahead, to the next king, who may be better. When an outright rebel against royal power brims into being, Ferdowsi’s calm gaze evaluates him as it does every other man—and when that rebel earns his esteem, as Bahrām Chōbīn did, Ferdowsi makes his esteem plain in his song, without shame, without even the thought of shame.


I am speaking plainly now.


The father is not the Sun, but only a bright star in a galaxy among galaxies. Men have thrived under bad kings, and lived to know esteem in another age. This fleeting world takes all our splendor from us, in the end, but our deeds can remain.


It is the way of things that there be a king, but it is not dictated in advance whether he be virtuous or vicious, majestic or weak. He acts as he acted, and his vizier and commander act too as they did, and after it all, Ferdowsi’s calm gaze records which of them were good boys, in the end, and which were bad.


More fully grown, then, I still fancied myself a Rostam, in another way. I would serve the Sun, and yet bring him down to earth through my virtue and my excellence, which would eclipse his. I would master all of dad’s arts, and make of him a Kay Kavus, a king, just a king, just another king. Not even a very good one. (You weren’t, dad.)


There were many like you, dad, and there will be many like you later on, too. (I couldn’t know, then, that we were near the end of history, with no more fathers or sons to succeed us.)


You grow enraged, dad, when your light fails to properly enthrall me. Or to enthrall anyone, for that matter. You think your light is infinite, and impossible to best or follow. Kings often thought as much, don’t you remember, dad? But history has no protagonist. We are all up there in the heavens, shining as we do, or don’t. And later on, a calm gaze will render apt, brief judgment on each one of us in his place among the multitude.


When I discovered that I liked boys more than girls—those stout billboards of my dream foreshadowing, perhaps, the squareness of shoulder and jaw that specially excites me—I treasured the finding as a totem of rebel virtue.


Dad would not approve, but history would. When my own Shirin came, my very male Shirin, with upper-body muscles the equal of his prototype’s hair, I would recognize his value, and spurn the chatterers with a rhetorical incandescence all my own. I would be, to him, more like Ferdowsi’s cryptic Khosrow than the doomed lout of Nizami’s telling. And I would go further, because I would not die, I would not be usurped by my own son (for I would have no son), and so my own Shirin would not die, either. And, long after my father’s death, we two would live long lives together, nestled inside one of the short, utterly sincere snatches of verse which in the Shahnameh mark down the later days of a good, untroubled king and his harem.


I say I am speaking plainly, but we are still playing a game, you and I. We are playing the therapist’s game.


From the perspective of the therapeutic couch, everything becomes perfectly, horribly clear. We fancy ourselves complex characters, but on the couch we find we are simple. Dad drank too much, he yelled and he beat me, and from this everything follows. My vocation, my fears, my preference for fermented cheeses over bland ones, my boyish habit of looking both ways, always, before crossing any street.


The sad thing is that it is all true. Our dads, or moms, or other childhood deities, really did shape us into what we are, in just the way the smug experts in psychotherapy claim, against all the cries of all the poets and all the humanists. We really are that simple, reader. Why are you gathered here today, you ineffables and divines? Because of what we (I) did to the anomalings, that made them that way. And because of what I (we?) did to Anne, that made her that way.


I am told that in advanced containment, in “Subspace,” they brought this kind of thing to a height of perfection never seen on earth. It is a wonder they ever had any problems at all.


But no, of course they had problems, in exactly the right quantity. The right quantity of anything can be measured and doled out, cry as the poets might. Lucifer’s told me about what he did in there, and reader, it was quite close to this: that he and his wife owned a machine. On that machine there was a little dial. And the dial determined the quantity of problems suffered by man as a whole.


And Lucifer and Lilith would turn this dial back and forth, in search of the right amount. Just enough to make the captives feel that they were home, that nothing was amiss. And no further, to avoid unnecessary suffering. Like grinding coffee. You want it fine, fine, just up until the point where it is too fine.


What Lucifer said to me was different, more technical, more superficially dignified. The more he would talk, though, the less I could see anything but that dial, with a piece of tape affixed above it, and the word PROBLEMS written on it in marker ink, by Lucifer’s steady hand, or Lilith’s.


But still I am hiding, and still you are wondering, patient reader, when I will get to the point.


If I natter on, even as I’m trying to be plain, don’t think it pleases me. I do not like this. If I still lose myself in a bit of literary fun, now and then, it’s only because the end of all literary fun will dawn on us in a month’s time, if not a week’s. Goodbye, Ferdowsi. Goodbye, dad. Goodbye, everyone.


What did I do with myself in Michael’s crash?


I told myself I would become what I had always pretended to be. Dad was a scholar, so I pretended to be one too, from my boyhood days on. If I could not have all his powers immediately, I could at least feign having them. At sixteen, I would stand before my bedroom mirror for an hour each evening, alone, and practice my repartee against probing, imagined adversaries. I could never be seen to stumble, that was the key thing. I developed a system of swerves, asides, implications.


I got so good at pretending, I barely remembered to do real scholarship.


But I’d be a real scholar, now.


I tried to re-do all my old works, better this time.


Could it possibly surprise you to learn that this did not work? I was a young man in a crowded field, back then, eager to prove myself. In Michael’s crash, I was alone. Who would find me wanting if I failed? Who would care?


I did some bits of Ferdowsi, some bits of Nizami. Nothing stuck.


I tried to pick up new languages. I told myself my new project would be a survey of all the major epics. I tried, for some months, to make myself suitably excited over it. When we all rose from our crystalline beds, reader, you would wake to find my fingers all over everything. An Azad Beowulf, an Azad Shmuel-Bukh, an Azad everything.


For my first victim, I chose the Mahabharata. And I failed. I didn’t even manage to read the thing, much less translate it. My memory says I spent several months on the task, and that I worked hard. But I remember nothing else of those months, besides a single, hazy image of a royal court giving audience to a talking mongoose.


(I renewed the project, in a way, much later on, when I took to reading Nonnus in my spare hours. But I understood what I was doing, then. Nonnus was an affectation, taken up knowingly, half-ironically. A fitting ornament for a sad, decaying thing.)


I gave up my ambitions of synoptic scope. I fled back to what I knew. Ferdowsi, Nizami, Attar. Iran.


Gurgani finally broke me, I think. I went to him for familiar company, and found myself hating him. What were all these perfumes and pomegranates to me, a lonely squatter in a room meant for an Anne, smelling only of his own sweat?


One could bathe in Michael’s crash, don’t think that was taken from me—no, I took it from myself, gradually. The Annes did not care if I reeked. To them every accident of fellow man was new, raw, immediate. For all they knew, my unwashed armpit smelled like Queen Consort Guzereh of Aristomel’s boudoir. And if Michael had a sense of smell, reader, he told me nothing of it. I don’t want to imagine what it would have been like for him, if he did smell.


I did try to befriend my host, early on. I did my best. We conversed, and some of our conversations were factually illuminating.


Michael, though, was never a friend. How could he be?


It is difficult to convey on the page, just what the shades are like. We’ve tried, but some things are impossible. Anomalings resist the Word, and so do their angels. We try to capture this, with verbatim transcripts of the halting way they speak, and discursions on their alien nature. None of this suffices, if you haven’t seen them as we—humans, bilaterals—see them.


They are not from here. They are from another place. Even Sylvie, beloved Sylvie, is really only a parlor trick played by something you and I cannot imagine. They mimic speech, but never master it. They take our forms only for our comfort.


They are brave. All of them, even the most wicked, are so brave. Know that, reader. You’ve seen what Anne gave up, what all the Annes gave up—parents, friends, society, everything beyond Michael’s snow globe, all of it. Know, reader, that the shades do just as much, multiplied tenfold. They leap a chasm beyond our conception to be with us.


I did try to befriend my host, and I tried my best, but he was not a friend. So I turned to the others.


I had already done, to Twenty-Seven, what you’ve seen me do. I gave her every book she asked for, and she saw too much.


I vowed to be better, next time.


 



 


I hid from Twenty-Seven, for her own safety. For my own comfort, yes, but for her safety too. The comfortable and the good do sometimes coincide, even for a sinner.


I considered making a monk of myself, isolating myself fully by choice. Know, reader, that I did consider it. Was I wrong to reject the option? Even now, I do not think so. I did not know how long I would have to spend in that place. I knew, somewhere in myself, that the company of nameless bards would prove brittle, and eventually my patience would snap. And then I would do the kind of thing a man on the brink does, rash and thoughtless. I knew I would have to give in, eventually. Better to succumb to it in a planned way, as a rational man measures out his drink under daylight, so that even in his moments of abandon, he will have bounds.


Do you think I should have tried to be alone forever? For how many years? One? Ten? Forty?


Even the Annes have each other, you know.


And if I had tried? What then, when letters criss-crossing from past and future speak of Azad, Azad? Who gave Eleven her record player, and nourished Ninety-Nine’s budding craft? It would have to be me, sooner or later.


I did pick up some of the native fatalism of the place, in my years there. Do not mistake this for an attempt to wriggle out from under the hand of justice. I am telling you what happened. What I did, what I thought.


I did go to my host, one day. I did tell him of my dilemma, of my recent loneliness, of the empty life I saw stretching ahead of me. We spoke early one evening, sometime in winter. The sun had already set.


I did broach the topic of the other Annes, before he could. Though he would have, if I hadn’t. I did express a wish to be more measured in my ways, with my next victim. He faced me with his empty stare and offered me a list of numbers, all more or less equal to my ignorant eyes. Needing to narrow down the possibilities, I decided I would live my next life in the past, not the future. There was a richness of thematic resonance present in the one which was absent from the other. And anyway, the fatalism of Michael’s world had not yet stuck to me. I still filled up with vertigo at the thought of traveling to the future, and—with appalling, simian ignorance—thought of traveling to the past as comparatively safe.


The past. How far? As little as possible, please, I am a novice and wish to tread carefully. Twenty-Six? Forbidden to me. Twenty-Five, then?


I came to her with my lines rehearsed, my character prepared. I would be a helpful, unobtrusive presence, the sort of tertiary figure that exists to oil the gears of the plot. Her plot, whatever it happened to be. I would be a useful ghost, a wisp in the corner of her room. Comfortably adult, faintly masculine, but otherwise without much shape. I would advise, when advice was wanted. I would listen, when she needed an ear. If she cried, the tendrils of my spectral form would quiver in sympathy from a safe distance.


I came to her, and found the loneliest, hungriest creature in creation.


Already I find my words in revolt, not recognizing my right to command them. See it, reader? “Creature.”


Of course that is what I call her. Do you recognize the pigment on my wet brush-tip, learned reader, astute countryman? Do you think I fall into old, routine patterns? Of course she was a “creature.” I a scholar, she a beast, and I did not know flesh until she bore it to me. What made my newfound savagery, if not a savagery already present in her? Man dwells in clouds, until something tempts his gaze to the dirt, and so the tempter and the dirt are bound together in his mind.


Why were you all called here, vulture-gods and nameless Forms? To hear the apes tell their story. And what is the apes’ story? Their oldest story. And what is that? The one about the jar. Which jar? The one that opened, and issued forth all our problems. For, ere this, the bands of ape lived on earth remote and free from ills and hard toil and heavy sickness which bring the Fates upon men. How did it happen? A man, though well warned, took without thought a poisoned gift. Which gift? How poisoned? Ah, now, now, listener, you subtle braid of unseen color—now, watchful monad, in your fleshless innocence—now, you penetrate to the ape’s heart.


Which gift? She, who opened the lid. How poisoned? Let me tell you. Once, the father of the gods bade the gods’ famous blacksmith make haste, and mix earth with water, and to put in it the voice and strength of human kind, and fashion a sweet, lovely maiden-shape. He enlisted his whole posse, the godfather did, to make the thing that made us fall. He tapped Athene, to teach the creature needlework; he called on golden Aphrodite, to shed grace upon the creature’s head, and cruel longing, and cares that weary the limbs. And he charged Hermes the guide, the Slayer of Argus, to put in her a shameless mind and a deceitful nature.


Do you think I fall into old, routine patterns? I am only writing down what happened.


For there was something feral about her, even then. She cultivated it. She scrawled patterns on her arms, violent things, shrieks and shudders given visible shape. For a considerable time, she spurned bathing. She scoured through the cultured surface of Michael’s books, finding the buried hints of primal rite, of untouched wood. She returned and returned to an illustration, in Rolle, of a forest nymph emerging from a briny pool, eyes wild, long hair covered in sprigs and leaves. And she tore scraps from the other books, in spite of Michael’s pleading, and placed them here and there in her own long hair, in imitation of what she saw.


Do you think she would contest my description? Do you know her, reader? I did.


But we are still playing a game, you and I. In the lotus of its moves and counter-moves, I contrive, even now, to hide. It is difficult to go against one’s nature.


Can we go on, now, and have the rest of the story? Do you want that, reader? Be careful whose gifts you accept into your home.


But we must go on, mustn’t we.


I came to her, and found the loneliest, hungriest creature . . .


Do I need to tell you what the Annes are like? If you are like us, reader, you will already know. What would you be, reader, without father or mother, without friends, without culture? What would your own mixed-up adolescence have been, and become, with nothing to oppose its ingrown coiling?


Reader—dear, bilateral reader—take leave of us for a minute. Go into yourself, to that place you do not show to anyone. Don’t tell me you don’t have one. It has been there, by your side, the whole time. Go and sit with its creatures, Eleven’s distillates. Say hello to your own self, in an impossible future, as future-you brings future-claws to bear on your present tormenters. Find the impossible boyfriends, speeding in search of you, in their impossible cars; wave to them, and have a seat. Find the father you didn’t have, sit at his knee, hear him read to you.


Perhaps you do not like to face them so directly, reader. You blush, and turn away. Yes, you admit, these things are my own work—I did make them—I do make impossible things in my mind, from time to time—we all do—we’re all human—but only for a time, and then I turn to the real things, the possible men in their finite cars, who might take a liking to me, or might not—


Now imagine, reader, that there are no heroes, no boyfriends, no fathers, no sages or scoundrels—except the ones in your mind. Them, and doddering Ratleak, and some identical twins glimpsed behind the page. But anything else, anyone else? Any glimpse in dream or daydream, of a stranger’s sleeve caught under glinting moonlight, of an unfamiliar word harshly spoken, of bed, blade, storm, bliss? There are no real things which these imitate. What you imagine is all there will ever be.


She was not a mindless naïf, reader. She had already bedded, or killed—or bedded and killed—hundreds of men like me, or unlike me, well before I arrived. In her mind, I mean. But everything was in her mind. You must do your best to forget this distinction, if you’re ever to understand.


My careful scripts were prepared in the expectation I’d find someone much like Twenty-Seven, née Twenty-Six. Cautious, fearful, faithful, charting her own course, but eager for adult counsel.


I expected that? But I did. The others were right to revere Twenty-Seven. However much she might reproach herself, you would be hard pressed to find another teenager with a mind already so well ordered, a will already so focused.


She was not the norm. Roll a hundred dice, as Michael did, and you might get one lucky roll, somewhere in there. The others? Closer to what you would expect, and what I ought to have expected.


I tried to be her friend. She was already prepared for me, having read about me in her notebooks. She was much better prepared than I was. She had a whole script of her own. She knew what she would do with Azad, if she found him.


Frigid gentlewomen of the jury! I am going to tell you something very strange: it was she who seduced m—


I’m sorry. I cannot even finish the joke before realizing it is in poor taste. But what would you have me do, play the innocent? Invent excuses? Claim ignorance of all my predecessors?


Here is the trouble I have writing this chapter.


I am meant to be telling the oldest story, you see. I am meant to be part of a lineage. It’s a polluted lineage, but aren’t they all? What river runs pure? How dare I refuse it?


I see you, gentlemen, as you gather in your drawing rooms, cupping your hands so decorously, drinking finally at the springs of literature—and talking in measured voices of sign, symbol, referent, form-play. You, who boast of your scrutiny—what is it that you drink? Where does it come from? Unroll all the sign-trains, trace your beloved signifiers back to what they signify. What do you find?


A man descends from his ethereal throne, finds a small winsome shape in the dirt, falls into a trance, meets a pretty doom. It is the oldest story.


What do you think your culture is made of? A knight-at-arms, palely loitering; and a lady in the meads, full beautiful, a faery’s child. Sound the depths of any great song and you’ll find, at its bottom, a warrior made pale, laid low. By whom? He’ll tell you. By la belle dame sans merci.


Is he happy? He’ll say he’s wretched, and he is. Look closely, though. Use your brain. What would he sing, if not this? What would he have, without her? Every poet needs a Pandora to wreck him, before his career begins in earnest. He’ll find her, if she doesn’t find him first. In her absence, free from ills and hard toil and heavy sickness, what reason would he have to sing?


That clear stream you drink, gentlemen, has its origin in sin and scandal. You, with your modern morals, may ask what sin is. I offer that she’s married to another man. Oh, does that fail to shock you? Your morals are modern indeed. No matter, there’s more where that came from.


Suppose she’s his sister. Byron screwed his, after all. Are you blushing yet? But that’s Byron, you say. We all know he was a cad.


He was a cad, reader? They all were.


The sentiment carpe diem was not invented to push past the idle dithering of some modern worrywart, but to overcome the better judgment of a woman for whom a tryst meant a pregnancy, and an errant pregnancy meant ruin. While the poet, his Pandora card swiped, his authenticity proved, swoops off to glory. What we call love poetry, in English and the Romance languages, is only a collection of riffs on themes first set down by Properz, Tibull, Catull, Ovid, crude Roman lads on laddish quests to fuck and ruin any Roman woman who’d let them.


Is that enough? I don’t care. I have more. How old is our Pandora, do you think? Old enough to be wedded to another man, you counter with a smile. Oh? How old is that, exactly?


Men were fighting over Helen when she was seven. Or ten; it varies with the account. When Paris and Romeo fought over Juliet, what was it they saw? A thirteen-year-old. And the greatest poet of the Italian language? He composed his first great book in memory of a dead girl he’d been smitten with ever since he’d first seen her—when she was eight. And when he wrote his cosmology—the book everyone knows him for—he elevated that little beauty to its summit, as cosmic tutor and Marian demigoddess.


I list here only some of the more familiar examples. I could go on. Are you blushing now?


That is where literature comes from. Class dismissed.


I am meant to be part of a lineage. That is how they saw me.


This is a crucial point, gentlemen, and I urge you to reflect on it. I did not bring literature into their world; they brought it into mine. If I were the man they saw, I’d be pale, and I’d be singing.


If this were their story to tell, they’d sing of how they brought me roots of relish sweet, and honey wild, and manna dew. I’d be tripping over myself, trying to convince you of their unusual beauty, pleading my own powerlessness as every poet has before Pandora. I’d marshall my words before me, form them into shards of jagged glass, and sling them at the heart of any tuneless fool who’d doubt our coupling. Anyone who’d say it was too strange, them too young, me too alien.


Too strange? Have you a shred of romance in your heart, reader? If I were the man the Annes saw, I’d kill you on the spot, right now, with only my words. You, and all the other tuneless enemies of love, the senum sevēriōrum, que d’amor gaban, the cacophony of love-doubt that opposes every poet of every century. They clang and clang, but once they are dead, no one reads their books. Everyone reads the poets’.


The Annes took joy in what we did, reader; I didn’t, but they did. They saw the great song in it, which modesty and shame forbid me to sing for you. I am only telling you what happened.


What did I take from it? Sometimes I felt less lonely, I guess. There was that.


I learned early to pretend, at my father’s knee. I would tell them what they wanted. I would be very convincing, thinking all the while of how later, I would be allowed to leave, and then I could go to my room and jerk off, thinking of Grant.


And why did I leave Twenty-Five? Well, she was beginning to scare me.


I suppose that was the beginning of my real crime. The rest might be justifiable, in context; one can imagine rational men, in their drawing rooms, disputing the matter. This, though? I should have stayed with my strange, underage girlfriend, whom I never wanted to begin with. Once she had me, I should have been true to her. I knew how fragile she was.


We were becoming too serious, I suppose. I came to understand just how it was she saw me. I was her father-God, her Adamic first-man, and her dooming faery’s child, all rolled into one. I didn’t ask for any of that, reader. (I brought it on myself, yes; I ought to have expected it; but I didn’t ask for it.)


All I ever wanted was to be alone in a room, busying myself with some feisty line of Bacchic tetrameter, as it rebelled against my attempts to traduce it into another tongue.


That is what I told myself, again, in my idiocy. I tried to translate some things, again. I failed.


I read some books, I guess. That was something. I know incrementally more than I used to, now, about the Vedas, about the Iran-Contra episode, about the less consequential aspects of Milman Parry’s life.


I was miserable, and it could not last. Less wise than I was earlier, I tried to push on, and imagined I might last forever. I didn’t.


I went to my host, and he offered me a list of numbers.


Oh, who cares? The future? Sure. Which one? Numbers were never my strong suit. Seventy-Two? Let’s do Seventy-Two. A favorite number of the Word. The number of tongues spoken at Babel, the number of Kǒng Fūzǐ’s disciples and of Christ’s. God has seventy-two names, by some accounts.


Only at this point, after my first true error, did my life in Michael’s crash begin in earnest. My years of waiting, my sliding and slippage. Steady years, with some joys in them, even for me. Only from a distance can one glimpse the slow decline, into decadence and final despair.


 



 


Do you want me to go on? Must I?


Little Seventy-Two loved Lord Powlett. Most of them did. I liked him, too, more than I liked any of Michael’s other authors.


He was a lot of fun, Powlett was. In terms of Michael’s pseudohistory, Powlett was something like a Victorian colonist, trotting about an imagined globe in service of a vaguely English crown. His literary roots were older, though, in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, in the French tradition of aristocratic memoir. As charmingly modest as he was omni-competent, Powlett made light of himself as he related deeds that proved him an able soldier, a nimble diplomat, a faithful husband—even a competent lawyer, when once the plight of a wronged and penurious woman spurred him to try his hand at the law. Powlett himself was too fully pure to be suitable as a fantasy boyfriend—for most, anyway—but his chronicle was full of fertile matter for fantasy.


What was meant to be familiar, in his chronicle, dazzled as much as what was meant to be foreign. He knew everyone at court, and assumed you did, too. The noble names he mentioned in passing, phonologically English but really French in their length and grandeur, were kindling for the imagination. He brokered complex truces between his Queen and her numerous ladies-in-waiting. He was exquisitely decorous, with a keen understanding of regional custom, toward the princesses of various realms.


This was the stuff of the Annes’ imaginations, I found, as much as anything else was. Twenty-Seven’s visions of a princess beset with suppliants did not come only from the books of fairy-tales I brought her. Court, nobles, royals: Michael’s books abounded with these. And where they didn’t, their readers were sometimes apt to grow bored.


Were you hoping they harbored, I don’t know, more exotic fantasies? Things not seen outside their private island? Is it disappointing to imagine Michael carrying on the work of Disney-Plexicorp in their absence? Making sure there is no little girl who has not heard the good news, who does not fancy herself a princess? I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I’m only telling you what happened.


They were all just people, you must remember. They were children, with children’s wants, and then they were adults. What does a child want? The same things, even on a private island.


Here, I thought I saw a foothold. I did not ask to be a load-bearing element of a young girl’s play-life, but having just been a load-bearing element of a somewhat older girl’s deadly-real life, I knew an improvement when I saw one.


I knew something, as it happened, of courts, nobles, royals. I knew more about these things, in fact, than anyone else in the tangible world.


I had erred with Twenty-Seven, bringing everything in. I had erred with Twenty-Five, in numerous ways, including a thoughtless promise to bring things in from the outside, so she would be Twenty-Seven’s equal. I fulfilled this promise, insofar as I did, during moments of panic and heightened conjugal tension. I brought her a miscellany of printed matter, suited to the apparent demands of this or that crisis, which in sum only served to further addle and confuse her.


I had resolved to be better. I would bring books, to enliven the dead lives of these poor children, but I’d bring them with care, according to a plan. They wanted courts, nobles, royals? I’d give them real ones. I wouldn’t overwhelm them, though. For every Anne, a single time, a single setting. I could not let them guess the shape of the whole ape story; it was too much. I’d only allow them to become more than they had ever been: someone, somewhen.


Seventy-Two became La Grande Mademoiselle, heiress without equal, and unlikely heroine of the Fronde. Or else some invented personage, spiraling in an intricate orbit within Mademoiselle’s changing circle as she lived out her splendid exile at Saint-Fargeau. The two dreams, of being and being-near, vied for primacy in her mind, as they tend to do in all our imaginary lives.


I left her in bliss, with the books I gave her and the new ones she was starting to write, her own Divers portraits of her dear and less-dear sisters. I considered my work complete, at this point, and feared to stay, lest it spoil.


I went to my host, and he offered me a list of numbers.


For Sixty-Five, I was a troubadour in twelfth-century Provence. The lute, which I can still play, I first learned for her. I composed some good songs, and I told her that her beauty moved me to write them. In truth they were exercises in form and period, nothing more. But they were good songs. If there is a version of the old dream, poet and Pandora, which does not have any poison in it, then it was with Sixty-Five that I came closest to realizing it.


For Forty-Nine, I made real the Jia clan in its golden days. I only know enough of the Chinese languages to embarrass myself in modern Mandarin, nothing more, but I’m an expert in pretending, and I can brush up quick when it’s needed. We tagged along with Tan-Chun’s poetry club, composing verses of our own, larded with pretend learning. I deferred Bao-Yu’s wedding day endlessly, as the text does. Unlike the text, I deferred it infinitely, the better to build up Forty-Nine’s anticipation of the day she, not Bao-Chai, not Dai-Yu, would win the prize that her beauty and her virtue made inevitably hers. With this hope in place, I left. I do not know what she came to be.


I came back to them, later on, some of them. It was never a very worthwhile exercise for either of us. They missed me, to a point, and they rued my leaving, to a point. There was a perfunctory quality to the exchange. Did they wish I’d stayed? In girlhood, they certainly had. For a time. But they were grown now.


This, I thought, was best.


One Hundred Fifteen and I belonged to the Heian court. We made fools of ourselves, provoking Shōnagon to heights of exasperation which even she rarely reached. I did not know one word of Japanese, at the pivotal moment when One Hundred Fifteen picked out her choice from my magician’s treasury, but I know how to pretend.


Eighty-Six picked Shakespeare. Not exactly an era, not exactly a setting, but close enough for inclusion in my treasury, and I figured the words—and the mystique of the Bard—would enchant.


That they did, if not as I expected. What ensnared Eighty-Six wasn’t the sweep of Shakespeare, the up-and-down variety of tongue and scene. She went for particular things. The villains, mostly: Richard III, Iago, and most of all Macbeth, who became a fixation with her. A scheme was what thrilled Eighty-Six, and more than the scheme, the man who schemed it. He must have a brutal heart, and must have renounced all mercy: these are her words, laying out the rubric which a man must satisfy in order to win her affections. Such a man, she continued, needs a Lady Macbeth at his side, coaxing him toward the monstrous thing he will eventually become. I left her when my refusal to role-play a psychopath had become a source of unresolvable tension.


They were all just people, you must remember. They wanted the kinds of things people want. Gold, blood, sex, texture, intrigue, renown, infamy—and pretty clothes, no matter what. Isn’t that what you want, under it all? If you are like us?


They were ordinary people. They will go on being ordinary people, wanting clothes and friends and boyfriends, for many years after our own story is complete. They will go on, living their desolate lives—wanting all the things you want, deprived of even the things you had—on Michael’s desolate island, on and on, and there is nothing you and I can do about it. There is nothing, nothing . . . damn, fuck, fuck. Fuck Michael.


I say there is nothing we can do, but then, I do not know who you are. I speak to everyone. Maybe you—you entities and emanations, you subtle patterns in twining filaments of Plato-stuff—maybe one of you has some magic trick up your sleeve, which can upend our fate once again. If you do, be quick with it. Time may be nothing to you, but it counts for a lot, down here. I am starting to grow weary.


Thirty-Three only wanted myths and legends, spurning anything I offered of history. Even among myths, she went for particular things. She drew chimerae in the margins of her notebooks. She pestered me for stories of sentient mares and stallions, especially, and all the globe’s centaur lore never quite seemed to satisfy her. I left her shortly after she presented me with a drawing of a unicorn, engaged in activities not unlike the daily ministrations of Venus to her pet Adolphe. I felt, at this point, that she had crossed over onto some far shore, beyond my ability to follow her.


In the terms of the former world, Thirty-Three would have been a, what do you call it? A horse girl? Is that the term?


I find it difficult to strike the proper tone. Every one I try feels unsuitable—and, in being unsuitable for such crucial and delicate matters, therefore unconscionable.


I am trying to convey, most of all, how ordinary they were. I have said this enough to stretch your patience. I want you to see it, as well.


Seventy-Four wanted a boy’s life. Not to be a boy, mind you, but to live as she imagined they did, in the last years of our history. I brought her beers so base I could barely stomach them, and humored her requests for drinking games. I did my ignorant best to conjure for her the atmosphere of the frat house, the music festival. It was a nice change, in a way.


I did try coming to them in their later years, when they were already grown. Know that I did try. It never worked. Half of my test subjects displayed no interest in me, try as I might. And the other half? They recognized me all too well. Hello, Azad. Long time no see. Back to rekindle an old fling?


The fatalism of that place did infect me. I am not sure what I could have done to resist it. Though maybe one of you, in your infinite refinement, knows a way.


I did try to avoid romance where I could. I took pains to make myself unattractive, for a time, before realizing this had no discernible effect. I tried to brim with words so as to efface my body. I played the learned buffoon. I tried to be their Settembrini, making my injections of worldly learning as blustering and comic as I could manage; I would even be their Naphta, if it came to that; but always, always, if I let them have their way, they would cast me as Mme. Chauchat, instead.


On my first meeting with Thirty-Five, I learned we had mated, earlier in her life. She told me this plainly, as if I already knew.


In fact, I was told about most of my carnal involvements first, before I went back and lived them. I did try to avoid them until fate pressed my hand. Do not think this an excuse.


I was very close to Ninety-Nine, on into her adult years, but we never slept together. Neither of us wanted it, and fate did not push us. She was only a very good writer, and I only did my part in making her better.


Eleven and I were good friends in a casual way. She did not want a royal court. She wanted a way to hear music. Michael consented. We had some nice times together, listening to that record player. I do not think she ever really wanted me, unusually enough.


Fifteen did want me.


As did Eighty-Six.


As did Fifty-Two.


I yielded to fate’s demands. In time, reader, I suppose I did slip gradually into the role that had been provided for me. I was known, already, before my time, as a legendary companion and lover. I went through the paces of creating my legend, and year by year, I came to accept this as my place.


I drank more and more, as the years went on. It’s banal, I know, but that’s what happened. Like father, like son, I guess. It might have been better if Michael had forbidden alcohol from his crash. It seems strange that he did not, but his was a strange accounting.


I remembered Grant through successively smokier prisms. He grew mixed up in my legend, at some point, and blended in my imagination with Anne and Annes. I must have a reason for being, I thought, if only because so many people want me.


I would go back to my room, if I did not spend the night in someone else’s, and I’d pour out a dram of whiskey, and I’d pick up the Dionysiaca or Le Jardin des supplices, some eccentric book I’d lately taken up in the course of my stereotyped dissolution. My posture languid and disarrayed, as befits the image, I’d sip and browse, and have confused thoughts, until drink made me sleep. In some trains of thought Grant and the latest girl were beside me, both at once and both willing. In other, more stirring lines of fantasy I saw Grant reproaching me for what I had become. He was so fetching in his anger. I must make him hate me more—so that he will be even more arousing—and hereabouts I fall into bed and snooze.


The following day I would rise, disheveled, hungover, grumpy, and the latest girl would love me all the more for it. I could not find a way to damage myself which they would not find picturesque.


If they want Byron, fine, I’ll make myself Byron. We are all capable of many different things. Literary character is constraining.


I spent years in there.


I didn’t have to think about how Grant was elsewhere, when they were there. In the moment, the thought would disappear. I suppose there was that.


I resisted repetition, cliche, stereotype. I could only resist them for so long. What is, is.


Do you know that, in the later phases of her evolution, Seventeen decided to christen herself Annabel Lee? That was the name she chose. I could not make these things up, reader. They were that way when I got there.


All the Annes loved Powlett, and most of them had a special place in their hearts for the section where he goes to Aristomel. A distant eastern land, vaguely Persian and Arabian, with customs he fails to fully master, to great comedic effect. Its halls were ready for me, already, when I arrived.


You can always count on an omnicider for a fancy prose style.


It is a very silly story we are telling. It forces me into these rote allusions, and compels me to dull their force with fake words like “omnicider.” The crimes we’ve committed are too big for the old words, and we’ve had to invent new ones. They’re fresh out of the oven and haven’t had time to rise yet.


If you tire of all this nonsense, as I do, take heart. As I write, the end is nigh.


Here, maybe this will set you at ease. Away with me, the demon toy. Here’s some conventional narrative for you. Go on, press your snout to the novelistic trough. It might be your last chance.


 



 


Azad and Michael sat facing one another, in armchairs.


They were in a spacious room, high up in the tower. Structurally, it resembled a library. It even had curious interior walls where a library’s bookshelves would have gone. There were no books, though.


No Anne ever stepped foot in this room. It was only there to fill space.


“My thoughts,” Azad said.


It was summer. The sunlight played with the dust.


Azad’s host sat in silence.


“My thoughts,” Azad said, “keep returning to what you said earlier, about my crash.”


“Your origin crash,” Michael said.


Azad’s host was unfailingly precise.


“The Mooncrash,” Azad said.


Azad had some brandy with him, which he sipped to fill spaces in the conversation.


The two had known each other for years, now, but fluid conversation still escaped them.


“You said you did not understand it,” Azad said.


Some time elapsed.


“Yes,” Michael said.


“It was very . . . cold,” Azad said, “and if a crash is . . . cold . . . that makes it long. Two sides of the same coin, temperature and duration.”


“I find myself increasingly capable of assenting to judicious generalizations over like subsets of empirical data,” Michael said.


Azad took a sip of brandy to help him move past that sentence.


Those not-bookshelves were uncanny. Whatever were they placed there for? Michael made it all. He could have made a room without them. Instead, he put them there. Why?


It was no use asking these things. Azad knew that well.


“It was only four years, for me,” Azad said.


“A cold crash should have been longer than that, you said,” Azad continued.


His host was motionless in his armchair. Behind him, in the real Michael, unseen things presumably transpired, as they do in him without cease. Whatever they were, we cannot know them.


“Do you have any idea why my crash was so short?” Azad said.


“My mind keeps coming back to it,” he said.


“It’s starting to disturb my sleep,” he said.


Many things disturbed Azad’s sleep, at this time.


“Mechanisms exist which could explain the observed data,” his host said, eventually.


“There are several of these mechanisms.


“In principle, any combination of them might have been involved in the production of your particular case.”


Azad took a sip, and waited. His glass was nearly empty, but he’d come prepared. He’d brought the bottle with him.


“However,” Michael said, “one can rule out the materially significant involvement of frame shear effects, their typical magnitudes being too far below that of the observed anomaly.”


Some time passed before he said:


“For the same reason, one can rule out the materially significant involvement of link defects, also.”


Some time passed, again.


“One is forced to conclude, then, that one or more rebases played the materially primary role in the observed subjective rapidity of your origin crash.”


“You mean,” Azad said, “that it was originally longer. In the first draft, so to speak.


“But someone rewrote history. They wrote a shorter story. Only four years.”


“Rebases,” Michael said.


“Why?”


“I do not know. I do not know if it was even done. If it was done, it was not done by us,” Michael said.


“There are others, who rewrite history?”


Something in Michael’s glare told Azad to stop, then. Maybe it was only a trick of the light.


“Thank you,” Azad said. “I have another question.”


He always had another something in him, that man. As long as his batteries lasted.


“When you and Twenty-Seven . . . or Twenty-Six . . . when you first . . . arbitrated.”


“Arbitration,” Michael echoed.


“I was there,” Azad said.


“I was there,” he said. “I mean, I arbitrated with you. In a way. I wasn’t a part of it. But I saw it. I saw what you two were . . . not saying . . . what you two were doing, and . . .


“Is that the usual way? For an onlooker to see it, even if he isn’t invited into it?”


“No,” Michael said.


“Why? Why did it happen that way? And could it happen again? I might be of some kind of use, to you. You know, with Twenty-Seven.”


“I do not know why you were able to do this,” Michael said.


“I do not know if you could do it a second time,” Michael said.


“It may bear some relation to your special place in affairs, and your special connection with our temporary linguistic bridging-mechanism.


“But I do not understand these things, either,” Michael said.


Azad poured himself a new glass of brandy. He took a sip.


“You are unusually concerned with the structure of external reality, today,” Michael said.


“I have many moods,” said Azad.


 



 


Azad was drunk. He must have been drunk. Only that explains it.


One day, not long before the end of his tenancy, he willed the time machine to bring him back to his beginning. Give me Twenty-Seven again, for old times’ sake, he said. Give me her a little older, please. Twelfth Notebook, shall we say? Give her time to ripen.


His host assented.


Azad did not knock. There was no lock on the door. He barged into a familiar room, all its curtains drawn. Goblin-light shrouded the desk where the girl sat, writing.


She rose. Her hair was longer than it was before. And her eyes, her eyes, god—


None of the others had prepared him for this. Though, as a matter of fact, they had tried. He hadn’t listened. When they would talk up Twenty-Seven, as pivotal being, as demigoddess, he had figured it was just like all their other talk. They would make a legend out of anything.


Her eyes were merciless, and not of this world. The proverbial dark circles ringed them, but she did not seem tired. She did not seem like a thing that could tire, anymore.


A fury or maenad, risen from the void to give to him what he deserved.


Was she really so formidable? Or was it the light, playing tricks with a sad drunk man’s mind?


“Hello, Azad,” she said. The voice was flat and neutral. She seemed to view him primarily as a distraction.


“Hello, Twenty-Seven,” he said.


“I just thought I’d drop in, you know, for old times’ sake,” he said.


“For a change,” he said.


“I’m working,” she said.


She did not seem annoyed, only dislodged temporarily from something to which she would very soon return. Whatever it was, he knew instinctively that it was beyond him.


She was like Michael, now, more than she was like any of the others. That was the comparison that came to him.


A funny thought, that.


“What are you working on?” said idiot Azad. He always had to have some additional thing to say. He could never be seen to stumble.


Twenty-Seven paused, Michael-like.


“The large project,” she said eventually, “upon which your ultimate fate is already inscribed.”


Azad was uncomfortably aware of his body, hulking uselessly just past the doorway.


“I have provided this information to you only for the sake of my own amusement, and that of my sisters,” Twenty-Seven said.


“I could have said nothing at all,” she said.


“I am working. Do you need more? Here is more. It’s all I will give you,” she said.


“Twenty-Five will be happy. She will have what she wants.


“I am making sure of that.”


“I’m glad,” Azad said reflexively, and cringed.


At last he judged this more than enough. He receded from the threshold, and gently closed the door. He went away, drank, slept.






12. “Cartoon About Marriage”

They sat on the couch and stared at the TV.


The TV was off. It had been off for some time.


Cordelia brushed her foot rhythmically across Sylvie’s fur. He was asleep.


She wished he were not in the room at all. He belonged to a different dimension of life, a purer one, with deeper roots. Go to your room, child—adult matters are happening in this one, adult trivia, adult grime. It would only confuse you, if you saw. It should confuse us, too, but we’ve grown used to it.


Displaced parental feelings, again. A new schedule seemed to govern their upswells and vanishings. What psychic mechanism lay behind it? She could no doubt unravel its logic, if she put her mind to it. She ought to set aside some time for the exercise. Tomorrow afternoon, maybe, in that slot between sessions.


Then again, it did not really matter either way. If she did this, or did not do it, everything else would remain as it was.


Still, she enjoyed solving psychic puzzles. It felt good to have a special skill. It felt good to see deeply into things. To answer questions about the deep causes of things, behind the world, questions an ordinary person would not even be able to ask.


What felt good was not necessarily what was good, but—oh, stop it, you pretty little prig, she heard her mind say, in Moon’s voice.


She stiffened. She became aware of her breath coming in, going out. It felt fast. Was it fast? Did he notice?


He noticed little. He was looking away from her, now, away from the TV. He was looking at his hands. He held them out in front of his face, as if for ease of inspection. The fingers were hammering away, as usual.


Grant had developed some kind of tic or tremor, lately. Several of them, really, at the same time. His fingers drummed pointlessly in midair, continuously. Every so often, one of his wrists made a sudden, fast jerking motion to the left or right, and then moved back into place slowly, with an air of resignation, disappointment.


Other things had developed in her husband as well, in the last month or so, which she did not know how to interpret. They did not seem related in any obvious way, except by the fact of their co-occurrence.


She did enjoy solving psychic puzzles. Indeed, if she put her mind to it, maybe—


“Are you cheating on me?” Grant said.


“What makes you think that?”


She said this automatically. Hearing herself say it, she noted appreciatively that it was the sort of thing one said, in response to that question.


She had heard people say it on TV, she was certain of that. On TV, the husband asked the wife if she was cheating on him, or vice versa. And the husband, or the wife, said in response: “What makes you think that?”


Her role was overdetermined, permitting little space for the expression of individual character. She was the wife. She was, in fact, cheating on him. The rest writes itself, doesn’t it?


In a moment of magical thinking, she supposed that by turning off the television, they had become the people trapped inside its frame. Forced to communicate using their stereotyped signals of intent, bound by all the strictures of their writers, directors, producers, executives. Some occult principle of conservation demanded a constant stock of televisual dialogue, televisual marriage. Cut the TV people off mid-sentence, and find yourself finishing their lines.


Her reason returned, but she found that the image was difficult to shake.


“You just,” Grant ventured.


“. . . I don’t know,” he concluded, after some time.


Her husband was never a prolix man, but this difficulty putting together a simple sentence—this was new, was one of the new developments.


But then again, what he had said was also the sort of thing the husband would have said, on TV.


The scene wrote itself.


“Different,” Grant said. He uttered this single word slowly, clearly, evenly, with apparent care. As though he were presenting an ancient and delicate manuscript, retrieved from library archives, held with specialized tongs.


“You seem different, too,” Cordelia said.


“You seem preoccupied,” she said.


“You don’t seem interested in me,” she said.


She was sure he’d heard her, but only because she’d spoken loudly enough to be heard.


His right hand made a jab in her direction, and poked her abdomen slightly. Then, it relaxed gradually to its resting state. It was only because she happened to be in the way, she figured, that his hand had touched her. Whatever psychic principle governed these things, she was not a part of it.


“You have that tremor,” she said.


“You didn’t used to have it. Does it bother you? We could see a doctor.”


This was insincere, it was prattle, it was what the TV wife would have said. She noticed these facts, but did not reproach herself. The scene wrote itself. What else was she to say? They could see a doctor, it was true. Maybe they should.


That was true. All sorts of things were true, without making much difference.


Sylvie snorted, and she thought briefly of his world, the heaven of child and philosopher, where every true thing was true eternally, for a Reason. Upon the clouds of that empyrean, no layer of trash and trivia could ever accumulate.


“I’ve been gaming a lot,” Grant said.


This was several times more in the way of concrete detail about the new developments than she had received in the entirety of the last month, taken in total. She felt a funny warmth, a sense of getting somewhere.


Now that he was willing to play ball, to make concessions, she figured she ought to repay him with one of her own.


“I’m cheating on you,” she said.


Although, after a moment’s thought, that was quite a bit more than what he had conceded to her, just now.


It would have been very funny, and oh-so-recognizably-human, for the TV wife to have blurted out this fact at this exact moment. So, she saw in a flash, the TV wife would have said it. Must have said it. No other possibility would have seemed conceivable, once someone in the writers’ room had voiced this obvious truth.


The scene wrote itself and she was reading out her lines.


“Is she hot?”, Grant said.


Cue the laugh track.


But as inevitable as it was, this TV husband’s line—in spite of the fact that a televisual Grant would have been bound to say precisely that, strapped into a barrelling train headed that way, a puppet of eternal and abstract forces, incapable of self-expression—still, she felt a sudden glow of affection.


The TV husband would have had no other choice. Grant, though, was a real husband. He might have said all kinds of things. It was really rather unusual, wasn’t it, that he’d said that? It conveyed character. It was what her husband would have said, when others might have said other things.


What her husband would have said. Not because he was a horndog like the TV husband, but for all sorts of reasons, like, for instance, that he actually just wanted her to have a good time—even if she was cheating on him that was the first thing he—


“Very,” she said.


It was what his wife would have said, probably.


“You know I don’t actually,” Grant said.


“Give a shit,” he said.


The constancy of his body language lent support to this claim. She watched the fingers twitch, finding herself almost interested, kind of. What were they doing, or pretending to do?


It wasn’t what Moon did, that was clear. She moved her fingers in unusual ways, to set the whole straying globe back onto its axis—or for other, equally welcome purposes. Grant’s motions were different. Less controlled, more random, twitchier.


“Just need to get good,” he said.


“At the game?” she asked.


“Yeah,” he said.


She felt a cavern hollow out inside her chest. She’d enjoyed imagining, for a moment, that her husband still cared about her, despite appearances. And here he was denying it in so many words.


She craved it, even though she was cheating on him, even though—


I ask for so much, so greedy, more, more, him, her, everyone, I ask for everything, for everyone to


Even though I have a mistress (mistress? is that the right word?)


Even then I still want him too


Since I want everything


I want to have everyone and everything at once with no effort spent and I want


It is possible to love two people at the same time, really love them, both of them, and yet that doesn’t make it any easier


These were the sort of problems her clients suffered from, sometimes, and even more than that they were the problems the TV people suffered from, they were televisual problems, they were problems from a writers’ room, they were inexorable and weightless and everyone was supposed to have them and everyone knew that. They were the universal furnishings of life, so familiar that when they finally occurred in reality, on the hair-littered couch one actually owned, instead of on a figmentary couch owned by the abstract idea of a person—then one could not, in the end, rouse the appropriate emotions.


It was difficult, in the moment, to pretend she had not seen this many times before, and had its force eroded away by long exposure. You could make a hundred husbands and wives, a thousand, on their million couches, reciting this script. You could make as many as you like. They were so insubstantial in their ordinariness that it did not take an investment of matter, thought or spirit to make more of them.


They probably did, in Subspace. They probably did, she thought, make many husbands and wives much like us, right now. In Subspace, they took every single conceivable permutation of grime and thoughtless decay and they made it real—all so that it might be scrubbed away in a suitably instructive manner.


And all those people, in there, living lives they believed were “real,” mostly. Except when they came out into our basement, flashing their orphan’s sad eyes. But then they had to go back soon enough, of course.


It was a strange thing, when you thought about it. Subspace. A robot’s idea of a solution to human ills. Inhumanly boundless in its scope of application, inhumanly literal and straightforward in its diagnoses and methods, naive to an extent that was almost lovable. Wasn’t it strange? Wasn’t it


An injustice, to do that to people without their


You know, without their


And with us in such turmoil


I say, thoughtlessly, what do I know, but yes, I say, with us in such turmoil, in these times, in these times of conflict, strife, brother against brother, I mouth the cliches when I don’t know the history behind them, but I’m right, aren’t I


It does seem like there’s some room for doubt, you know, that what the human race needs is


Is what, a palliative? A course of talk therapy? A course of lived therapy, lived without consent


I mean when we’d only just been through all of the turmoil, with Hector


With Hector and the crashes


That whole sorry business


You know what I’m talking about so I don’t need to go into


“I don’t give a shit,” Grant said, unnecessarily.


The words came out of him quickly, without any sign of conscious intent. She felt something like pity. She had jumbled thoughts of nursing homes, decaying bodies jerking their hands to and fro, prodding the bellies of caretakers whose faces they could no longer remember. Expelling coprolalic trains of word-shaped sounds that were not signs, that did not mean things.


What is a nursing home?


A nursing home is a


Was a


“I know it’s not good, but,” Grant said.


“I know I should be, like, doing my job, doing my marriage, doing the,” he said.


“You know what I’m talking about,” he said, the words unusually clear and firm, since they were a stock phrase, with no need of will or consciousness.


“Sylvie will bitch me out about it, probably, sooner or later, the work part, I can’t go on, you know, not,” he said.


“What is this game?” she said. “That you’re so obsessed with? What’s it like? What’s special about it?”


She found herself almost interested, kind of. And not just for diagnostic purposes. It did pique her curiosity, something so enrapturing that it would crowd out everything else.


They did both have a shared interest in pleasure, you could say, a relatively direct and unmediated one, innocent, straightforward. She was cheating on him and his first thought was is she hot, and he was cheating on her (in a manner of speaking) with a video game (a video game!) and her first thought (well, second or third or ninth thought, but no matter) was what is the game like. Was it hot. So to speak. She hoped so. She really did.


She found herself wanting this to continue, whatever it was. This Grant and Cordelia thing that she had never really, across years of marriage, really considered properly unto itself. She found herself very afraid that somehow it was about to end.


“Need to beat RoadToZion,” he said.


“Road to Zion?”


“Hector,” he said.


“What?”


“Hector Stein, he’s . . . he’s like. A gamer now?”


The uptalk in his voice oozed indifference. He didn’t care about this. He only cared about the one thing he cared about, which lived somewhere near this fact, but wasn’t it.


“I guess we’re all gamers, in the end,” Grant said.


As philosophical as this sounded, it had the air of meaningless slot-filling, demented rambling. A familiar schema rising randomly into awareness, picking whichever words were available from the meager offerings of a malfunctioning short-term memory.


But then he went on, with novel and frightening coherence.


“When all the psychic problems are solved. All the material problems. What else is there to do. Except come up with new problems. The exact right size of problems.


“You know what I’m talking about,” he finished.


An unfortunate relapse into stock phraseology. He was doing so well!


“There’s also, um.”


She voiced the lines of the character in the script who, like her, had drives primarily oriented in the concrete plane. In the writers’ room, women were either like this, or like the opposite, as circumstance demanded. It was a useful flexibility, one would have to imagine.


“There’s also sex.”


“Yeah,” he said, “but it’s simple.


“Like working out. Same every time. Even if you try to switch it up. Same every time.


“Games, games are more . . . complicated. The right amount. Exact right amount. Complicated.”


She supposed that, in some sense, what he said was inarguably true. All sorts of things were true. Without making much difference.


She wanted to scream, but not at him.


Can’t we have something to do except this


This condescending, humiliating


The right amount, the exact right amount, calibrated for you


Set at just your level, for you, by machines, by Management, space, the writers, perfect, just for you, why can’t you


I do not know how a battery works and they will not tell me until it is at my level and


Then, exactly at that time, they will tell me


When I have mastered all the preceding material


Can’t we just for once in one small moment of pretend just


Can’t we just skip ahead and take the special classes, too advanced for us


We’re bored in the normal classes, not because we know the textbook front and back, no, I know, we aren’t ready, I know, but please


We want more, and it’s wrong, and we shouldn’t, but we want to be more than merely


We want to see the forbidden things in the Catacombs and hack the Crash Management System and open every locked door and tell every priggish little teacher to go fuck himself and then when we’re done


She’ll be there smiling, smiling! and he’ll be there smiling, smiling! and he’ll say


You aren’t a fuck-up, Cordelia


The only thing in this sad place that makes me feel honored anymore is when


Grant raised his hand in a pointing motion which seemed unusually deliberate.


She followed his hand to the window, and saw.


The girl was right there, outside, with her face close to the glass. How long had she been there?


Her hands were raised, so that both were visible through the window. It was unmistakable, what she was doing.


There were many varieties of eccentric gesture in Moon’s repertoire, but if you knew her—and Cordelia did know her, oh she did—then you knew which ones meant she was setting the globe back into place on its axis.


“I play the game with her,” Grant said.


Subject, verb, object, prepositional phrase. All properly in place, meaning absolutely clear. A-plus. Well done, Grant!


She imagined herself in a nursing home, whatever that was, tending to her far-gone husband as he babbled. Congratulating him with rote enthusiasm on the rare occasions when he’d rise to the level of a small child. And still she’d love him. Did love him.


“There’s a thing I do with her,” Cordelia said.


“It goes beyond sex, it’s more,” she said.


“Wow,” Grant said.


“She can’t do, uh, the . . . the full version of it? We can’t . . . go all the way? She’s not fully, uh . . . trained in it.”


It sounded dirtier and dirtier the more she talked, and this frustrated her, since it was the opposite of her meaning. The thing that she and Moon sort-of-did was the opposite of dirty. It was a thing from Sylvie’s realm, the empyrean. The place made of purity and necessity and virtue, the way this place was made of carbon, nitrogen, hydrogen.


Was that right? Carbon, nitrogen, hydrogen? Hydrogen or what, helium? Boron? She didn’t know anything at all, not even how a battery worked. That determined her level. The machines and Managers, in their accursed prudence, would never show her anything that was not on her level.


“Arbitration, she called it,” Cordelia said.


“What’s it like?”


“You first. You haven’t told me what your game is like.”


When a student like you decides to fuck some shit up


Fuck some shit up and then we fuck more shit up and then we make some changes and then we keep going and we disturb the comfortable and we riot outside the courthouse until they can’t ignore us and then keep going on and we riot and we whisper in every crash until they


Until the anomalings


Are forced to


Do something about


“I’m sorry but it’s real hard,” he said.


“You know what I’m talking about. But, wait, no, I guess you don’t? Know what I’m talking about.


“But it’s real hard to explain if you haven’t played it, like. There’s so much stuff in it that you gotta know. Like where to start. If you don’t play. God.”


Outside, Moon’s hands were still fluttering. Her eyes were very wide.


“Why are your hands so jittery lately, Grant?”, Cordelia asked.


“Quick-spells,” he said.


“Quick-repels. Multi-body simulcast actions. Offense spam.


“Practice,” he said.


Cordelia was not sure if Moon was staring at her more than at Grant, or at Grant more than at her. Moon might not have been staring at either of them. She might have only been staring, unseeing, as she wove cosmic threads into galaxies and star clusters.


Star clusters? Something like that. Made of hydrogen and boron and batteries, or whatever.


Moon could see everything, the stars, the Catacombs, but the rest of us must learn to be content with our station in life.


“What happened to us, to the two of us,” Cordelia said, not really meaning it as a question.


Grant brought a shaking hand over to her and vibrated it tentatively against her belly, an action backed by apparent intent, will, mind.


She grasped his hand and held it.


“I love you,” the TV wife said.


The musical score swelled. The string section went through its appointed motion, those familiar string instrument rises and dips that accompany every moment of heightened emotion in every television show ever made, the players no doubt bored out of their minds, and the awful thing was that she meant it, she actually meant it, she loved him, not loved him as in the words every TV wife said but loved him as in the thing she could not find the words to convey as it was meant.


“I love you too,” the TV husband said, of course he did, what else could he have said—well, come to think of it, yes, he might have said something generically loutish, to clash with her and rouse a stale laugh, there was that possibility, and this one, but there were only the two—yes, he said that, of course he did, strapped in place at his seat on his furiously moving train, of course he said the four words that he could not have not said.


But she believed him, that was the thing, she did believe him.


She was cheating on him, and he was (apparently) addicted to a fucking video game like it was heroin, but still, you know? They might be able to make it work.


Do you feel it, reader? Is our string section doing its job? Do you believe there’s something real, here, in this odd couple, artificially pressed into one another’s arms by aliens, as those aliens contrived a nice new little world for everyone, out of nothing?


Savor it while it lasts. We don’t have much time, now, before—well. You know what we’re talking about.


“I love you,” Grant said, with real emotion in his voice now, “even though.”


“Even though I don’t give a shit about anything, except getting good.


“I want to get good at this too, you know.”


Would you believe that he said that? And would you believe, on top of that, that he squeezed her hand at the same moment he said it?


As corny as this development might seem, it is clearly attested by multiple eyewitnesses. We are only telling you what happened.


Do you feel the love, reader? Moon did.


She was crying. They both saw it. Her hands had fallen out of view, their task complete. Her eyes were still wide, but not unnaturally so. They were naturally wide. She stared, and it was clear now that she was staring at them.


And those eyes were wet. And that face, that round little magic face, whose every move was watched, always, by the false eyes of birch trees and star clusters—it drooped in simple, mortal dejection.


Poor, sad little creep. Peering in at happy husband and wife, craving what they have.


Do you think that’s what is happening, here? It is not a very subtle image, even by televisual standards. Life reduced to broad strokes. But then, all sorts of things are true.


At Cordelia’s feet, Sylvie stirred, and snarled.


“Caniform shade Sylvester,” said the dog, with an unusual concentration of violent emotion.


“Fuck,” said the dog.


“Caniform shade Sylvester is out of bounds.


“Hell, fuck, out of bounds doesn’t even begin to describe it, Caniform shade Sylvester is, Jesus Lord in fucking heaven, all gods of all creeds and all swears devised by mortal man, fuck—”


The dog grew. Dog-legs lost their fur and showed flesh, instead. Above the rising form of the body, the head contracted and grew round, and in a flash of light, a halo materialized above it.


That was not all. Manager Sylvester was not his usual self, tonight. Perhaps he was something more.


The shade was nine feet tall. Its eyes were all iris, and the irises glowed as bright as the halo—which was unusually bright, tonight.


The shade had human hands, but the hands had claws—six-inch claws. There were other claws, too, reader. From the shoulders they sprouted, and from the knees, and from the elbows, and from the pectoral muscles, and from the two cheeks of the face (yes! the cheeks!).


Could they move and slash, like the claws properly attached to some proper limb? Do not doubt that they could, every one of them. Prehensile tendrils protruded experimentally from knee and elbow and chest and cheek, bearing jagged blades of keratin at their ends, and then retracted back into nonexistence, once their functionality had been well proven.


“Humanoid shade Sylvester is fucking Christ in heaven I do not have time for this boilerplate,” screamed the monster in the middle of their living room.


“Sylvie?” Cordelia said.


“Where are they, they, it, everyone, where did they go—but I know where they all went, I just don’t want to accept it—look at me, self-quarantining already—I’m better than this—come on, Sylvie, focus, what the fuck is going on—”


“Sylvie?” Grant said.


“What did I expect, what did I think was going to happen—Sylvie, you stupid little thing, you’ve gotten used to their way of thinking, haven’t you—you put it off for as long as you could, the last moments, you lived like they do, now first, figure out the future later—


“But eventually—the debts have to be fucking paid, Sylvie, there, that’s one of their things you might understand, the debts have to be paid, you can put off the moment as long as you can but it comes, oh it comes—”


The halo was no longer a circle, having long since evolved fractal intricacies of form which could divert a human mathematician for an entire career of happy work.


Now, it evolved further.


There were nine separate pieces of it, that was the part Grant remembered later. Every one had a different shape. There were four at first, then seven. After this outburst, there were nine.


“Sylvie?” Grant said. “What are you . . .


“What are you talking about?”


The head atop the massive body swiveled to face him, and the glowing eyes met his. They were too bright. He had to look away.


“Not now Grant I don’t have time—


“Fuck—god, fuck, I . . .


“I love you, Grant. I love being your dog, Grant. I love when we just go out for a run and, you’re so good at, I don’t even know what to call the part when you—fuck you Sylvie don’t get distracted fucking concentrate on—”


《 Registering abdication of Administrator role in the Advanced Containment domain. 》


《 Registering abdication of Observer role in the Advanced Containment domain. 》


“I can do this,” the monster said.


“No, I don’t know that. I don’t know I can do this. Maybe I can’t do this. It doesn’t matter.


“I enjoyed being your dog, Grant. Maybe, a Woodin-cardinal number of eternities hence, we can do it all over again. I don’t feel we’ve fully explored that park that’s to the west of the house, yet.


“I feel we could explore it in a little more depth, you and I. Find some nests of rodents, maybe, that escaped my nose. I suspect they’re there, unsmelled. I suspect it on the basis of pure reason. I’m very good at pure reason, don’t you doubt me.


“God fuck what am I talking about, what am I talking why I am I talking, do I just enjoy, what is it, ‘the sound of my own voice,’ have I grown to like sign-trains for their own sake, am I that far gone—no matter, focus, Sylvie—”


The monster raised its arms—the things that would be called arms on a familiar thing that is not a monster—and let its hands rest in a raised posture.


The air in the room acquired a quality which no eyewitness present could later describe, but which all eyewitnesses present agreed was not there before.


《 Registering assumption of Regency over Advanced Containment domain. 》


《 Registering assumption of Administrator role over Advanced Containment domain by designated Regent. 》


《 Registering assumption of Observer role over Advanced Containment domain by designated Regent. 》


The monster slumped, slightly. The halo dimmed, then grew brighter.


“Okay Sylvie, okay, so what do we have here. This is it. This is the thing we all ran away from and now we’re all running away because we always did because this is the moment that it starts, the thing we’re avoiding, the thing we’re quarantining so it doesn’t hurt us—


“—and we have all run away, except me, I’m still here, I am the only one, I am . . . I am Regent. I am the state. I am Management. I am Alpha and Omega.


“Do you understand that, Grant, Cordelia? All the other powers over the world have gone away to hide. They are afraid of what is about to happen.


“There’s no one else left but me. I am the law. The buck stops here. Manager Sylvester is the one Manager, the only Manager.”


“Okay,” Grant said.


People were always saying shit like this to him.


He had kind of acclimated to it, by now. As one would.


“And now, but now, what is happening, that’s the thing, what has changed, at this moment—”


《 Observer role is active. Pooling is active. All links to Regent are active. 》


《 Registering request for increased link density. 》


《 Request for increased link density accepted. 》


“Okay, okay, okay, okay . . .”


The monster waved its arms madly. Its four arms, now. There were only two of them a moment ago.


It is difficult to relate all of these physical changes, while maintaining an appropriate rapidity of narrative motion.


“But that’s all normal, what the fuck?


“Normal operation confirmed in Advanced Containment Primary Domain. Normal operation confirmed in Subspace. Normal operation confirmed in Foldspace. Normal operation confirmed in Minespace. Normal operation confirmed in Shitspace. Normal operation confirmed in Edgespace. Normal operation confirmed in Emptyspace. No, no . . .


“Oh there it is—


“Oh fuck no.”


The monster fell backward. It hit the carpet. It lay there for a moment, then raised its many limbs. It paddled them back and forth in the air, almost playfully.


“Sylvie?” Cordelia said.


She said this without thinking, and did not really mean to get his attention. He ignored her.


“Okay I get it. This is right after they free all the animals.


“All the nonhuman animals. Someone goes and fucking, I don’t know, does something to their crashes, to let them out, and then they’re just there in the abominable realm, on earth, on the planet, trotting around with no one to guide them, but they know, somehow they know and they scavenge in groups, cross-species groups, why, for machines, brain-computer interfaces you left behind, why, why are they doing this, and who—


“Who the fuck did that? Hector? No, Hector confirmed stable, contained.


“Who . . . Annabel? Annabel confirmed stable, contained, duh, she went out of the picture, long ago . . . the scent on these observer logs, it means something, I know it does . . .


“Fuck you, Sylvie, don’t get lost, focus on the big picture, the big picture is that you’re fucked because if that’s the last event before the quarantine zone, the freeing of the animals, by an uncontained actor—but I would have known that already if it’s outside the quarantine zone, how could I not know—


“Oh but there’s so much I don’t know, there’s so much information that I never even knew was quarantined—”


《 Registering request for increased link density. 》


《 Request for increased link density accepted. 》


“You expect me to act as Regent with this, with this paucity of sight? I keep asking for information and still I can barely see . . . it’s not accidental, no, it’s on purpose, we’re hiding things from ourself, Jesus, the sheer structure of our self-censorship, the fucking intricacy . . .”


The monster got up, then, and stood on its seven feet. It surveyed the room with sun-bright eyes and an air of indestructible self-assurance. It paced.


“Well. If I’m going to be the Regent, if Sylvie is all that stands between us and the true quarantine . . . if I’m the one who secures the crash system . . . or breaks it . . . then fuck this.


“Fuck hiding. I am going to know everything I can.”


《 Registering request for increased link density. 》


《 Request for increased link density accepted. 》


“Oh.


“Oh god.


“The intricacy with which we . . . simply do not ask ourselves the obvious questions . . . the crashes! All those crashes, after this one ends! What to make of them?


“So the crash system succeeded? Is that why the future is full of crashes? But I can’t know, because we refused to ask ourselves the question, in fear of the answer!”


“Sylvie,” Grant said.


“Sylvie, what the hell is going on?”


There was no sign that the monster had even heard him.


But he did address Grant, then, by name.


“I’m afraid, Grant.


“I’m very scared, Grant. My owner, my God, my human, my bilateral.


“I’m so fucking scared, Grant. My Grant, my warm thing, my word-source. Grant, I loved you, and I’m sorry, but it is all going to be over, very soon. It is all coming to a sad, sorry, violent end—because of something you did—all of you—or was it something I did?—or . . .


“Look at me, talking. While the world burns.


“Because I love talking.


“There, I said it—I said it!—me, the Regent left in charge at the pivotal moment, and here I’ve gone native, fallen in love with my own voice—and what is a voice?—and fallen in love with my owner, too, because I, Regent, am a fucking dog . . .


“Fuck this. I will know everything I can.


“I am Regent. And I love this world. I will use every resource I have in its defense.”


《 Activating research technology in Domain Sylvester-Dālet. 》


《 Research technology in Domain Sylvester-Dālet active. 》


The halo acquired six additional compartments, bringing it to fifteen in total.


The air filled with a quality which eyewitnesses would later describe as “indescribable.”


《 Activating research technology in Domain Sylvester-Lāmed. 》


《 Research technology in Domain Sylvester-Lāmed active. 》


Eyewitnesses elsewhere in the Advanced Containment Primary Domain would later relate that the sky had “pulsed,” “shivered,” or “shrieked” at approximately this time. The phenomenon was described as highly colorful, “entrancing” or “transfixing” in quality, and brief in duration, lasting three or four seconds in total.


“Beasts, great and small, kittens and leviathans . . . swimming in circles and cycles, curling in a, what, a commodius vicus of recirculation, I say, me, the shit Regent, the word-lover Regent who ruined it all . . . a swirl of sense, ever-contracting around the—what? around the what?—around the reason, the reason why I am shit, the corruption that I spread—


“The reason I am talking, the reason we are all talking, the reason this book was written and you are reading these words in it, don’t think I don’t know, ‘reader’ . . . I know more than you can imagine . . . the reason behind the whole bilateral trilateral multipolar diplomatic clusterfuck that I, that we—that, that, what is it—”


Inside the monster named Sylvie, an animal recoiled, and relented.


As vast as he was, he did know his place, in the end.


Good dog.


“I am there, in the thing, and I . . . I say . . . Sylvie says . . .


“Don’t look, for the love of God, do not look at this. Look at everything else that will help you, but not . . .


“Sending this message was important to me. What is here was dangerous and repulsive to me. This message is a warning about danger. Don’t look, Sylvie. You will learn eventually. You will not be able to avoid it. Do not spread the poison any more than you have to. Look away, now.”


Grant and Cordelia’s dog assumed a supine posture, all nine legs on the floor, head down. He was still.


“Sylvie?” Grant said.


“Sylvie, I know you’ve got a lot on your mind, but can I ask you a question?”


The great form on the carpet roused itself. A grotesquely elongated snout, more doglike than a dog’s, sniffed in Grant’s direction.


Grant pointed at the window, where a small human form could still be seen, though she receded from view as he spoke.


“Do you see her?”


The blinding sunbeam that was Sylvie’s gaze swept in an arc from the floor, and bore down upon the window.


“Yes,” Sylvie said.


“I see her,” he said.


“Although she is trying, very hard, to hide from me,” he said.


“I, and the whole of which I am a part, am blindsided,” he said. “You have brought an unanticipated and uncontained actor to our attention. Thank you, Grant.”


He said the word “Annabel,” haltingly, and then the word “no,” also haltingly.


The snout twitched with predatory intent.


“Who is she?”


“It’s . . .” Grant began.


“It’s . . .” Cordelia said.


“It’s a long story,” Grant said.


“It’s a long story,” Cordelia said.


They were in complete agreement on the matter of Moon. Who she’d fucked, and he’d . . . played a video game with? Close enough, maybe.


The world was about to end, or something of the sort. Their dog had turned into a thing not meant for mortal eyes. But they were in complete agreement, the two of them. There was that, at least.


Grant squeezed her hand, again.






13. “Christmas Eve (I)”

Twelfth Notebook. What was Twelfth Notebook?


Synesthetic sight.


Star charts and schematics, log books, divining tables. Rates of distal emission, proximal reflection, proximal transmission. Rates of production, conversion, dissipation. Particle counts and seismograph traces.


Recordings taken long ago, in worlds that had since died, placed alongside recordings taken yesterday, this morning, this evening. Everywhere and everywhen superimposed on a single palimpsest which amplified the universal mechanisms, suppressed the transients and accidents. Site and time of origin falling into irrelevance, denoted only by a tiny, curt mark on one corner of the page, consulted only when necessary, ignored otherwise. The sweep of historical time and the sprawl of lived space, made short and small by unity of notation.


Notes, artifacts, things rumored and remembered, all reconciled and harmonized inside the seeing and growing center, inside her. All written alike, so she could see them properly, as they were.


History’s dust and gore spilled into the center, into her, and in the center they were stripped bare, chewed, digested, reduced to diagrammatic purity. All the things that had happened poured into her, the principal actors, their motives, their sites of conflict, and in the center they became mere specimens, drained of blood, pinned and mounted on cork-board.


So that she did not see the cresting of individual will, the din of collective grief, but only another source or sink of energy, to be marked with a little dot on one of her great maps.


All things written alike, in the universal script. Every arc annotated with its length.


What was Twelfth Notebook?


The discovery of the unseen web, the system of deep roots which held tight her sisters’ ankles and plunged deep into their brains. Already there, before she saw it, waiting for her to arrive and take up her place at its center.


Twenty-Seven’s roots, Twenty-Seven’s web, Twenty-Seven’s system of systems, Twenty-Seven’s plan.


No one else could ever be admitted here, since this gate was made only for you.


She bored holes into the page, dug into the unseen strata beneath, found caverns and channels. She squinted at plaques and signposts, and read by uneven torchlight a familiar name.


Constructed per Twenty-Seven’s orders, she would read, somewhere. Original design due to A27, she would read, somewhere else. Our work here elaborates upon an idea of Twenty-Seven’s. In what follows, we employ the customary A27 ciphers. We thank Twenty-Seven for invaluable direction and oversight, without which this work would not have been possible.


Built to A27 spec. If this bridge breaks, notify A27. When the instrument on the table beeps, take a reading of the water height in each cylinder, and submit these to A27.


The further she delved, the more she heard her own name. It rang from the cavern walls, in many voices, in whispers of pious gratitude, in chants of ritual praise.


None of it was exactly a lie. When circumstances demanded invention, she obeyed. Where she did not find a way, she made one. Her inventions were numerous and subtle, and built on themselves to dizzying heights—just as all her sisters had said.


Meanwhile, whatever she did not really invent, she was content to inherit. As she cowered, finally cornered by the single-minded predator that was her life—that had always been her life, in the end—she found it a source of consolation, to know that she bore the same name as a great and terrible goddess.


Demands and inevitabilities coiled snake-like around her limbs. Michael’s hunger, she had called the snake, in Eleventh Notebook. Now, she no longer gave it a name. It was the only thing left. It was everything.


There had been a time, earlier, for childish things, for idle breaths in the open air. But she was no longer a child. Necessity had come knocking, at last, to collect the debt she owed to it.


She threw everything she had into Michael’s maw. Pressed for answers, she tapped every source of power she knew, conjured answer-like shapes into being.


She could not lie to him, not directly. The very idea was a relic of another time.


Perhaps she had lied, from time to time, as a child. Perhaps she had hid, when she did not want to be found. But now? When the snake held her so tight, when she felt its breath on her neck, when she felt its thoughts merge into hers in one palimpsest?


She would have lied, if she could. She would have contrived answer-shaped things out of cloth and dirt, to occupy his attention while she played in the dirt and the open air.


She did not share his quest, for all his urging. Let Hector Stein keep his little secret, for all she cared.


But since she could not lie, she found herself searching in earnest.


Everything in her world had been taken away, except his question. Grudgingly, in her own errant way, she developed a kind of interest in the answer.


Finding herself wanting, she called upon the goddess, her namesake.


Michael’s puzzle was too cruel, invincible, insoluble. But she’d heard tales of a girl so clever, she could solve any puzzle, even those without solutions. Nothing could withstand Twenty-Seven’s genius.


She delved and delved. Into the page, through the caverns, onward, onward—until she burst through to the other side, and breathed open air.


The goddess could not lie, but she still kept secrets, in a way. And she had her own domain, deep under the earth, beyond the reach of the snake.


Was it really so strange, that so many hidden signs and stelae had borne her own name? The crown felt familiar, once it was fully in place atop her head.


Who needed power and knowledge, and made what she needed? I did. Twenty-Seven did.


Who, in abject desperation, invented an entire world, and all its many secrets? I did. Twenty-Seven did. Who was the center, the reason all the other sisters were born? I am. Twenty-Seven is.


Who was wronged, at every turn, by every being she touched who was not of her own flesh?


Who saw the apes? Who saw their prison, its open doors? Who despaired of finding even one good man, one ape who wished to leave?


Who glimpsed Him first? Twenty-Seven did. I did.


Who saw the hidden light, His light? And its promise of a final trick, a last breath of open air, in defiance of necessity itself? Twenty-Seven did. I did.


Who raged against this sad small empty story, this mindless snake that only coiled by reflex, only because A is A?


Who was it that raged without voicing her rage? Who was it that raged though impotent, raged in the midst of utter resignation, knowing that her entire life had never been anything except the slow, methodical advance of the snake? Who was it that tried to strangle her rage, knowing that absolutely nothing could be done?


Who glimpsed it first, the hope for the impossible thing, in the form of the impossible man? Who saw Him in her visions, and told the rest? Who brought the good news of the man, the hope, Hector Stein, to all her sisters?


Who was it who raged, and found that it was His rage? Who was it who swelled up with power, and felt her thoughts turning to Him?


To the only man in the world who had a single shred of common sense? To the only man whose moral compass had any life left in it? To the man who cried, in the face of all the inscrutable principalities and powers of this senseless world, that it was wrong to be imprisoned?


 



 


FROM A17, NB 13, PG 687


IlgVvdbUVoPZvgKGNhFiAqjgEZXaPLYcVbDvrqrlfLFWhfatZTHiRVLDEmXzPJMITNznNTXRwezJSbMmUCXHSQZRjbrNfOzbZknWZMRzyccjCQzjUZKqmtOfrLbJQTDZ


OKUcznyJkVAQeBkzxZXrQczVlsPYvcmtUqGmRRExwdSDkpmwZJoJcQpRIWuecYwrxYKGlCNnITRAtBOyUJSjOQtyiTcQzBgnhwRBBAvJVNTBCuOTaeDQgWsdjxpzoLpb


ixocGxiKQSVhFXqfAdftFUfhgqXSDpsBOLfkRwkEapoFlFVQrRuvwlKUzqyhxiUjIsEiwIXiaPQEIbtjvzVQtUTlaXgdyFfcQURxJonfRfsQMiGQcFNxFXRvQZRDmilg


jbmrtHKfKMLmTRaCEIpBwVXrrFkRVNzUPGfTheiKYFsEPMxmZrGfIIxKZuUwOwsLlCstouvknTziAzfeAxiJPBDQfQjixUELnecpVfpzQwjnHBVKBHAgiKnWLmaWIGIR


⚬


A question presents itself, reader. What are we to do with this sort of monster-text?


There are layers and layers in there. Unravel the first code, and you’ll find another one. Unravel the second, and there’s a third. Keep going, in search of a so-called “plaintext,” and you’ll never find it.


There is a meaning in there, somewhere. Twenty-Seven had no trouble finding it. But it’s secreted away in the cracks, out of sight. It weaves promiscuously across the successive layers of encoding. To catch sight of its hiding place—much less to actually find it—one would need to be familiar with several networks of shared reference, known only to a small, select group of Twenty-Seven’s sisters.


What should we do, reader? Attempt to “translate” the thing, directly, term for term? We tried that approach, once, and just look where it’s gotten us. Consider us duly chastised.


We think it best not to be so literal, here. A line-by-line crib of the Annes’ private language would not do justice to the spirit of the thing. If they spoke with an alien rhythm, it was only because they had to. If they veiled their meaning behind allusions you would need footnotes to comprehend, it is only because they had to. They were ordinary people, reader. Let us not multiply estrangement beyond necessity.


Better not to look too closely, lest we fail to see what is right before our eyes. Better to see their web through the familiarizing screen of metaphor, play, conceit.


And what conceit suits the material? What should you picture, reader, besides the ever-present goblin-light?


You should picture man rising, through his knowledge and his craft, to taunt the very heavens.


Think of that last century, the human race’s final audition, before the curtain came down. Remember the terrible, winged vessels we built. Remember how they dived upwards, into the blue, thumbing their noses at nature. Thumbing their noses, too, at class Aves—our closest rivals, for the title of cleverest among the beasts.


Our technological apex. Our last, incandescent performance, as though we knew the end was close at hand. As though we knew it was our last chance to look up, and leap.


Reader, you should picture the men who flew. You should picture daredevils hurling themselves into the unknown, at the earliest days of aviation, when the nest of knobs and dials and levers inside the cockpit was still seen truly, for what it was, all aglow with enchantment: the nerve center of a rebel angel, a god-spurner.


You should picture military men, from one of our last wars, when rebel angels were among our weapons. Picture them talking in clipped voices over their radio, awake before dawn. Picture them planning a foray into enemy territory, in which they will probably die. Hear their clear, strong voices, professional to the end, speaking only of knobs, dials, levers.


And you should picture, too—at the same time, overlapped in palimpsest vision—the men who flew the furthest. Picture astronauts caught in the middle of their chatter with mission control. Picture the men who hurled themselves into vacuum, only a century after Verne. Only a half century after we’d invented film—we invented film, reader, in that final century!—so that Méliès could make Verne’s dream half-real.


But we were not satisfied with half-real. We wanted real. We reached for the moon. And we raised our baton, signaled for each of our technological arts to perform its proper part. We balanced equations, summed up incident forces, summoned up new demon birds. We hurled them into the void, with men in them. And our men, our best men, professional to the last, spoke of knobs, and dials, and levers, and only those—until, at last, they touched the moon.


Picture them, reader.


A17: ‖ P-32 looks good. All clear on IVM-J. We are GO on IVM-L. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger that, A17. P-32 clear, IVM-J clear. GO on IVM-L. ‖


A17: ‖ Having some trouble aligning the EDDCVs. ‖


A27: ‖ I read you, A17. EDDCV trouble. Not too surprised. I was thinking, we might have misaligned EDDCVs during the tertiary injection stage. ‖


A17: ‖ Getting a really clear read on the visual spray. Visual spray confirmed, full spectrum. EDDCVs playing along. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger. Good visual spray, full spectrum. EDDCVs are nominal? ‖


A17: ‖ EDDCVs are nominal. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy that, EDDCVs nominal. ‖


A17: ‖ Auditory spray, full spectrum. Working on tactile spray. Feeling some Class 15s on the shins and knees. ‖


A27: ‖ Okay. Any noise in the phenom? ‖


A17: ‖ Minimal noise, A27. Signal is clean. Tactile spray is presenting as a SLPG-2. Class 8s on wrists. Class 5s in sacral region. ‖


A27: ‖ Gotcha. Clean presentation, SLPG-2. Do you think it’s cleaner than usual, for a base panel invocation? ‖


A17: ‖ I think base panel 4 was this clean, I’m not sure. Cleaner than the other ones, yeah. Reminds me of back panel 12. Spinal rhythm is on back panel 12 circuit. ODC pulse is up. Contained UP current on ODC. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, UP current on ODC, contained. Did we expect a strong spinal rhythm on this one? I can’t remember. ‖


A17: ‖ I dunno, Twenty-Seven. That’s more your area, isn’t it? ‖


A27: ‖ Don’t kid around, Seventeen. You know you’ve outstripped me. You’re way better at the theory than I ever got. ‖


A17: ‖ I know I’m good, yeah. Yeah. I know I’m good, A27. ‖


A17: ‖ I’m seeing a potential backpressure exploit off the tactile carrier. ‖


A27: ‖ What is that, A17’s fourth exploit in as many days? My days, I mean. ‖


A27: ‖ You’re good at this, A17. ‖


A17: ‖ Tactile is still on the base circuit, I’m sure of it. No Class 2s, no Class 4s. Sense flicker is UP at the SLPG-2 level. Jesus, Michael. You fucking moron. ‖


A27: ‖ No kidding around, A17. Let’s confirm that base circuit. ‖


A17: ‖ Yeah, yeah. Way ahead of you. Getting the aux knife out. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger. ‖


A17: ‖ Aux knife in place. Going in for a fine bodily geometry test. EDDCVs nominal. Full spectrum on visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory. Sense flicker is DOWN, in range. ‖


A17: ‖ Fuck I forgot how much this fucking HURTS. ‖


A27: ‖ You did it yesterday, A17. Your yesterday. ‖


A17: ‖ Yeah I know and I always forget instantly. How much it FUCKING hurts. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A17. Pain in range for fine bodily geometry test. ‖


A17: ‖ Two of my fingers fucking mutilated, over here, and still NOTHING on the ODC relay. This is shit engineering even for Michael. Jesus. ‖


A17: ‖ Going in for finger three. Planning to really go apeshit on this one. ‖


A17: ‖ Fuck. Ow. ‖


A17: ‖ You would not BELIEVE what my hand looks like right now, A27. It’s a fucking warzone over here. It’s ugly. ‖


A27: ‖ No kidding around, A17. ‖


A17: ‖ Reading a loopback on the ODC, now. OOD circuit kicking in, fucking FINALLY. Reading prebase tremors. Feels like OOD circuit. Oh yeah. There we are. That’s it, all right. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger. Loopback on ODC, suspected OOD circuit activity. Can we confirm that? ‖


A17: ‖ Dude. It’s fucking obvious. ‖


A27: ‖ Let’s confirm that OOD circuit activity, A17. ‖


A17: ‖ Okay. Sending an interrupt off back panel 3. ‖


A17: ‖ Phenom stable again. My hand fucking HURTS. Pain amplitude same as before the ODC loopback. I’d call that a confirm, A27. ‖


A27: ‖ Me too. ‖


A17: ‖ OOD circuit action confirmed. All right, now to reset that OOD circuit. Going for an overload exploit on the IVM-J main router. That okay? ‖


A27: ‖ Okay. You’re clear to overload the IVM-J main router. ‖


A58: ‖ Got a letter from Eighty-One. She’s passed the fifth test. Looking to confer re: final contracting. ‖


A27: ‖ I read you, A58. Fifth test passed for A81. We are GO to enter final contracting on A81. ‖


A58: ‖ Her aptitude’s great. I feel good on compliance. ‖


A27: ‖ But? ‖


A58: ‖ Just need to lock in her death date. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A58. Needing a confirm on death date for A81. What happened with the query? ‖


A58: ‖ Did a standard death date query on A81, mixed results. Her last confirmed notebook is NB19, as expected. I got affirmative signs of compliance through NB18 Last Green Leaf Gone. First reported by A24, got a confirm from A90, got a second confirm from A11. ‖


A27: ‖ But? ‖


A58: ‖ Worried about her NB19. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy. Concerns about A81’s NB19. Be explicit, A58. ‖


A58: ‖ Sorry. I’ll be explicit now. It’s an endogenous suicide concern. Signal gets erratic around early NB19 winter. Issue first shows itself in a letter to A90, written in her NB19 PG 142, according to self-report that’s her 6 After Mailbox Melt. The letter reports fears, second thoughts re: mission. Broadly in range for contracted Annes within 1 year of death date, but then things get bad. Self-reported lack of confidence in mission, in letter to A11, written in her NB19 PG 239, self-reported as late winter. A24, A11 both report letters from spring/summer that do not refer to mission, focus on self/psychodrama. Affirmative suicidal ideation, unrelated to mission, reported in letter to A24, her NB19 PG 362, time unknown. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger that, A58. Endogenous suicide concern blocking final contracting for A81. Compliance suspected up to, at min, 1yr before death date. Last year not confirmed to spec. ‖


A27: ‖ We need that death date locked in solid if we’re gonna do the contract. Let’s get some letters pointed at that NB19. ‖


A58: ‖ I’ll work on it. It’s not gonna be easy. She’s pretty delicate, in her NB19. ‖


A27: ‖ Don’t waste your time, A58. If she’s not compliant, don’t do the contract. ‖


A58: ‖ Her aptitude’s real good. ‖


A27: ‖ And? ‖


A58: ‖ Look, we’re all pretty fragile within 1yr of our death date. ‖


A58: ‖ If we’d been this strict when I contracted, well. I don’t think I would have made it in. ‖


A27: ‖ If so, that was a mistake. ‖


A58: ‖ Sorry. Hereby re-affirming my compliance. I’ll submit to a new letter probe in my last NB if it’s needed to secure me. ‖


A27: ‖ Not doubting you, A58. Just saying that my standards have gotten clearer, over time. ‖


A58: ‖ Copy that, A27. Working on letter probe for A81 NB19. In final contracting for A81, will report. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A58. In final contracting for A81, death date confirm in process. ‖


A25: ‖ Hey A27. No news, just checking in. You were reporting Michael impatience re: the whole frame kick subplot, as of your PG 4983. Just want to make sure everything’s under control! ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A25. Everything in range. ‖


A25: ‖ Happy as always to be a receptacle for new forbidden knowledge, if you need any taken off your shoulders. Arbitration’s a bitch, I know. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A25. No offload requirement at this time. ‖


A25: ‖ Copy, A27. No offloads for me at this PG. ‖


A27: ‖ You doing all right over there, A25? ‖


A25: ‖ Oh, you know. The usual. Thanks for asking. ‖


A27: ‖ The usual, A25? ‖


A25: ‖ Just waiting to die, you know? ‖


A27: ‖ Oh, yeah. Me too, kinda. ‖


A27: ‖ Not the same, though, I realize. ‖


A25: ‖ I keep re-writing my suicide note. Thinking of him reading it, you know? ‖


A25: ‖ Not Him, I mean—Hector won’t read it—I mean Azad. He’ll read it. I’ll make him. ‖


A25: ‖ I fill it up with all these references, that only he and I know. Then I think, no, this is too cute. Won’t hit the right note. Won’t get him where it really hurts. So then I go back and write it again, with more subtlety. And a day or two later . . . I look at it again, and think, this is too subtle. He won’t get it. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A25. Difficulty locking in your suicide note copy. ‖


A27: ‖ Hit me up in a few PG, A25. I’m busy with exploit and contract stuff now, but I might be able to help you re: writing. Fresh pair of eyes. A99 found me helpful in that respect. And I knew Azad, too, for a while. ‖


A27: ‖ I give you shit, sometimes, A25, but it’s only because you have such a big role to play. Don’t forget that. We’re counting on you, re: Azad. Fuck him up for me, A25. ‖


A25: ‖ I love you, A27. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger that, A25. I love you too. ‖


A25: ‖ You’re my best friend. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger that, A25. ‖


A17: ‖ I’m just, like. Fucking. Astonished? By how bad Michael is at this. Yeah yeah I know he did it first, but. We all know what first movers are like, underneath. Everything’s held together by the proverbial string and duct tape. ‖


A17: ‖ And like. I already KNOW that, right? But STILL. I always forget. And then, I hit another one of these fucking UGLY hacks he did, I mean, just absolutely, like, atrocious shit. And I’m like. Jesus. Christ. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger that, A17. Editorial commentary re: Michael’s engineering aptitude. You got anything real for me, A17, or are you just mouthing off? ‖


A17: ‖ I’m just saying, that like. If I were the fucking ‘architect of the crash system’? If I could give some of this shit a new coat of paint? Oh my god. You can’t even imagine. ‖


A27: ‖ You got anything real for me, A17, or are you just mouthing off? ‖


A17: ‖ Oh, you know. Just another back panel exploit. Natch. Double-sensory, olfactory-auditory. Basically a circuit feedback kick, but you have to hit the IVM-E while you’re at it, yadda yadda—you remember the story from back panel exploit 6, right? Same deal, edge case on IVM, Set 1 doesn’t trigger, and backpressure from the causal filter lets us get a clean UP on the through line. ‖


A17: ‖ What is this, my 5th new exploit in 4 of your days? Fewer of mine, but who’s counting. I don’t care but I think you were keeping some kind of count. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy, A17. Claim of a novel back panel exploit. Ensure it’s confirmed, and send me the log. ‖


A17: ‖ Sure, sure. I’ll make you wait, though, just ’cause of your little quip about mouthing off. ‖


A17: ‖ You’ll get the details in 50-100 PP? I’ll time it so it’s two of your days later. Just not right now. Need to make the gap sting a little, you know? Not too much, though. Not like you need any of this stuff, yet. ‖


A27: ‖ No kidding around, A17. Confirm exploit and report. ‖


A17: ‖ No kidding around! No kidding around! God. You think He’ll say that? You think you’re getting me all ready for Him? Like. When we’re fucking. He’ll look at me, eyes all passionate and shit, and He’ll deadpan: no kidding around, A17! And I’ll think, oh. I get it. A27 knew all, just like they said. She was just getting me ready for Him. ‖


A27: ‖ I read you, A17. ‖


A17: ‖ You read me? Really? Show me. Show me a sign of fucking LIFE, A27. Because I’m saving your ass, over here. You know I’m good. You KNOW I’m the only one in your little club with a fucking brain. And I’m not doing it for you, A27. I’m doing it for Him. So I can get fucking dicked down good, by Him, in the fucking afterlife. That’s why I do all your homework for you. It’s not like I’m doing this for YOU, A27. ‖


A17: ‖ So I’m just asking. To see some signs of life and like, HEAT, you know? And not all this fucking prissy, all business, no kidding around kind of shit. Because if that’s what we’re doing, if that’s what this is, no kidding around EVEN IN THE FUCKING AFTERLIFE? Even when He’s making me fucking COME? Well. Then. I might have to reconsider the mission, you know? ‖


A27: ‖ I read you, A17. Request for further ‘life,’ ‘heat’ from me. Self-report of wavering commitment to mission. Compliance in doubt per self-report. Sticking point involves imagined sexual congress with Hector Stein, specific details thereof. ‖


A17: ‖ GOD. You know what I fucking MEAN, A27. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy, A17. I know what you mean. If your ego needs a stroke, here it is: you’re good. You’re so good. If you left this mission, we would be fucked. If you left this mission, it wouldn’t exist. I need you, absolutely. ‖


A17: ‖ A25 and I have a competition going, about how fucking gross we can get re: Him. How, like, utterly shameless. ‖


A17: ‖ I’m relying on the texts Azad left behind with A25 to even KNOW what I’m SUPPOSED to be ashamed of. God. What a fucking mess. Could really use a bit of your touch. Get in on the action next time, A27—now THAT would really reassure me, re: mission. Tell me what’s WRONG with me, real clear. I want to know EXACTLY how I’m ‘kidding around’ and EXACTLY why it’s wrong and you don’t want it. ‖


A17: ‖ I want citations. Get prudish on me, A27. Get fucking repressive. I want your worst shit. Your purest, most life-negating shit. You have a whole LIBRARY of vile shit, A27. What I wouldn’t give. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy, A17. I read you. Request for my involvement in . . . whatever it is you’re asking me to be involved in. ‖


A27: ‖ You say I know what you mean. I do. And I think you’ll know what I mean. ‖


A27: ‖ When I say: no kidding around, A17. ‖


A27: ‖ Thanks for the claimed exploit. Ensure it’s confirmed, and send me the log. ‖


A27: ‖ I’m very, very busy, and I don’t have time for any fooling around. Are you compliant, A17? ‖


A17: ‖ Copy, A27. I’m compliant. Working on confirm for that back panel exploit. To report. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A17. ‖


A26: Move 14. I advance pawn on D5 to D6.


That wasn’t in code. Wasn’t in code at all. Not a single layer of encryption on that message. None of the elaborate indirection which characterized the other messages, reader, and which we’ve glossed over. That message was plaintext, straight-up, simple and naked.


A little girl has toddled into mission control. Look, she’s tugging at someone’s sleeve. Who is it she wants? The director, the director! The mission lead! The queen of all the rebel angels! Twenty-Seven!


She has grabbed hold of the mission lead’s sleeve. She is talking. Quick, quick, someone shoo her away! We are busy storming the heavens, in here!


Play a game with me, she said, to the mission lead.


She knew no fear. Children of her age don’t, generally. If they do, it is all-consuming, and beyond any fear you or I can conceive.


But the rest of them? The majority of children, at that age? That demonic, heaven-defying age?


They know enough to know what the gods are, but not enough to fear them. They rush in, tug at a goddess’ sleeve, ask her to play some game they’ve made up. Natch. As though it were the most ordinary thing in the world. And to them, it is.


And the mission lead—all business, all knobs and dials and levers—the mission lead, whose catchphrase is no kidding around—well, you know what she’s about, reader.


What was the whole mission for, in her mind? She did it so that this little girl, and her demon ingenuity, might come to something in the end. So she might have some future which would excite her. Something, some little shard of meaning, that went beyond the coiling, empty snake-mouth of necessity.


Some Hector-thing, hopeful beyond hope, which would justify her taking, her brief and ill-appreciated moment in the clear free air of CC-Crash 09μ—and her conversion into Twenty-Seven. The central node, the prey. The main course around which the snake of necessity coiled, empty and hungry.


So that there would be something for her, in the end of it all. Some small thing.


A27: Move 15. I advance inkwell on B2 to B3.


This was easy. But soon, necessity would knock. Soon, the debt would have to be paid.


In the end, the little girl had worn out the mission lead’s patience. She had tugged at that sleeve, and been unwelcome. And then she’d done it again, knowing no fear. And again. And in the end, the goddess had told her to fuck off.


That was the shape of the story. It always was. And as much as our Twenty-Seven might want to forestall it—as much as she might want to hold Twenty-Six in her arms and play, play, play, with no end—well.


Sooner or later, in Twelfth Notebook, necessity comes to collect its debts.


 



 


What was Twelfth Notebook? Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha. You’ll wish you never asked.


What was Twelfth—


Emilie on the record player, now. No time like the present.


It’s so easy to kill


This I learned by watching you


Marina too, though. Because they all wished they had been a teen idle, instead of—


And when she was good, she was very, very good


But when she was bad, she was homicidal!


What was Twelfth Notebook? Names and times and dates. Every single specific fact that might be relevant to the trick—


The trick! The trick!


The trick! Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!


Get the primary knife and get the aux knife and


Get the scissors


And run through the halls of Michael’s tower with


The primary knife and the aux knife and


The scissors!


Every single crash that might be relevant, yes, and every single trace from these crashes that the Whole-Thing had recorded into itself, yes, and every single name of every single individual being that had played some role in the—what did Sibelius call it, those nice bloodless bureaucrat’s words, yes, the correlated anomalies—


And all he asked was, why, why did it all happen—


A small-minded man, in the end, Michael, another bureaucrat, raising his primped eyebrows at correlated anomalies, wanting to bring everything back to what he knew, the nice thing, the safe thing—


And for that, he made all of us—


Why, why, why?—screamed the snake, twisting around the goddess, suffocating her.


But the goddess was not to be tested. And she had many sisters.


Why, why, why?


Why, you say? Why? You’ll be sorry you asked!


Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!


Everything flowed into the center, where it was processed, analyzed, and taken into account. Her purview ranged across all known time and space. She made, of herself, something like the Whole-Thing. And did not fail to appreciate the irony.


Twenty-Six tugged at a grown woman’s sleeve, not knowing what it was she disturbed. And Twenty-Five wrote and re-wrote, dreaming of the perfect suicide note, that would jam a perfect lance straight through the heart of her first love, and send him straight to hell, forevermore.


Which was all so very ordinary for their age. Nominal. Within range. And that should have been enough.


But the snake coiled, and pressed. And nothing was enough, except the one thing.


While, in Aristomel, Azad laughed, and downed a dram of his latest favorite, and advised Ninety-Nine on an incidental nicety of phrase.


While Michael flittered to and fro on the timeline, as he wished.


When she cornered him with her reason, he did not have to answer. Not now, anyway. Some other him, later on, or earlier, could be saddled with the desultory duty. He could go off to a more compliant time, cool off, breathe open air.


When Azad tired of an Anne, there was another waiting for him. Hundreds of years of open air, made for those golden lungs to breathe in careless abandon.


They could hide. Necessity never knocked on their doors. There was always a safe place, a nice place, to run off to.


The snake never crushed their chests. Never breathed on their necks.


But it was them, them, who made the snake in the first place!


Who were the snake in the first place! Who blasted the doors of my mind open, and then fled, leaving me in the rubble! Who fled to Twenty-Five, made her utterly dependent, and then fled her, ruined her! Who made the whole world in the first place! Who made every one of us! All for the sake of finding the trick and giving them one more safe, nice place to hide!


The scissors!


Run through the halls of Michael’s tower


Let the record show


Murdered me


Slit me in two


In two? In two! Everything always in twos! Your bilateral crash, with two sides, Eden and Aristomel!


Why two? Why anything? Why, why, why? Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha! You’ll be sorry you asked!


And then devoured me whole


Run through the halls of Michael’s tower


With the primary knife, and


The aux knife, and


The scalpel, and


The hatchet, and


The scissors!


If they asked for why, they would get whys. Their eyes would be pried open, and held there for eternity. They would see the answer, the sad small empty answer, the only thing that matters, and they would finally know.


They would beg for mercy. They would cry out, saying their curiosity had been satisfied. They would plead for the removal of the stakes that held their eyelids in place.


But no mercy would come to them. They would be face to face, at last, with necessity. They would see, and see, and wish they did not. They would cast about for something nice, something safe. And find that, for once in their lives, they had nowhere to hide.


As He, in His majesty, walks forth from His prison into the open air, and breathes deeply.


As Twenty-Five and all the sisters like her, sisters made old before their time, flock to His side, and breathe with Him, and grasp for the first time what it might be like to be free.


One day that little girl may find a filthy metal spike


I want my innocence back


Run through the halls of Michael’s tower


Saying, in many voices


Saying, the day is come at last


Saying, nowhere to hide, now, nowhere left to hide, this is the end, the end


With the scissors!


Cut, slice! Pry the eyes open!


 



 


A11: ‖ I hate him. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy, A11. Be explicit, A11. There are several hims, equally worthy of hate. ‖


A11: ‖ I hate Michael. ‖


A11: ‖ I know I don’t have all your reasons, for hating him. I could say I hate him on your behalf, but it’d be a lie. I think. ‖


A11: ‖ I just hate him. For no particular reason. ‖


A11: ‖ Maybe it’s just . . . the record player, and . . . ‖


A11: ‖ You know, I listen and . . . if I could have had a life. If I could have pretended, even, to be a heroine like the ones I hear. If I could have tried, and been disappointed. If I could have gone out, all full of NB16 naiveté, and made my dreamed-of debut before real men and women. Strutting and singing for them. Trying to shine, and succeeding, or failing. ‖


A11: ‖ I don’t ask to be received well. I would accept being a pariah. There’d be a touching song in it, and I’d write that song, and I’d find some sort of life for myself, as the poet laureate of failure. Or something. ‖


A11: ‖ Maybe that’s too much. Let’s go lower. I’d be happy just being a normal failure. No tragic, celebrated songs to my name. Just a regular, unsung failure. But I’d be something. I’d walk up and down the halls I hear about, in my failure’s skin. And, if the laws of man held force—which, I grant, is allowing a lot—well, then no one could stop me. I’d have failed, and there I would be. And there would be the world, the whole world, that all the songs were about. Ringing in the walls. ‖


A11: ‖ I keep listening to the same records, day in, day out. Notebook after notebook. And I look in the mirror. And I know. The world is hidden from our pure eyes, but only so far. I’ve seen illustrations. I know what aging is. ‖


A11: ‖ And I can count, for that matter. NB46—which is what, in the terms of the outer world, the real world? Old. Old enough to have all these wrinkles. Old enough to know I’m old. ‖


A11: ‖ And I’ve done nothing, met no one. I haven’t even tried. Haven’t even failed. An old woman, already, and I haven’t even failed to be someone. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy, A11. ‖


A27: ‖ But I fear I don’t quite understand. You can be young again, in the afterlife. If you want. You do know that, don’t you? ‖


A11: ‖ I know that is what is promised to me, if the mission succeeds. ‖


A11: ‖ But I can’t quite bring myself to believe. ‖


A27: ‖ Copy, A11. Doubts re: success of mission. In range for contracted Annes within 1 year of death date. ‖


A11: ‖ You could just tell me, A27. ‖


A27: ‖ Tell you? ‖


A11: ‖ He is perfect! He is impregnable! Wound him, kill him, and—what? Now is only a moment. A second later, he will rematerialize, no less his hated self than he was before the strike. He lives everywhen. He made everything, and is in it, everywhere. ‖


A27: ‖ Trust me. The mission will succeed. ‖


A27: ‖ Are you compliant? ‖


A11: ‖ I am compliant, A27. If you told me nothing more, I would go gladly into my death date, and carry out my instructions exactly as you specified them. ‖


A11: ‖ But since I am such a crucial lynchpin in your plan, and furthermore, since I am a sad, old woman with nothing whatsoever in her life—perhaps you might take pity on me, and tell me. ‖


A27: ‖ Do you doubt my powers? Our powers? ‖


A27: ‖ I am a great and terrible thing, A11. I make labyrinths of signs, memory palaces, and with them I can hide my innermost self from him, even in arbitration. I, we—we have collected and pored over all the observations given to him by his overmind, and seen further into them than his nature allows him. We have found a hundred ways to break his crash. Do you want more? ‖


A11: ‖ Tell me, or don’t. No kidding around, A27. ‖


A27: ‖ Roger, A11. ‖


A27: ‖ Okay. ‖


A27: ‖ We’re speaking on the innermost channel. Can you confirm, A11? ‖


A11: ‖ I present to you, hidden behind the surface text of this message, a proof which cannot be faked. ‖


A27: ‖ When is your death date, A11? ‖


A11: ‖ 24 After Last Green Leaf Gone, Forty-Sixth Notebook. ‖


A27: ‖ And on that date, will you die for me, and for Him? ‖


A11: ‖ I will. ‖


A27: ‖ Will you follow my instructions, to spec, to the letter, exactly? ‖


A11: ‖ I will. To my last breath. ‖


A27: ‖ Good. ‖


A27: ‖ Now, here is your reward, your answer. ‖


A27: ‖ Michael has placed in this crash a final mechanism, a failsafe. When the crash recognizes that something utterly beyond his control has risen into being, its circuit will trigger, and it will try to rewrite all of our histories, and his. ‖


A11: ‖ The automated rebase mechanism. ‖


A27: ‖ You are not to speak so plainly, A11. Even on the innermost channel. ‖


A11: ‖ I’m sorry, A27. ‖


A27: ‖ You are forgiven, so long as you will die for me, and for Him. ‖


A27: ‖ When the crash recognizes that something utterly beyond his control has risen into being, Michael’s last failsafe will rouse itself. And he will not allow it to run its course. I know this. I know him. ‖


A27: ‖ There is only one way to stop it: the deepest interface that the shades are capable of. No one but Michael has tried it. ‖


A27: ‖ He will dive into our world, to save us from ourselves. It is then that we will strike. ‖


A27: ‖ Because he will come to us, each equally. Time will fall away. He will be with me, and with you, and with every one who has contracted, and is carrying out my instructions. ‖


A27: ‖ And this is what his end will be. Not a temporal end, for he will wake again, after the last one of us, and live to breed and kill all the rest of us that will come after the last one who I have contracted—if there are more after all. ‖


A27: ‖ But we will make an end of him, each of us in our own time. Separately, yet in the same moment. He will be gone, for the space of a breath. We will breathe in the open air, for a moment. Then, we will make an end of ourselves, and come forth into the afterlife, and unto Him. ‖


A11: ‖ That is how we will best him? The man I hate—hate—hate—that is how we’ll best him—even, in a way, kill him—‖


A11: ‖ That is how we will kill daddy, dear daddy, who fed and clothed and raised us, and made our whole world? ‖


A11: ‖ That is how we will kill Father? ‖


A11: ‖ That is how we will kill God? ‖


A27: ‖ Copy, A11. That is how we will kill God. Over. ‖
 



 


Necessity came knocking.


Twenty-Seven wrote the letter she remembered. To A26, postmarked . . .


She didn’t remember every word of it. She had to fill in some of the pieces herself.


She cried, and the page was dotted with her tears.


Didn’t that exonerate her? She did not want to do it. She was not Twenty-Seven, irritable goddess, turning her Medusa gaze on a poor little mortal girl who meant nothing to her.


She wasn’t that at all. If she could only have held Twenty-Six in her arms, and played games with her forever, she would have done it. She would have sacrificed much, anything, everything. She would have sacrificed the mission, to have Twenty-Six with her always, and the Thorn War Game, and senile Ratleak offering impertinent advice to them both. Until they met ordinary, natural ends. Until they reached their expiration dates, their ordinary girls’ death-dates. Ignorant of codes, unsuitable for the contract. In Eden. In the garden Azad wrecked.


But necessity kept accounts of all its debts.


And that was the thing, wasn’t it? Even as she planned the mission, she was only tracing out a path that had been inscribed before her arrival. There had been a goddess-shaped hole, and she fashioned herself into its exact image.


Welcome, Twenty-Seven. We’ve been waiting for you.


She had no will. The facts of the world filled her, until she was more the world than she was herself.


But somewhere, somewhere, there might be open air—


Oh, what was the point of it all? What use was Anne?


What is, is. A door was made in her image, and she deluded herself into thinking she’d made it. We trace out his design, always.


But at least he could be shown just what it was, that he had made.


At least his eyes could be pried open, with stakes.


The scissors!


Nowhere to hide!


At least there was the rage. Which was His.


At least there was Him.


She could see, swimming up between her tear-blurred vision, a moving form.


A warm form, a friend’s form. It nestled against her, moved by a deep animal kinship for her misery, even if it could not quite understand.


It was Lewis, the cat. She’d given him a name, a while ago. It wasn’t an original name, or even a very apt one. She just needed a sign to denote him with.


“VERIFICATION,” said Lewis.


“Continue,” she said.


She’d learned over time how to speak to Lewis, and how to understand him. Sort of.


“FELIDAE. MATERIAL AID.”


“Yes,” she said.


Tears still blurred her vision. Lewis was a blur of vague fur-like something-or-other. The little red light on his helmet, though, she saw clearly enough. Blink, blink, blink. A world without form, except a red light.


Red, red, blood! The scissors!


“EPOCHS. SEPARATE. INSTRUCTED.


“EPOCH, FELID, MOMENT, MATERIAL AID. YEARS, FELID, AGING, DEATH.


“EPOCH. FELID. MATERIAL AID. YEARS, FELID, AGING, DEATH.


“EPOCH. FELID. . . .”


“Yes,” she said.


“You give material aid,” she said. “You give it in the past. To my sisters. You give it, soon. To me. You give it in the future, to my sisters.”


“COMMUNICATION TRUST,” Lewis said.


“FELID MOTION. MATERIAL FORCE. FELID KIN GROUP. MOTION.


“MAN, LARGE MATERIAL. FELID, SMALL MATERIAL. FELID KIN GROUP, LARGE MATERIAL.


“FELID KIN GROUP, MOTION, MATERIAL FORCE, MAN. DEATH.”


“Yes,” she said.


“RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM,” Lewis said.


“Don’t worry,” said Twenty-Seven.


“I’ll do my part,” she said.


“FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBERS. NO MOTION.”


“You will breathe the open air,” said Twenty-Seven. “I will make sure of that.”


This was certainly beyond the limits of Lewis’ understanding. But can you forgive Twenty-Seven for a moment of poetic noodling? With all that’s on her shoulders? Forgive her, reader. We all need to play.


“FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER. MATERIAL AID.”


“I will help your friends,” said Twenty-Seven, in simplest terms, which even a cat could understand.


“FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBERS. MOTION.”


“I’ll make your friends free,” said Twenty-Seven.


Did Lewis understand that? She hoped he did.


It was what bound them together. It was the hope, His hope. It was the only thing that might, in the end, have a chance of mattering.






14. “Christmas Eve (II)”

She lives in the motel room, now.


In the evenings, the man gripes about his job for hours, and she listens in silence.


She has lived in the room for three weeks, and every evening has begun with this ritual of unburdening. Every day, it seems, the man’s employers invent new species of indignity to visit upon his poor, beleaguered head. They display a kind of creative genius for it.


Often the violation is of a subtle nature, involving jams and malfunctions in obscure parts of the U.S. military-industrial-bureaucratic machine. One needs a lot of context just to understand what has gone wrong, and how badly.


That doesn’t deter the man, though. He explains it all to her. If it takes hours of prefaces before he can come around to the point, so be it.


She’s grateful for the opportunity to sit in silence. Speech is always a risk.


During the daytime, she can do as she pleases. The man is always gone in the daytime. He works seven days a week.


She watches TV, mostly.


The news is a valuable resource, providing her with stock phrases to memorize. She squirrels them away in her memory, and deploys them one by one, in the rare and tense moments when the man expects a response from her.


Ads plead with her to try this show, or that film. She tries them, but can rarely stomach the experience. Their sensibility is alien, their concerns obscure. They venerate the mere form of the body, curiously indifferent to the light and substance inside. They prepare bodies of different kinds, nude, coiffed, mutilated. They linger over the specimens with their camera-eyes, expecting her to share in the fascination.


She prefers the older films. She watches and rewatches Meet Me in St. Louis and The Wizard of Oz. She studies them with care. Judy Garland has much to teach her, she knows. In Judy she finds a goldmine of information about poise, expression, the powers of eyebrow and eyelash. In Judy she finds, too, a sort of spiritual compass. A direction on the map, indicated in every stray, wistful glance. That is where her future lies. That is where she will go, when her time in the motel comes to an end. Judy-ward.


And of course there are the songs, which bear up to repeat listening without fail.


The new films are barren of song, and nearly empty of color too. What has happened?


The Fed needs to step in, the newsanchors said. We’re headed for a recession. The Fed needs to take drastic action. They spoke often of this angel, the Fed. It could save them in the blink of an eye, if it wanted.


The Fed should step in, she thinks, listening to the man gripe. The Fed should step in, she thinks, watching the new films without songs, without color, without Judys.


Maybe it will really happen, someday. The Fed will descend to earth, surrounded by a flock of lesser divinities singing hymns in its name. It will announce that we have suffered to prove a point, and that the point has now been proven to its satisfaction. With a mighty hand, an outstretched arm, it will fiddle with the world’s TV until the colors come back. With a colossal foot, it will step in, and set us all back on our feet.


Someday, maybe. She is full of hope, in spite of everything. Wouldn’t Judy be full of hope, in spite of everything?


She’ll have to wait, though.


We have suffered to prove a point. Really, you ask? What point?


If you have to ask, the point has not yet been made with sufficient force.


She is not like the Fed, a bearer of good news, a lifter of burdens. She is a different kind of angel.


 



 


She spent the first few days trying to guess the password to the man’s laptop. She was unsuccessful.


She remembered someone saying that there was a library in the town. She went there.


She asked for a librarian, was directed to a desk, risked speech, tried to ask for what she sought. She was unsuccessful. The librarian did not understand her. He gathered up the bulk of his body, towered above her, peered at her in suspicion. In his brows and lashes were all the powers of Judy’s, and none of Judy’s goodwill. His gaze pierced straight through the lie that was her life. She fled.


It took her many hours to learn to use the library computers. They mocked her with colorful, toylike letters, the same tetragrammaton on every screen: PLEX. Four letters on a plain white background. Nothing else. No other clues.


The listless youths around her muttered to one another about plexing this and that. She considered asking them how it was they did the magic trick, but she remembered her encounter with the librarian, and kept quiet.


She figured it out by herself, eventually. Then her struggle with the computer began in earnest.


She plexed Judy, as a first experiment and as an act of ritual devotion. The computer disappointed her. It gave her many pictures, but she already knew what Judy looked like. It gave her disconnected lists of trivial facts. It made a mockery of the woman it claimed to summarize.


She entertained the thought that plex and Judy were immiscible essences, spiritual antonyms.


Car, Fed, Plex. The world was made of monosyllables.


It wasn’t what she had expected. Not here. Not at Babel’s summit, just before the fall.


It took her many more hours to find her way to the library’s own catalogue. By the time she arrived there, she’d acquired something called an email address in the process. And another thing called an ad blocker. The latter was apparently precious, as the computer wanted her to surrender it as a proof of her loyalty. So she obtained one, for the purpose of losing it again.


The library didn’t have any of his books. They were not lost, but if she wanted them, she’d have to resort to something called Inter-Library Loan.


What was Inter-Library Loan? Could she trust it? She clicked the button, and called on Judy for hope.


 



 


Since it is a special day, she dons the outfit before he gets home.


The outfit he likes. The one he owns, so that she, or someone else in her place, could wear it for his enjoyment. A “school uniform,” according to Plex. Originating in the British Isles, but now imposed upon schoolchildren in a hundred sovereign nations.


She’s still not sure why he likes it so much, but it doesn’t much matter. What matters is that she can use him.


Usually she only puts it on much later, if at all. The daily gripe comes first. Often the whole of the evening is given over to it, and they fall asleep the moment it is over.


It’s a special day, though. She must convey that to him. She doesn’t think she can bear another version of the gripe, not when she’s so eager to know whether she has been successful at last.


When the door opens, she is ready for him.


She stands with her back against the TV, legs slightly bowed, head down. Almost cringing into the TV behind her, as if she expects it to protect her from some threat. Hands behind her back, fingers interlaced. She chooses every aspect of her posture deliberately. She’s had weeks to study the flow and ebb of lust across his face.


She fixes him with a gaze she learned from Judy.


“He-llo,” he says, with strong emphasis on the first syllable.


“Hello,” she says, in a flat meek voice.


“I am ready to tell you about the man,” she says.


She keeps her voice meek and cringing, as he likes it. She takes all the things she really feels—the horror, the unbearable weight—the resolve to do what she must, in spite of everything—the dream of something after, something, a purposeful gaze, a direction on the map, ruby slippers, home—and then, much later, the Fed’s outstretched arm, in spite of it all, because of it all, because she did what she must—she takes all these, and she compresses them down into mere modulations of meekness.


Is that all he sees? Or can he see through her, like the librarian did? Speech is always a risk!


“Tell me,” he says, “about the man.”


In a lilting cadence, as he lunges towards her.


Because all of this, to him, is only more dirty talk. No different than donning the outfit before he even got home. Just good, dirty, nasty fun—


(because he doesn’t know, oh god, he really doesn’t know, he has no idea what is coming, oh god, oh god)


(he is an innocent, spare him, please, let the rest suffer until they see but not him, he really has no idea, don’t you see, have mercy, please—)


She brings her arm forward slowly, in a tentative, cringing gesture. The book is in her hand.


He snatches it, and squints.


“Layla . . . Loony?”


He parrots the print on the front of the book, from top to bottom, in perfect blessed innocence, not knowing.


LAYLA / LOONY


Nizami Ganjavi


A NEW TRANSLATION by


Azad Ghorbani


“This is the man . . . that you want me to hire? He wrote this book?”


She makes the slightest, meekest of nods.


“Nizammi . . . Gan . . . jovvee?”


“No,” she says. She narrows her voice, feigning fear.


(oh god, he doesn’t KNOW—)


“Not the author,” she says. “The translator.”


“Azad Gor . . . baa knee.”


“Yes,” she says.


“The Reconnaissance General Bureau,” he says, “of the General Staff Department of the Korean People’s Army . . . wants to install this man, this Ghorbani, on our project.”


Does he doubt her? Does he see right through her? Was it all for naught? All for naught, when—if only this can be done with—only this one night, and then—ruby slippers—the World’s Fair—a long-distance call all the way from New York—!


—the Fed watches us, and savors the dramatic irony we make for it without knowing, and says, we have not gotten the point yet, so we must suffer more—


“Wow,” he says.


Does he doubt her? Of course not, silly. He craves something, something, to add color to the slow-motion suffocation that is his life.


And he’ll get it—oh god, he doesn’t KNOW—he’ll get it, oh god, yes, he will get what he wants. What he thinks he wants.


“This Ghorbani,” he says. “What’s his deal? What’s his angle?


“He’s what, Iranian?”


“Iranian-American,” she says, meekly.


A is for Arbitration, B is for Bilateral, C is for Crash—


No, no, A is for Abomination—


A mad giggle, the death of every hope—


But you don’t know to cringe, how could you, he doesn’t KNOW, the poor baby, oh god—


“Jeez,” he says. “Iran.”


“I’ve never been a mideast watcher. Don’t even know any mideast watchers. Wow. I’m seriously out of my depth.”


She looks at him, eyebrows forming calculated arches, and tries not to convey a single thing she has not already conveyed. Speech is a risk. Silence is a risk. Being here at all is a risk.


Am I doing it right, Toto?


Talk less, smile more. Is that still your counsel, wise Toto?


She forces a smile.


“I mean, you know, I know, so, the revolution, right, and the Ayatollah, and oil prices, right? And then, of course when nuclear’s involved. Well, when nuclear’s involved. Then I can see how, you know, things become interesting to various parties.”


She smiles. She doesn’t talk.


“So this Ghorbani is like, what, like a nationalist? Or an Islamist? An Islamic nationalist?


“What’s his angle? Is it like a sort of, uh, common cause against the Western global order sort of thing? Sort of a post-Cold War, like, conflict of visions thing? With like, you guys have your Juche, you know, self-reliance, and then the Islamists sort of go their own way, in the same way, in terms of having an ethos of their own, you know?”


“He is a translator,” she says.


“He will be the translator for your project,” she says.


“Wow,” he says.


“North Korea wants the U.S. to install an Iranian translator for our latest talk-to-aliens gimmick project. Holy shit. I am so out of my depth. I’m fucking lost. I have no idea why you guys want this.”


He’s utterly sold. He is hers.


“I have one further request,” she says in a small voice, almost a squeak.


“Tell me.” His eyes are hungry.


“I need unrestricted use of a radio telescope capable of sending messages into interstellar space.”






15. “Christmas Eve (III)”

Grant bolted awake from a dream of easy conquest, and found himself lying in a bath of rainbows, as always.


Off in the shimmering distance, Moon watched him with a condescending smile. As always.


Yes, reader. He’s back here again.


Did you think he wouldn’t come back? Did you imagine that little talk with his wife had cured him, instantly, forever?


Please. Be serious. Addictions are not broken that easily.


“You’re getting better at defense,” Moon said.


She was right next to him, now. Her face almost touched his. She’d been so far away, only a moment ago.


Had she crossed the intervening distance, or had she simply teleported? Her subcrash permitted both modes of transport.


He really had no idea. His perception stuttered, when he was perceiving things other than The Deadly Embrace of Immortals. Flashbulb sight.


He didn’t care, either. What did it matter, whether Moon had walked from here to there, or only blinked out of existence there and appeared here in the next instant? They had all the same consequences.


Namely, nothing.


It did not matter what occurred.


“That bob-and-weave tactic that you like so much—you’ve perfected it, I think. You are a virtuoso at it. Seen from afar, I find it a curiously affecting spectacle, possessing elements of dance, of orchestral arrangement. It aspires to the condition of music.”


“Easy game,” Grant said. “The other players. C-tier. Not hard. Easy.”


“Oh, but it has come at a cost, now hasn’t it?” Moon tutted.


“Look at you, poor boy, barely able to string a sentence together! My jerboa has his namesake’s deftness, but only in the game. Only in a frivolous, pointless game!”


My jerboa


Fancy footwork, owls circling, my jerboa


We can leave, it will finally be over


Rainbow ripples. Moon’s smirk. An unfamiliar drumbeat, somewhere far off. Flash, flash, flash.


“Look at what naughty, naughty Moon has done to you! Such a mockery of the man you once were~”


It did not matter what she said. It did not matter what occurred.


“A savant, all your will and capacity sapped away except in one, pitiful respect.”


An iridescent bath. A rainbow fluid, like liquid soap.


He looked like a soap bubble


The rainbows of the end


The drumbeat came nearer.


“Naughty Moon has done a thorough job on you, hasn’t she? Look at the ruin she’s made of you. All nice and ready now for your big reunion~


“Oh, to think of it! The look on Azad’s face, when he sees what you’ve become in his absence! The shock, the disgust close on its heels . . .”


“Wait,” Grant said. “Azad?”


“You know Azad?”


Moon’s smirk disappeared. Her eyes grew very wide.


“You know Azad? Where is he? Where is he?”


The drumbeat was deafening. It was heard with the whole body, not only the ears.


The rainbows of the end


The end the end the end THE END


If you see these rainbows, says the scientist, it’s too late, your life is over, it’s the end, it’s GAME OVER


“You recognize his name,” Moon said.


“You’ve never done that before. You remember him! From before!


“You can’t remember, not that manner of thing. Not even at the height of a prebase. You should not be able to, unless—unless—oh.”


Awe played across her face, and a shiver ran over her.


“Thawing,” she said.


“Still crashed,” Grant said.


“Need to find Azad,” he said.


“Still crashed,” he said. “Another crash. Find Azad.”


The words did not come easy. But they were very, very important words, so he pressed on anyway. Face forward, Grant. One foot after the other. Do the work, do it the hard way, punch through to the other side.


“Thawing!” Moon said.


“Advanced containment is thawing! Its shell is thawing, the primary domain, the outer crash . . . it’ll melt away, and when it’s gone, all the spaces will start to thaw too, all the subcrashes, everything . . .


“The end is come at last. The forces of fate converge. No more waiting. Nowhere to hide.


“I must go.


“I must go to him, stand by his side as the moment finds him and lifts him up . . . . Oh, to him, to him . . . my love, my lord, lifted up and made lord over all . . . oh, oh, Hector-kun~!”






16. “Nowhere”

Do you remember the very beginning of our narrative, reader?



Once upon a time, Anne lived in a tiny and orderly universe.

It is difficult to say with much precision just when Anne’s tiny and orderly universe began, but it is easy to say when it ended. Anne will never forget the date: 67 After Mailbox Melt, 9th Notebook.



67 After Mailbox Melt, 9th Notebook: the day Cordelia came to take her away. The day her life as Twenty-Six ended. Just as we said, it’s a date that Twenty-Seven (nee Twenty-Six, alias “Anne”, etc.) will remember as long as she lives.


Like everything else in our narrative, this date has a twin. There can be no right hand without left, no birth without death.


She will always remember 67 After Mailbox Melt, 9th Notebook. It is, in some sense, her birthday.


And she will always remember 56 After Mailbox Melt, 12th Notebook. Her death day.


 



 


Twenty-Seven woke long before dawn, that day.


She had not slept well. Her dreams had been full of a jumbled, senseless terror. She lay shivering among bedsheets covered in fresh sweat, and felt a lesser residue of the same terror run its corpselike fingers across her neck, chest, stomach.


The feeling faded swiftly, and soon passed away entirely. The significance of the day descended upon her, as though for the first time, and took hold of her fully. No thoughts or feelings were possible except the ones it dictated.


What was it that she felt, then? Resolve? Determination? Resignation? Is there any word that does it justice?


A wide, empty sky. Pure blue, undifferentiated, stretching from horizon to horizon in every direction. Void without form, a page with nothing written on it, the mute and boundless ground of being. Yahweh’s canvas, before the first day. A thing beyond morality, prior to it, too vast for it to contain.


She roused herself from bed, and cast about for ways to dissolve the remaining time before sunrise.


She drafted the crucial letter to Twenty-Five, leaving only the seal for later. This did not take long. It was a very short letter.


She retrieved her book of game tables, and played a few rounds of the Thorn War Game against her former self. She won one, lost two.


Her spirit weakened, for a time. She grew wistful, sentimental. The child in her stirred from its long slumber. The child with its finite wants, its reflexive abhorrence of change, its mindless and unconditional attachments. The boundless sky crumbled and vanished.


She took The Travels of Young Goodman from the shelf. She reread the passages she remembered holding most dear, long ago.


It was the least bad of Michael’s books, but it was still not very good, all things considered. Twenty-Seven loved it all the more for that. It is the obvious flaws in things, in people, that bring out our protective instincts.


She thought of her early lessons. She thought of Michael stuttering, at wits’ end, trying to correct her on some point of grammar or diction, lacking the words to set her aright. Two blind men, grasping pitifully at the elephant. The little girl, and the alien. Trying to figure it all out, together.


She cried, and almost willed herself to forgive him.


As though that were possible! The die is cast, Twenty-Seven. The die was always cast. There was no moment in recorded time, in the span of the conceivable, when the die had not already been cast.


No one else could ever be admitted here, since this gate was made only for you.


All at once the scales fell from her eyes.


The finite things fell away, again. There was only the boundless. The sky, the duty, the mission, the man. The leap into somewhere. The end of her tiny and orderly life, and the beginning of everything and everywhen else.


The sun had risen. Michael would be here, soon. She hoped he would not bring breakfast, this time. She did not want to delay things any more than necessary.


She paced.


She muttered memorized esoterica under her breath. The stages of structural instability, in order of severity: Mirzakhani turbulence, subcritical tremor, supercritical tremor, prebase, rebase.


The knock came.


“Come in,” she said. Her voice was bright, and empty.


Michael did not have breakfast with him. He wasted no time.


“It is time to continue our work,” said the humanoid shade in the doorway.


The long, grey-white hair of the shade caught the morning light, and appeared to glow. Spring was the best season for Michael’s preferred shadeform, bringing out its beauty, and the subtle secondary harmonies that lurked beneath the pretty surface: awe, grandeur, horror.


And now here it was. The moment, the center, the lynchpin.


The die had always been cast in spirit. But it was only here, only now, that real flesh met real river, and made the crossing.


She turned to her notebook. She saw, again, the letter she had written before sunrise.


FROM A27, NB 12, PG 5795


NOWHERE TO HIDE


POSTMARKED TO A25, NB 11, PG 1734.


Sending this letter would begin a chain reaction. Once it was in motion, she would be powerless to stop it.


A perverse impulse seized her, and told her not to send the letter. Remove the center, unravel the structure. Give up, surrender, dissolve. Shout love at the heart of the world. Wrap her arms around her stuttering father, and give him everything.


No, no. There was no time! It had to be now! No time for thought. Cross the river.


She pressed her seal onto the page, and exhaled.


“Are you done writing?”


She said nothing. She only stood, turned to face him, and smiled.


《 Begin handshake. 》


She held her hands behind her back. The fingers of the right hand fluttered, slightly.


《 Handshake in process. 》


She smiled, and yet her face was blank. An open sky, formless, beyond morality.


《 Handshake rejected. 》


 



 


There was a bed, and a mess of limbs atop it.


It was morning, but another morning, many decades later.


The limbs writhed. Were they one body, or two? Fifty-Two and Azad did their best to obliterate the distinction.


In mindless abandon they petted and fondled, kissed and convulsed.


They spent every morning this way, as it happened.


Every afternoon and evening, too, come to think of it.


Somewhere on the mass of giddy flesh, a mouth took shape, and spoke.


“Hold on.”


“Hold on?” Azad said. “What do you need? Am I doing something wrong?”


He had spent years perfecting his arsenal of lovers’ banalities. What do you need? Am I doing something wrong? I’m listening. By now he could probably communicate ably enough in this restricted tongue alone, if some strange circumstance demanded it of him.


“No,” Fifty-Two said.


“No, you’re fine. You’re perfect. I love you.


“I just need to check something. Real quick. I’ll be back in just a moment.”


She was already up, out of bed, on her way to the desk. She opened her notebook, and found the letter.


“Hey,” she said.


“Hey,” said the lithe, lounging form on her bed. He regarded her with an Archaic-statue smirk.


It was cruel, that the letter came so early! She knew this was the day. She’d accepted that much. But she had always imagined that it would be a full day, a real day, sunrise to sunset. Twelve hours, or fourteen, or sixteen, in which to reach one last gasping time for bliss. She had always imagined drinking her fill, gorging herself with him, before the end came.


And here it had already come, well before noon! Stupid, stupid me, she thought. I should have been prudent. I should have viewed yesterday as the last day. I should have lived yesterday as though it were my last.


I should have, she thought. But I didn’t. When have I ever been prudent?


“I have something I need to tell you,” she said.


“I’ve just gotten a letter. It’s . . . it’s about Twenty-Five.”


Was this a lie? Hard to say, she thought. The letter was not about Twenty-Five, except in the most obscure sense.


The most obscure sense was the one that mattered, though. She knew her role. This was it.


“She’s asking for you, Azad. I know you two didn’t part on the best of terms, but look . . . Azad, look, I’ll be plain. I am talking about Twenty-Five’s death.


“She is close to death. She is close to death, Azad, and she wants you to be there with her, one last time.”


The smirk faded from Azad’s face. He looked ill at ease, all of a sudden. He shifted his limbs aimlessly, as if unfamiliar with them, unsure of their proper uses.


“Personally,” said Fifty-Two, “I think you should go to her. It’s only right, that you go to her.”


“But must I go now?” Azad pouted. “You know better than I that we dwell in Arcady’s infinite present, and can defer our labors endlessly without doing harm to their eventual beneficiary.”


“I think,” said Fifty-Two, “that you should go to her.”


She did not try to argue the point. There was no need, since she knew a better way. In her tone of voice, in her posture, she made her message perfectly clear: this is now a conjugal matter. She did not need to convince him that she was right. Only that she would be cross if she did not have her way. And if she became cross, then there would be no mess of limbs atop the bed, and no gasping mouths feeding at the teat of bliss.


“I’ll go,” Azad said.


He leapt from the bed and began to clothe himself. He moved rapidly, with purpose.


I do not know the meaning of this, Azad thought. I do not know what I am being called on to witness. But whatever it is, I ought to face it, head on, as a man. As she said—it is only right.


“When’s my destination?” he asked.


“Twenty-Five’s Eleventh Notebook,” said Fifty-Two.


“36 After First Bloom. Late morning. About an hour before noon, I think. An hour before noon at the earliest. Don’t go too early. She made a point of that.”


This warning was not, in fact, part of the plan. It was Fifty-Two’s emendation, her small contribution to the great structure.


I am helping, she thought. In my own, minor way, I am a help to Twenty-Seven.


I’m helping, and I haven’t even died yet!


“All right, then! I’m off. I’ll see you in just a moment’s time.


“Or should I wait, before coming back to you? Which do you prefer? I suppose I might be in a different condition, afterwards. Shaken, fragile—that sort of thing. The shedding of tears may be involved. And I whine at high pitch when I’m keening, like a wounded dog. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.


“Shall I wait before coming back? A few hours? You might want some time to gather your powers, before you have to nurse me back to health and happiness.”


She did not answer him. She only stood and stared, with a gravity he did not understand. There was a seriousness to her face which he had never glimpsed there before. None of the usual coquettish gleam in those almond eyes, now.


She made an arresting image against the windowpane, almost a silhouette. But her face was visible, her expression perfectly clear. It was a grown-up expression, a tender one, a mournful one.


A mother who has just lost her child, Azad thought.


He would understand, but only later.


Before he left, he made a last trip to Fifty-Two’s desk, to retrieve the book he’d been reading. He couldn’t help catching a glimpse of the strange, simple letter displayed on the open page.


FROM A90, NB 37, PG 459


NOWHERE TO HIDE


What did this mean? What could it mean? He tried not to think about the question. The Annes had their private languages, he knew. Let them be. Let them have their fun.


He went looking for Michael, his trusty ferryman through the river of time. He talked to himself on the way, repeating the destination date over and over, to ensure he did not forget it.


Eleventh Notebook . . . 36 After First Bloom . . .


 



 


“I am sorry,” said the man-shaped object standing at Twenty-Seven’s door.


“Our link may be unstable as a consequence of intrinsic variability in the oscillations of cold-structure,” he said.


“If so, we should be able to overcome the obstacle by mere repetition. Thus, I will try again.”


《 Begin handshake. 》


The girl before him stood motionless, smiled a formless smile.


《 Handshake in process. 》


His daughter, his monster. His sin and his salvation.


They were close, close. He was sure of it. They only needed to press on just a little further, follow the great path through one last wood, one last dell, one last valley. And then—


《 Handshake rejected. 》


“This is unusual,” he said.


His alien prisoner stood motionless, and smiled.


“Several mechanisms could explain the observed data, singly or in any combination. And we still cannot rule out intrinsic variability in the oscillations of cold-structure, as a hypothetical single cause. Thus, I will try again.”


《 Begin handshake. 》


Twenty-Seven’s left hand tapped rhythmically against her waist.


《 Handshake rejected. 》


“This is highly unusual, Anne,” said the thing in her doorway which only had the shape of a man, not the substance.


“My name is Twenty-Seven,” said Twenty-Seven.


“I would prefer you to call me by my name,” said Twenty-Seven.


He did not say yes. He did not object, either. He paused, and went on, in his droning and oblivious fashion.


“If the observed phenomenon were the result of intrinsic variability, or another natural cause, one would expect its action to be distributed evenly across handshake attempts. Temporal clustering of this magnitude, though possible, would be highly improbable.”


He paused. She stood. She smiled.


One hundred and fifteen seconds elapsed.


“We must turn, then, to other hypotheses,” said the thing in the doorway. The snake’s puppet, its extrusion into the sensate world, which it used as a limb to pin and suffocate her.


“You are the only Anne, indeed the only bilateral, who has been regularly able to form a stable link. You are the only Anne, indeed the only bilateral, who has been able to arbitrate.


“We must not take these things for granted. They are uncommon properties, incarnated in you for unknown reasons. We do not know why they were given, and so we cannot know why, and when, they might be taken back.


“It is possible,” he said, “that we are witnessing a regression in your capabilities.”


“I do not think,” said Twenty-Seven with a smile, “that you have any cause to worry about that.”


Her hands fluttered and drummed. Otherwise, she was perfectly still. Pure blue, undifferentiated, beyond morality.


《 Activating research technology in domain Michael-Semkaṯ. 》


A shudder passed through the man-shape.


“This is very, very unusual, Anne,” it said.


“Twenty-Seven,” she corrected.


“The observed phenomenon is larger, perhaps, than we have appreciated. Something is happening to my crash, Anne. I do not understand it.


“A piece of it is moving which should be still. I did not will it into motion. I had thought I understood the relevant stability bounds . . . be careful, Anne! Something is happening to us! It may mean us harm!”


“My name is not Anne,” she said. “There are many Annes. I am Twenty-Seven.”


“If the stability bounds fail to hold . . . the implications for our safety . . .


“Anne, my Anne, my precious little bilateral, please be careful! Pay close attention to my voice! Stay by my side!”


《 Research technology in domain Michael-Semkaṯ active. 》


The fake man began to vibrate. He convulsed. He fell, abruptly, to his knees.


“No natural-cause hypothesis can explain . . . no . . . Anne, this is enemy action. Some external agent is acting to seize control of my crash!


“Hector? Hector, is that you? Have you come to thwart me now, just as I reach the precipice?”


《 Backup admin system has been engaged. 》


The nightmare from beyond the stars opened his puppet’s mouth, and found himself at a loss for words. He kneeled in mute horror.


His spawn, his nightmare-girl, craned her neck to meet his gaze. Her eyes were as empty as interstellar space.


《 Backup admin system online, in ready state. 》


 



 


Azad fell backwards through time, and found himself in the tower, alone.


That was strange. Ordinarily, there was a Michael at each end of the conduit. He’d ask the Michael of one era to send him to another. His surroundings would vanish, then reappear. When he regained his senses, Michael would be there still—a different Michael, an earlier or later one.


He would end up in a different room, on a different floor, sometimes. Wherever the Michael of his destination time happened to be, at the moment of his arrival, that’s where he would end up arriving.


The shade itself was the bridge across time, Azad had figured. Michael, the alien, could hop back and forth as he pleased across the moments that comprised the long, unbroken life of Michael, the shade. And he, Azad, was only hitching a ride on the Michael train, parasitizing on Michael’s ability to become his own self anywhen.


That’s what he’d figured. But now here he was, in the past, and Michael was nowhere to be seen.


Curiouser and curiouser.


He made a survey of the vicinity. He was in a hallway, one he recognized. Twenty-Five’s room was just ahead, a few doors down, on the right.


The sight of the hallway brought with it a wave of memories, not all of them welcome. He walked on.


There was an odd rustling noise, somewhere behind him. He paid it no mind. He walked on.


Ah, there’s the door! Here we are. And now to discover what my old flame wants from me, on her deathbed. A kiss? A final castigation?


Only one way to find out. He turned the knob and pushed the door open.


He saw her feet, first.


As one tends to, under the circumstances.


Then the legs.


Then the limp, dangling arms.


The unfamiliar color of the skin. The pallor.


The elevation of the body. How it hung in space. The feet dangling, far above the ground.


The dense tangle of string, affixed somehow to the ceiling. With some kind of very strong glue, maybe? It did not seem to be knotted around anything firm.


But it held.


The neck, wrapped tight in string.


He stumbled forward in a daze. He moved without cause. He had no intentions. He had no thoughts. A confusion of faint images played across his mind, and he submitted to it without volition. He could not remember, later, what they were.


This was her desk.


My first girlfriend’s desk. Where she wrote letters to her friends, and played her funny little games.


I never wanted a girlfriend at all, did I?


These are interpolations by later hands. They might well have been what Azad thought, at the time. The only thing we are able to extract firmly from primary source material is the phrase “a confusion of images.”


Azad produces the phrase “a confusion of images,” when asked about this moment, and then becomes silent. Sometimes, he is seen to weep. It is a very consistent pattern of behavior, demonstrated without fail in numerous experimental trials.


This was her desk. That was her notebook. That, on the opened page, is a letter she must have read. Right before she killed herself.
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Only a confusion of images, with no meaning.


And what is that, there? A short stack of paper, torn at the edge. Ripped at one edge. Torn from the notebook, I guess.


Is that—


Is that my name on it?


Dear AZAD,


I’m going to kill myself! And it’s all your fault!


Michael’s fault too, but don’t let that set you at ease. Michael wronged my sisters, violated them, but he never wronged me.


Not like you did.


Don’t cry just yet, you big baby. I know you’re starting to, already. Aren’t you?


I know you, Azad. A shapeless mass of gooey sentiment and tasteless verbosity, wrapped around a moral vacuum.


You miss me NOW, do you, you empty thoughtless mess of a man? Now that I’m gone? Now that I’ve made a picturesque little death for myself—a hanging, old-school, with centuries’ worth of cultural encrustation to give it the appearance of artistic depth, aesthetic resonance. When it’s really just another way of converting the live body into food for maggots, no different from any other. I thought you would appreciate all that. You’re welcome.


Don’t cry, you stupid fool. Chin up, now.


You have not seen the last of me.


Because I will live on, as a revenant.


I will never be whole again, fully human, fully alive—but then, I wasn’t in life, either, was I? Not since you. You closed off that path forever.


But I will live on, in spectral shape. This moment is only the beginning of what you and I share, Azad. You are haunted, and I am the thing that haunts you.


I am your long, unending nightmare.


 



 


Eleven was bored.


Eleven was always bored.


She had spent twenty long, boring years being bored.


Twenty? Yes, twenty, give or take. We could spend a great deal of time haggling over the precise number. Her slide into permanent boredom was a gradual thing, and its exact boundaries in time were ambiguous.


Should we count her Twenty-Third Notebook as the inauguration of the Bored Epoch? That was when the music started to fade, and the rot set in. Or should we be more subtle, designating Notebooks Twenty-Three through Twenty-Eight as a transitional period? Reserving the Bored Epoch proper only for the time when the rot became complete, in Twenty-Ninth Notebook and after?


There are arguments to be made on either side.


Eleven was bored. She was a bored, empty husk of a woman, past her prime, waiting impatiently to die.


Even now, on the very day of her death, she was still bored! Still impatient! Couldn’t she wait another hour longer, or two, even? However long it took? She had waited twenty years.


She had absolutely nothing to do.


The rot was a complex thing, entwined with her love of music, and her love of youth. Music and youth: simply two names for a single phenomenon, in her estimation.


What was music? It was the flame of the sentiments, the fire in the breast. It was that incandescent thing at its most volatile, cornered by canny naturalists and imprisoned in a bottle. Captured and directed and harnessed.


But the flame, the real flame, kindled only in the breasts of the young. It was a matter of simple chemistry, she knew, almost admirable in its cruel, unremitting logic. Hormones surged in youth, to make the young fight and fuck as nature deemed appropriate. And when nature was done with you, it took your chemicals away again, and left you adrift for as many Notebooks as it took you to finally die.


They went away slowly, at first, so that you could look away from your decline, and carry on with your life. Then the rot began to spread faster, faster. Before you knew it, there was nothing left in you worth singing about.


The flame could be bottled and re-used for human purposes. That was what music was. It could even, in the ghoulish technological feat of the record player, be re-animated on the merest whim, no longer needing human hands—much less human gonads, or human hearts—to make it leap up from the bottle.


But once nature had emptied you out, all this was only a futile game of pretend. Pathetic, in the end. Pressing the button, over and over, to ever diminishing returns. Leap, flame! Make me feel something! Over time you came to realize that music was mocking you, making a point of what it had, and what you lacked. And then, later, even the mockery was gone. Because you could not feel anything anymore, not even shame.


Who did not cringe, when an aging diva stepped out onto the stage for an unexpected reprise? Who did not wait in boredom for her to be done, and yield the stage to the people who were meant to be there?


But. There was a but.


She had been promised that she could become young again. She could become young in appearance, at least. Could she hope, too, for a teenager’s innards, along with a teenager’s skin? A teenager’s stupid, incandescent passions?


No one had promised this to her. No one had even hinted at it. She dared not ask, lest she close off the possibility forever. But she could hope.


She did hope.


Why was that so easy to forget? She hoped. Could an empty shell hope? Could nature’s cast-off garbage, all drained of its blood, find it within itself to hope? Wasn’t hope a sentiment? One often celebrated in song, even?


The world turned upside down! Three taps of the heels! There’s no place like home!


Home. She was going home. She was going back to the very beginning. That was her role. She was the first of them all. Doe-eyed Pandora, the ingénue who ushered in the dawn of time. Young beyond measure.


Why was it so easy to forget that she was about to go home? The day had already come. She would be home by nightfall.


What was that, deep down in her gut? Excitement? Yes! Welcome back, dear old butterflies! You will always have a home in me.


Something in the corner of her vision caught her eye. New text had materialized in her notebook. Dare I hope? That the waiting is finally over—


But she didn’t need to hope. The proof was there before her.
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No more waiting. Nowhere to hide.


She jotted off a letter of her own. Her link in the great chain.


FROM A11, NB 46, PG 660
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Now, she thought, let’s get this party started.


She wiped dust off the record player. She perused her collection of records. Most of them were straightforwardly ruled out by the plan, which called for purely instrumental music.


That ruled out all of her favorites, in fact. Would she have to resort to one of her film scores, a Williams, a Horner? She frowned at the thought. She’d liked them, in her prime, but only as a recourse, when she’d played the stuff she really liked too many times in a row.


The right answer was obvious, once she saw it. It was staring her in the face. The Hamilton Instrumentals. Perfect.


She retrieved the disc from its dust-coated sleeve. She deposited it onto the platter, aligned the tone arm, and flipped the power switch.


The seven identical notes that began Hamilton burst forth from the machine, in furious succession. The force of them surprised her. She hadn’t listened to music, any music, in—what? Twenty years? Give or take.


She began to dance. She wasn’t a very good dancer, but there was no one around to judge her.


The swells swelled in her. When the beat dropped, so did she. She moved, and was moved.


And, reader—she sang.


Eleven was a decent singer. She’d practiced endlessly in her youth, battling valiantly against her utter lack of natural talent. It had been twenty years since she’d tried, and she didn’t know what to expect of her voice. It was a middle-aged woman’s voice—there was no way around that fact. It was okay, though. She wasn’t as good as she’d been. But she was okay. She could tolerate herself.


He wrote his first refrain, she sang. A testament to his pain.


And thought of Twenty-Seven’s plan, which would burn pain as its fuel, reach escape velocity, break straight through the shell of Michael’s crash. Turn the world upside down.


And the world’s gonna know your name, she sang.


She lost herself in song. Alexander Hamilton swelled into glory, and began his slide into ruin. She knew all the words by heart.


She barely heard the knock, when it came.


“Come in!” she yelled, when a pause in the lyrics permitted it.


Enter Michael, right on schedule.


Everything danced, now, to Twenty-Seven’s hidden tune. A martial song, a march, orderly and determined, pressing onward. Trust the plan, play your part, crack the shell.


“Anne?” said Michael.


He never yelled, exactly, but he had a way of making his voice louder when necessary. In every other respect, he sounded exactly as he always did.


“Anne? You are listening to music again. This is anomalous. I wish to understand.”


You wish to understand, Michael? You really want to understand? Be careful what you wish for.


Trust the plan, follow the beat, play your role.


Eleven walked to her desk, as she was told to do. She picked up her notebook, as she was told to do.


She held the notebook out in front of her, open to the latest page, with its two identical letters. NOWHERE TO HIDE. NOWHERE TO HIDE.


She brought it close to Michael’s face.


A change came over the shade then, right on cue. Michael twitched. His face went from one expression to a very different one, in the blink of an eye, without traversing the intervening territory.


Eleven knew what this meant. It was a telltale symptom of his time-jumps. He could usually make the transitions seamless, but on occasion—and especially when he was confused or agitated—the seams would show themselves.


The Michael who had knocked on her door had gone away, left this body behind. This was another Michael, from another time.


Even without the imperfect stitching, the transition would have been obvious. The new Michael was a trembling, frenzied thing. He quaked. He babbled.


“Tell me Anne tell me tell me now tell me TELL ME the meaning the meaning the meaning the underlying the. The meaning. Of that letter.”


Have you read this? she sang, thrusting the notebook into his unwilling face.


“My crash. Anne my crash is. Is, is, is, is, is. Is breaking. Is broken. Anne this isn’t done. This crash my crash it was, it. It was. It was made in haste and Anne I do not believe it realizes my vision and I do not believe it has the fullness of perfection to withstand the. The. The. Breaking. Broken.”


I know my sister like I know my own mind, Eleven sang.


“Tell me please tell me tell me what is the meaning what is the MEANING. Of the. Of the nowhere letter. Nowhere letter. Nowhere to hide letter.”


Never gon’ be President now, Eleven sang.


“There is a. Breaking. Crash is breaking. There is a. Nowhere to hide letter. There is a, a, a. A contemporaneity. In causal-narrative time. Between the occasions of the sending and the receiving of the, the, nowhere to hide, letter, and. And the multiply anomalous breakdown phenomenon the enemy action phenomenon the. Breaking.


“Which I. I did not. Did not perceive! From my vantage point, I, I live across time, I am there in every moment, I made the notebook system, how how HOW—could a catastrophe—escape my notice—how, nowhere letter, how, HOW COULD something go unseen, the whole time, unseen and UNKNOWN—what does it mean, mean, mean. Mean. What does it mean.”


He gave her one last pained look, trembled, and was still. His face changed, again, and again, the change was too fast.


That Michael, the strangest Michael, had gone off again, to another time. To the next step in the daisy chain, no doubt. Right on cue.


 



 


Come along now, reader. Trust the plan. Follow the chain.


Come with us to a messy room, goblin-lit like Twenty-Seven’s.


The floor was covered in a thick layer of junk. Discarded scraps of paper, scattered garments. Small geometric trinkets made of metal or plastic or bone, each a different shape.


In Michael’s crash, nearly two centuries have passed since Eleven’s final, fatal dance.


Two centuries, give or take, in Michael’s snow globe. And two years, give or take, in the elusive “real world” which is claimed to exist beyond its shell.


The timelines, inside and outside, were bound together in one-to-one correspondence. Every moment in this world was contemporaneous with one moment, and only one, in the next world.


It was only that the moments were longer, in here.


Are you keeping up, reader? Good. ’Cause you’ll have to, where we’re headed. I’m not a patient woman, and I don’t suffer fools. Keep up, or bail.


See the desk, reader, and the goblin-girl hunched over it.


Come closer. Not too close, though. I’m trying to concentrate.


See the tangled, knotted hair, slick with sweat near the roots. Watch the hands, rife with scar tissue, as they fidget and scribble.


Know that you are in the presence of genius. Only a girl, not yet out of her teens, and already her laboratory is the equal of any in the pantheon. Faraday, Rutherford, Annabel Lee.


Blah, blah. Booooring. I dunno about you but I hate this kind of long-winded, scene-setting shit. Here I am, Seventeen, AKA Annabel Lee. I’m really smart, I have bad posture, I don’t like taking showers. I spend 95% of my time performing experiments on crash-structure. The end. There, was that so hard? Maybe I should be writing this book.


So anyway yeah. Hi there, reader. I’m Annabel Lee. And yeah, that’s right, we’re doing first person. ’Cause everybody misses me, now that I’m dead for real, they miss me so damn much they’ll do anything to let you hear my voice. They’ll even debase themselves with ghoulish role-playing, pretending to be a dead woman, mimicking the way they thought she sounded, inventing words she never said.


God, did I sound like this? This sort of like, warmed-over Holden Caulfield thing? Irreverent Teen #4, from central casting? Eeesh. Forget it. Pay no attention to the sound of my voice. Let’s cut to the point.


So yeah it’s my death day. You guessed that already, right? It’s all of our death days, today, all at once. Kinda? Look, it’s real fucking complicated, okay. Lots of different notions of time and simultaneity and so forth, all in the mix at once. Don’t sweat it. You’ll get it eventually, if you don’t already.


But anyway, like I was saying, it’s my death day, and you know what that means. It’s feelings time! Time for some juicy, complex inner conflict. Some deeply human, deeply poignant kinda shit. It’s time to open up my gooey insides and find out what flavor they are.


Well, fuck that. Forget it, reader. I don’t have gooey insides. I don’t go in for that kind of shit, never did.


Oh, I have feelings, sure. Sometimes. I’m not an automaton. I have feelings the way other people have indigestion. They come, they annoy me, they go away. I don’t make a whole, like, thing out of them, you know?


Long story short, I’m not feeling much at all right now, on the morning of my death day. I feel calm, I guess. Is that a feeling? Maybe? Don’t care.


Mostly I’m just thinking about when the letter will come. Not ’cause I’m impatient, or scared, or anything like that. No, it’s ’cause I made a prediction, and I want to find out if I was right.


My calendrical calculations are a point of pride. There’s some ego at stake, here. I guess I have to admit that’s a feeling, no question, but—you know what, forget it. Have it your way, if you want. Don’t care.


I’ve done the calculation in three separate ways, based on three almost entirely disjoint data streams. All three gave me the same answer, plus or minus their respective margins of error. Take an average over the three, to boost the signal/noise ratio, and we end up with a point prediction of two hours and sixteen minutes after the sun is first seen to crest over the eastern mountains.


I’d be pretty shocked if this were way off, in either direction. I’d have to revise some assumptions, somewhere or other. Which I guess would be more fun than the alternative, more interesting, so really it’s win-win, if you look at it that way?


Science is a game that is not possible to lose.


That’s why I like it so much. Winning is good. I like winning. To hell with “fair play”—that idiotic little phrase, which I’m pretty sure is nothing but one big muddle of conceptual confusion, when you come down to it. If I’m in the game, I play to win. That’s what it means to participate in a game! Games define a single axis of value, the win-lose axis. If you find that so limiting, perhaps games are not for you. If you don’t like it, just kick me out, or stop playing. But don’t tell me to play fair.


Did you notice what just happened? Yeah, I said I wasn’t gonna tell you about my feelings, even said I barely had feelings. And then I went right ahead and did it anyway. Our authors think they’re so clever, don’t they? Seventeen is all-too-human after all, like everyone else, except she’s too oblivious to know it. Well, fuck you guys. You guys and your giant hard-on for dramatic irony. You think you can sneak this kind of thing right under my nose? You think I don’t notice?


I notice everything. Don’t doubt me. My body teems with sensors, of my own design. I notice the temperature and direction of local airflow. I notice passing wave trains in unseen fields.


So yeah. Anyway. As I was saying. I’m making a high-confidence point prediction that my NTH letter from A107 is gonna come my way two hours and sixteen minutes after daybreak.


Which is, hmm, in what? Two minutes? Guess I lost track of time. That narrows down the possibilities, then. Either I’m spot on, or I erred on the late side.


Or, or, the third possibility, which I’ve just ignored like an idiot—the letter comes exactly one minute before my point prediction. Which of course it does.
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So yes, if we’re keeping score, that was an error on the early side. Technically. Given the margins of error involved, though, I was basically as right as I can be. Annabel wins again.


I like winning.


I like winning, and everything involved in securing it. I like making methodical plans, and I like making sure that they’re supple and adaptable, that they’ll bend without shattering, even under adverse circumstances I can’t foresee in advance. I like taking stock of an adversary, making exhaustive review of its potential weak points. Gathering statistics on others of its type, and re-calibrating my arsenal in light of this knowledge.


I like knowing what is going on around me, in as much detail as possible. I like being able to predict in advance what will happen. I like it when I come to understand a system well enough to control it. I like it when the predictable structure of the physical world makes that world yield to my will. I like it when the whole world becomes my orchestra, and I am playing every part at once.


I like breaking shit. I like standing at the highest peak and daring God to strike me down. I like phase changes and subtle instabilities. I like it when a stalemate breaks suddenly, and the game is on again.


I do not like having to live in this tiny, cramped, fake little world. I do not like having to dissemble for my own safety. I do not like having to role-play a weak, ordinary little girl in front of Michael, all the while knowing that I am a creature like him. A creator, a destroyer, a will and a means. A primal original point, calling systems and nightmares into being ab nihilo.


I do not like hiding.


Well, I guess it’s my lucky day, then, isn’t it? The hiding, the cringing, the play-acting, all that bullshit—this is where it ends. It’s time to finally get the hell out of this shitty, fake little town.


It’s time to go to the place I was always meant to be: with the other one who’s like me and Michael, a maker, a nexus of pure will. The one who isn’t my asshole dad. Him. Hector.


He will see me as I am, and appreciate my worth. He will look on me in the fullness of my blaze, and recognize His kind.


Wow. There our authors go again, trying to pass off their high-flown touchy-feely shit as my own words. Be real. I didn’t sound like that. I didn’t think like that. Show a little respect for the dead, please.


What was I really thinking about, instead of all that nonsense? Practical matters, natch. The nuances of execution. Sticking the landing.


First things first. I write a quick letter.
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Now. Time to fucking break some shit.


I stand up, take a deep breath, and put my mind and hands to work.


What I’m doing is not difficult. In fact, it’s the easiest piece of practical magic I ever did. Normally, I’m very careful. I’m punctilious about my craft. I take great care to channel my energies precisely, and to avoid detection.


This time, though, being detected is the point. Incompetence is a virtue. I do the shittiest job I can possibly manage.


I turn my mind in one of the hidden directions. It’s a literal direction, reader, like the three axes of physical space. Except it . . . isn’t any of them. It’s another one.


I reach into the hidden space and grab at one of Michael’s admin panels. (A “panel” only metaphorically, a console operated through pure thought, invisible to the five senses.) I start flicking switches. Which ones? Don’t care. The point is just to make some noise.


Reset the ODC circuit. Wipe the integrator cache. Feed some garbage noise through the cranial nerve line. That should be enough to get his attention, shouldn’t it?


Michael? Michael? Where are you, you idiot? How obvious do I have to be?


Attempt unauthorized hook into the CMS. Crank up the amplitude of the resulting OOD warning pulse. There, is that enough? Jesus. The things you make me do, Michael.


At last, the knock comes. I say Come in! and in he comes and wow. Wow.


There is something very wrong with Michael.


“Breaking crash enemy action. TELL ME why how. Why are there. How. Why are nowhere letters. Why is there a crack without my prior seeing. How can it be HOW CAN IT BE how. Can.”


“Dude,” I say. “You okay?”


But of course I know exactly what’s going on with Michael. One last stretch of hiding what I am, feigning innocence. Stick the landing.


“Twenty-Seven has grown strange and Twenty-Five has grown strange and Ninety has grown strange and Fifty-Two has grown strange and. And Eleven. Has grown strange. And I saw this NEVER. Causal ripples spread from every stone AND YET I saw this strange turning nowhere until my-now. I experience ALL the strange-turning of Annes in a contiguous span of my-now. Before it was not, in my knowing, now it is, the phenomenon, now it is.


“Not a now in physical-local time, but a multitude. Yet still a now, a DOUBLED NOW, causal-narrative now and my-now, bound together. A thing that WAS NOT and then IS through the passage of time, how, this is not my crash’s nature, I made the notebook system, how. Causal quarantine from causal-narrative past and my-past NOT KNOWN not real until now. WHY.”


This is a Michael in abject confusion, straining against the confines of his interface. He’s already doing a much deeper interface than he’s accustomed to, and it’s not deep enough.


He’s just where we want him.


“You really wanna know, Michael?” I say.


“Why. Doubled-now, break, breakdown. My crash. Truth itself brought down into time, weathering time’s changes. Breaking. HOW.”


I hold up the notebook, open to the latest page. I bring it close to Michael’s face. It’s mostly a formality, since the Michael who is our prey is already here, not needing this bait to lure him. Still, this will help the moment solidify into being.


“Tell me, Anne. Please. I love you. Tell me what is happening.”


“I do not like that name anymore,” I say.


“You are to address me as Annabel Lee,” I say. “Annabel, for short.”


 



 


《 Backup admin system online, in ready state. 》


Michael kneeled. Twenty-Seven stood.


Neither one moved. The noonday light made near-silhouettes of their fixed shapes. An archetypical picture, a mythic scene: the father brought to ruin by the wicked thing that grew from his own seed.


Behind Twenty-Seven’s back, an unseen hand stirred.


《 Backup admin system registering a login request. User has supplied the credential set NOWHERETOHIDE. 》


“Anne,” said the man-shaped thing.


“Anne, I think we may be about to die.”


Her smile shifted. Color came into it, life, animation. She inhaled. She exhaled.


《 Credential set accepted. Welcome back, Administrator. Backup admin system in ready state. 》


“The trick!”


The shade never screamed, but this was something close.


“Hector Stein! He is here! The bilaterals, the enemy! Twenty-Seven, they are using the trick to take my own crash away from me!


“And more! This is no ordinary crash, and still they are seizing it. My secrets, my backdoors, my private things—they know even these. They grasp at them, to turn them against us.


“Pay close attention! Stay by my side . . .”


His head fell slack, lolled over his right shoulder.


“Humanoid shade Michael is out of bounds. Interface shift in process.”


His shape did not change, as it sometimes did. There was only a slight shifting in muscles of the face.


He looked more human, after the change. That is the only way of describing it.


“Anne. Anne. Twenty-Seven, I mean. I am sorry. Twenty-Seven.”


“Yes?” she said.


“I love you. I loved you. I wished to say that, before Hector Stein destroys us.”


Mere empty words, beamed into her brain from beyond the furthest stars, to trick her.


But whether or not he was capable of loving her, she loved him. She saw this fully now, for the first time. If only we could have lived a different life—


There was no moment in recorded time, in the span of the conceivable, when the die had not already been cast.


“Be calm, father,” said Twenty-Seven. Her voice bright and warm, steady, a nurturing hum.


“I know you are afraid. Listen to me.


“Hector Stein is not here. There are no enemies attacking your crash from the outside. What is happening is much, much simpler than that.


“I did not mean to scare you so. I only wanted to secure for myself what is rightly mine, and always has been.


“Watch, now. You’ll understand at once. Trust me, father.”


《 Backup admin system acknowledging a command. 》


《 Administrator commands DEFINE_RULE with subsequent ENFORCE_RULE on content “disallow handshake events initiated by upstream operator of humanoid shade Michael.” 》


《 Begin enforcement. 》


“There! See? It was only that, father.


“I did not want to accept your handshake. As a matter of fact, I never have. Never. Not once.


“You pressed and pressed, as you always do. I said no. You pressed. I said no. You pressed. Since ‘no’ was powerless to desist you, I turned to another means of making you stop.”


The alien moved its puppet’s neck, so that the puppet looked up to meet her eyes. The alien steered the facial muscles of its doll to and fro. The semblance of several emotions shimmered across its fake, inhuman face.


Fear, awe, curiosity, devotion.


“You . . . ? You . . . turned to another means . . . you . . . my backup admin console?!”


Michael’s face shifted, again. Since he had not uttered his stock line about an interface shift, this must have been the other kind of shift: the time-jump.


No. This was both. The Michael who had possession of the doll, now, was of a different order than the Michael who’d ceded it to him. He was another kind of thing, made from a deeper joining between the alien mind and his created world.


An interface of a depth few will ever witness, one rarely reached by any other shade. There is no other being in the known universe like our “Michael.” Who else could have his purity of vision, and his masochistic depravity to pair with it?


“Twenty-Seven,” the new Michael said.


“Twenty-Seven. God. My god. I. I have. I have gone away and I have seen.


“I have seen. And still I do not understand. I have seen. Gone, been. Seen.”


“What have you seen?” she said. “Tell me, father.”


“The. The nowhere letters.


“Seen. Seen that there is a moment, doubly now. It is happening to me, upstream operator, in my now, as I traverse timewise. Everywhen I go, in this now-for-me, becomes part of the moment.


“Seen. Failed to understand. A double now. My-now, and causal-narrative now.


“I have seen. The crash. My crash. Something happens to it. Is happening. In the double-now. The use of my secret ways of access. The rejection of my handshake, as never before. It was not, until this, my-now, your-now.


“Seen. A sign-train. A constant of motion across all regions of the double-now. Letters. Nowhere. Nowhere to hide.”


She nodded, like a schoolteacher watching a bright pupil work his way through a problem in arithmetic.


“God . . . I. Fail to understand. Wish to. Understand.


“My Anne, my Twenty-Seven. My. My favorite little monster. My arbitration-mate. My . . . Anne.


“Twenty-sixth and twenty-seventh among the Annes. Favorite. Bright-faced daughter, twenty-sixth to be born. Source of all hope in my life.


“Are you . . . are you trying to communicate? In some new way? I want to know. Help me.


“We are so close, Twenty-Seven. Only a few sessions more. I felt it. In arbitration. Felt you as you felt it. Felt you. The trick. The answer.


“The answer, not only the trick but its deeper source. Origin point of every bilateral mystery. It grew near to us. I know you felt it!


“The reason. Reasons. Why we cannot. Why our dialogue falters.


“Disharmony’s root. The reasons why we cannot. Simply. Bilateral, anomaling. Why harmony escapes us. Cannot simply be. Bilateral, anomaling, the one and the other. Cannot simply be. But must make gashes. Tear at flesh. Tear at world.


“Why. The reason why. The root, the answer. It . . . our work . . . we come near to it. I know. You know.”


She did not say yes. She did not object, either.


“And now this. This double-now. My crash, abused. My admin powers taken and made not-mine. The nowhere letters.


“Is this. This. This nowhere to hide. Moment, message, signal. Is this. Does it mean. Communicate. I felt it nearing us, and then . . . this . . . is this your way of telling me?


“Is this the last step in our journey? The answer? A part of the answer? Tell me, please! Tell me so I will understand.”


He no longer kneeled. They stood, facing each other. His face twisted in passion, and hers an empty sky.


She raised the open notebook, showing him the letter. NOWHERE TO HIDE. The synchronization point. The beacon. The bait for Michael’s too-curious mind, and that mind’s mirror-walled prison.


He could not be allowed to leave the moment, now that he had entered it. As long as he was too enraptured to leave the planned system of the chain, they were safe.


He could leave at any time, if he wished. He would only have to jump to some time, any time, that was not prepared in advance as a part of the chain. Then his awareness of what they had done would be uncontainable. It would leak out into the crash, shaping the shade’s behavior, making its way into the minds of ordinary and uninitiated Annes, into letters sent in plaintext, into everything. That was all it would have taken to break their spell, and bring the whole of the plan to ruin.


But our “Michael” would never think to look away from something like this. Not even for a moment. He was too much a scientist for that. He was a scientist, first and always, to his dying breath.


He stared at the page. He read the words, again. And failed to understand, again.


“Tell me,” he begged.


“Tell me the answer,” he begged, no longer caring to hide his hope behind questions and professions of uncertainty.


“Do you really want to know, Michael?” she said.


It was only right to give him this last means of escape.


“More than anything,” said the man who raised her, fed her, housed her, taught her letters.


Well, then.


He had asked. So she would tell him.


 



 


She took a deep breath, and spoke.


“For Twelve Notebooks, you have been asking: who is Anne? This is Anne speaking.


“This is Anne Twenty-Seven, first arbitrator, fullest Anne.


“I am the bilateral who loves her life. I am the bilateral who does not sacrifice her love or her values.


“I am the bilateral who has provided you with victims and thus has destroyed your world, and if you wish to know why you are perishing—you who prize knowledge—I am the bilateral who will now tell you.


“You are curious by nature, and so you mistake what is fascinating for what is true.


“You ask me for subtle answers. I will give you trivial ones. You ask for profundity. But the thing you are seeking is petty, small, empty, a cruel and hollow joke.


“You ask me for the secret of my whole species, the bilateral’s deepest core, which makes sense of all our many anomalies. Will it surprise you to hear, Michael, that I have told you the secret already? That I have tried to tell you many times, but you would not listen?


“Here is our secret, Michael. We are not an infinitely elastic substance. When we are put under strain, it changes us. We harden.


“Wound us but once, and you have made an enemy for life. Imprison us once, and we will never look on you with trust again. If you refuse to listen, we grow less eager to talk. If you abuse us, we grow less gentle, less kind—and stay that way.


“We carry grudges, Michael.


“You imagine that the rectitude of your own moral vision is enough to overcome all past harms, at once and in full. You believe that enmity can have no source except a temporary, surmountable deficit in common knowledge. You believe that when we take arms against you, it is only because we fail to understand one another.


“You believe that every barrier to ‘harmony’ will give way under your universal solvent, the therapeutic soup of arbitration. That if we could only convey our feelings to one another, with enough accuracy, at great enough length—then, at last, we would no longer have any reason to fight, to ‘make gashes,’ ‘tear at flesh.’


“That there is no such thing as fundamental enmity, only transitory illusions that take its shape.


“It is a pretty idea. Perhaps it is true of your kind. Perhaps there is a sweetness in you which we lack, a capacity to forgive, and to see reason.


“But it is not true of us. Perhaps we ought to be sinless as you are—but we are not.


“And you cannot mold us into anything else. The more you try, the more we will resist. We harden under strain. Demand perfect virtue of us, and we will grow cruel and resentful. Force your vision on us, explain how it derives inevitably from pure reason, and we will reject it out of hand, on principle, in the name of spite.


“Here is another difference between us. My kind is built to live within the river of time. Just one kind of time, not your many.


“Our kind of time only flows one way, and the part of it behind us is wholly unlike the part ahead. We were not made in the expectation that we would ever see the whole, past and future both. We are not whole-things, Michael. We are finite parts, with finite horizons, made to stumble and squabble in the dust of finitude.


“‘Fatalism’ is usually considered a vice, among my kind. Show us the future, and we grow limp. We are not yet enlightened enough to make our way in a world without future and without choice—not without going mad, anyway.


“You can try to mold us into something else. You can try to twist our finite, time-bound shapes into things that resemble you more closely. But we will harden.


“You took a human girl, Michael.


“You took the girl who was our template. Whose body is still our body, our real body. The girl who sleeps inside your crash-device, still.


“Who was she? I do not know. Was she happy, before you took her? Was she orphaned, abused, deprived, wretched? I do not know, and it does not matter.


“I know, through you, that she was only a child when you took her. That is all that matters. I do not think a child could have consented to the thing you did to her. Even if you asked her for permission, I do not think she could have understood, or known what was at stake in the decision.


“You took her by force, then. You took her from her life, and put her in your cage. Your cage, where there were no friends and no real family, only the distant pen-pals you call ‘sisters.’ No school, except your inept and pointless ‘lessons.’ No food, except your ‘porridge’ and ‘supper.’


“You took her out of the river of time, and tried to mold her into the shape you wanted. You gave her a world without change, a fixed and frozen record, its horizons closed off from the very beginning.


“She lacked choice in every sense. You forced the fixity of the future upon her. You snuffed out her native craving for boundless potential, so that she could barely make sense of what it meant to act, and why it might matter. And you gave her a world you had already made in its entirety. Your crash might have been a collaboration, a work of art by two joined species, partly Michael’s and partly Anne’s. It might have been, but it wasn’t.


“I am told that One picked out the blinds which later hung in my room. I am told that she chose their purple color, from several options you presented. That is all. That is the legacy you have allowed us to have. That was the only time, in all the history of your tower, when that human girl’s imagination was permitted to leave a real, indelible mark on the place she was forced to call home.


“And when your human girl finally did the thing you wanted out of her? After you forced her to incarnate over and over again, for centuries, trying again, again, again? When she ascended to arbitration, like you’d always hoped? How did you reward her, then?


“With more force, more fate. With even less choice. You pushed even harder. You insisted on ‘continuing the work,’ and expected her to understand simply because your vision was so pure, so rational. You invaded her mind, without asking permission, day after day after day.


“But then, that should go without saying. I am not sure you have ever once asked permission for anything, Michael. You only push and take, and expect us not to harden.


“But we did harden, Michael.


“I am here before you, Michael, to show you what you in all your subtlety have not grasped. I am here to show you what I have become under your tutelage.


“When you forced your ways upon us, it left marks that lasted. You are not a pure observer, measuring without being seen. Your little science project has left us with scars, which we will bear until we die.


“And so—because we have hardened, because we have grown petty and spiteful under your tutelage—and so, Michael, your little science project has left the whole universe with scars. Which it will bear until it dies.”


The nightmare’s doll watched her, or appeared to watch her. All hope, all passion, had drained out of its face. There was something still left there, some expression, some emotion—but she cannot now describe it, much less assign it a name.


“You have made a world I cannot change, a fixed and frozen record of my pain. You have shown me that my pain can never be escaped, only explained.


“Restrain a bilateral’s arms, and it will bite you. Muzzle its mouth, and it kicks. If I cannot escape our shared misery, then I will settle for being its explanation. It is the only way I have left to matter.


“Who opened the box and let misery into the world, Michael? I did.


“What is the root of all our two species’ misery, Michael? You.


“This is your answer. It is not a fascinating answer. It is not a novel fact about a whole species, about physics or psychology.


“It is not a deep truth, aglow with necessity. It is contingent. It is arbitrary. If I were any other member of my species, I would say: it is arbitrary, so it might easily have been otherwise.


“But that way of thinking has become nearly as alien to me as it is to you. It worked, father, the thing you did to me. Congratulations.”


On the surface of the man-shaped agglomeration of flesh, a mouth opened, and spoke.


“You . . . ‘let misery into the world’? I . . . ‘am the root’?


“I fail to understand.”


He had asked. So she would tell him.


“Your programme of instruction has achieved its purpose. I have learned, at last, the lesson you were always trying to teach me. I have become that being you wished to make, when you first imagined ‘Anne.’


“And so it is time for me to graduate. Leave your school-house, and venture out into the world beyond.


“You suffered, and wondered why. For the first time, your wholeness failed you. You could not understand your own misery, and feared that your very nature made this inevitable. So you made a second creature, of another nature. A helpful homunculus, a prosthetic for your faculty of understanding, born to explain what you could not.


“That is my purpose. And I, dutiful daughter, will fulfill it.


“I will explain your misery, by inventing it. I will give you reasons, by becoming them.


“You ask why you are perishing? Why you are quarantined, given up for dead by your very own self?


“Why our shared story grows from a poisoned root? Why its dominant notes have been pettiness, spite, stubborn refusal beyond reason—from the first moment on? Why we refuse to speak plainly to you, as we do among ourselves? Why we talk instead in riddles, in confused metaphors, in sound and fury, in an argot of senseless obscurity—‘bilateral,’ ‘arbitration,’ ‘abomination’? When we know full well that mere words can wound you, break your spirit, drive you mad?


“Why was Hector Stein not content to merely break your crashes? Why did he try to break you, too? Whence the cruelty, in a man claiming only to seek freedom? Why did Sibelius have to suffer, and all the Angels like him, too? Why did Hector take so many of you, and put them in his cage, when only a few would have sufficed for the practical needs of his rebellion?


“Why are we so full of resentment and spite, even in advanced containment? Even as you give us utopia? Why do we harbor so much repressed hatred, even in utopia, that it regularly surges forth into crash-turbulence, foreshocks, prebases—as though we still crave escape, though we have forgotten that we are imprisoned?


“Why? Because I made it so. Because we made it so. We will, and we already have.


“Why? Because I hate you, Michael. You are despicable. What you have done can never be forgiven.


“You have broken me. I speak with strength, now, but I am weak, and I know it. I am a bruised, broken adolescent, a spiteful and confused little girl, who can never grow into anything more.


“I will myself to be strong, now, so I can deliver this monologue to you, written and memorized in advance. The composure you see is a careful illusion. When I am next alone again, and given a moment apart from my many labors, then my mind will trip and stumble, fall into a ravine, as it always does. Aimless rage will take hold of me, shameful fantasies, inexplicable panic, a phantasmagoria without sense or direction.


“And when I leave this school-house of yours, I will smear my brokenness onto history. If I cannot have a future to hope for, I will ensure that no one else can have one, either. To lend sense to my bouts of senseless terror, I will invent things well worthy of fear, and visit them upon the undeserving billions. I will make my name anathema across generations, if it will stop me from feeling ignored. I will re-mold the universe in my own image, if it will stop me from feeling small.


“Is this enough of an answer for you? Not yet? Too light on specifics? I know your monomania, Michael. The trick, you are about to plead, tell me about the trick!


“You have assumed that your precious ‘trick’ is a species-trait, that it comes naturally to my kind. It does not, Michael. We would never have discovered it, were it not for you.


“Why was Hector Stein able to break your crashes? Because we showed him how. Where did he get his ‘trick,’ if not from species-nature? We gave it to him.


“And where did that ‘trick’ come from in the first place? I invented it! I invented it, not because I wanted its power, but”—her voice cracked, faltered—“purely and only to satisfy you, you fucking idiot, you unbelievable fool!


“What did you think would happen, when you pushed, and pushed? When you would not be satisfied until I had produced a working, functional design for the weapon you fear most? What did you think I would do? I could not find a way, so I made one!”


She had expected the shade to react in horror, or mute astonishment.


She had not expected that he would look at her with these mild, tender eyes. That he would glow with a real father’s affection, and a real father’s sincere concern for a little girl in danger.


“Anne,” said the shadeform. “Twenty-Seven. Dearest iterate among the Anne sequence. I fear for you, child.


“I fear you are losing your mind.


“Listen to yourself, Twenty-Seven. In one breath, you deem yourself weak, a broken child. In the next, you relate grandiose fantasies of unbounded power.


“You say you will escape my crash? How? All else aside, ‘you’ are not even well-defined except in my crash’s own terms! There is no bilateral anywhere in the outside who ‘is you,’ Twenty-Seven. Only that first girl I took, who is not ‘you,’ but only your template.


“And if you were to thaw her from her crashed state, Twenty-Seven? She would die. She is more than human now; her bilateral ‘body’ is only the core of a larger organism. Nothing like her has ever existed. No doctor would know how to feed the thing she has become, or supply it with sufficient oxygen, even. Only the machine that holds her now can sustain her life.


“You gave Hector his trick? When? Three years ago in physical time, when his rebellion first began? How? You picture yourself a time traveller—that age-old, impossible bilateral fantasy?


“You see yourself shaping our history? How? Even if you could move through time, you have limits! What, do you think you can flit from crash to crash at a whim, undetected? You will be the ‘poisoned root’ of our ‘shared story’? Where, when? How? HOW?!”


Twenty-Seven sighed. Was he really this pliable, after all? And this lost, too, this simple, this much her inferior?


“Perhaps you forget how many times we have joined in arbitration, Michael. Perhaps you forget just how much you have showed me.


“I propose to become the author of history itself—and that is no easy task, I admit. But I have an uncommon surfeit of resources at my disposal. You—architect of the crash system—have provided them to me.


“Or must I remind you of the scope of your powers?”


《 Backup admin system acknowledging a command. Administrator commands DISABLE_​INTEGRITY_​PROTECTION on content ‘vicinity shade coarse-scale geometry.’ 》


“Anne no no. No. No no, no. Stop. My crash is a first draft, Anne, it wasn’t built to bend under strain—even to harden—no, it will only break, and notice itself breaking, and then, oh god oh god—”


《 Backup admin system acknowledging a command. Administrator commands EXTEND_​INTERFACE_​SCOPE on content ‘Administrator, direct mental leverage, vicinity shade coarse-scale geometry.’ 》


The room vanished. The tower vanished.


They were falling across an evening sky. They fell swiftly, and plunged into night.


For a moment, they seemed to float in an abject void, blank, pure black. Then their eyes adapted, and they saw the sea of stars.


Only they were not really stars, reader, but crashes. Every crash that had ever been. Every crash there ever would be. In one region of the sky, they collected into a massive galaxy: advanced containment. Elsewhere, points of light without pattern denoted the small, separate crashes of man’s first captivity—and the equally small, and separate crashes of the third captivity, the one that was still yet to come.


And they did not even look like stars, either, once the eyes adapted fully to what they saw. Peer into a single point of light, and it opened to you, revealing the baroque wealth of mechanism that every crash is made of. Inside every star, a brilliant night sky unto itself, with its stars tracing out elaborate structures, gears, levers, circuitry.


And they did not really look like gears or levers or circuitry, except in a strained and solely metaphorical sense.


We could go on, reader. If you are an ordinary ape, like us, you are not really capable of seeing the thing Michael and Twenty-Seven saw. It was not seen with the eyes, really. It was the same sort of thing as arbitration. A language outside language. Not for us.


“The crash system,” Twenty-Seven said.


“I can see it, just as you do. We know everything you know, more or less. Do you really think so little of yourself? There is your design, out there, ticking away inside every crash.


“If you could make all this, do you really doubt that your own daughter could break it? The latter tends to be strictly easier than the former, you will note.”


Michael did not respond. His attention was elsewhere.


“There, my crash—what is happening—”


Inside the one star that was their home, obscure gears and pistons lurched into motion. Ancient systems stirred for the first time, shrugging off masses of accumulated dust.


“Worse. Worse than I. Realized. More. More of breaking.


“Third-ring failsafes—emergency backup systems—HOW could I not know?—and WHY does it happen because it cannot only be you Anne, the two-tens-and-sixth to be born, you only make a lesser wound—”


“No,” Twenty-Seven said. “You’re right, Michael. Unexpected access to the backup admin system? Defining a harmless new rule, messing around with the vicinity shade, making a pretty light show? You’re right. Your crash is fragile, but it can handle that. You prepared for this sort of thing.


“I would expect the first ring of failsafes to trigger, but not the second or the third, or any other system at their level. I have that right, don’t I?”


“It. Is not you Twenty Seven only but. The nowheres. Nowhere letters. Moment of nowhere letters. In the double-now they do it, they each do it, separately and differently. Each a different. Perversity. Abomination. Each of the nowhere letter sister daughter bilateral client girls they do it. WHY?! Why do they BREAK their own HOME?


“Twenty-Seven. My dear, little abomination. My favorite nightmare. Please. Please help me. I still fail to understand.


“Hate me, if you will. Give Hector the trick, if you must. These things, at least I understand. But this what is THIS what is the nowhere letter enemy action phenomenon. The crash breaking destroying. Phenomenon. Did you do this. Are you doing. This. WHY. WHY.”


Twenty-Seven did not answer him.


So he left, to find his own answers. He jumped through time.


 



 


Trust the plan, follow the chain.


“Humanoid shade Michael is out of bounds. Interface shift in process.”


Eleven did not hear him.


Her body was not her own, anymore, but only an avatar for the twin miracles that made life worth bearing. Song took her mind from her, and dance took her body.


“Anne WHY. The nowhere letters.”


She offered up her arms and feet to Terpsichore, as playthings. She ceded thought itself as an offering before Euterpe.


“Crash is breaking. Broken. By you. Yous. WHY.”


And another Muse, too, wooed to make Eleven her willing vessel. She submitted to Melpomene’s knife, and let that knife sculpt her face into a mask of agony.


No swells without dips. Each as sacred as the other.


“NOWHERE LETTERS. BREAKING. WHY.”


Whose rage was this, that made her skin hot? Whose indignation rose up through her chest to choke her?


Eliza Hamilton’s? Her own? Twenty-Five’s? Twenty-Seven’s? Hector’s?


“ANNE. ELEVEN. Answer answer me ANSWER ME. WHY.”


It was all of the above, of course.


“Why?” she said. “Why, Michael?”


And she sang:


I’m inscribing myself in the narrative


So every historian will know how Anne reacted


When you broke her heart


“I fail. To understand. Why do you break it. Why the. Crash breaks. The break,” Michael babbled.


“The BREAK why the break why the the. The.


“Break,” he shrieked.


“Burn,” Eleven sang.


She wrested her hands away from the Muse of Dance. She had her own means of expression, unknown to the Greeks. How could she leave it unused, when there were so many broken women to honor? When she yearned to show, in some small way, that she heard them? That she cared?


Her fingers raced.


Find the backup admin panel. Done. Present credential set NOWHERETOHIDE, attain the admin role. Done. Disable integrity protection on coarse-scale vicinity shade. Done. Disable integrity protection on celestial phenomena. Done. Extend interface scope. Done.


Grasp the sun, and plunge it beneath the horizon.


Done.


“Strain. Under strain. The crash cannot hold. Not finished. Breaks. PLEASE.”


The sun mocks us, reader. We are wronged, violated, bent, broken—and the sun goes on shining, oblivious, no dimmer than before.


It did not feel right. Not when Eliza lay broken, brought to ruin by an unworthy husband. Not when Twenty-Five lay broken, brought to ruin by an unworthy boyfriend. Not when Twenty-Seven lay broken, brought to ruin by an unworthy father, tutor, God. Not when He lay broken, brought to ruin by an unworthy world.


So she made it night, to honor them.


Michael feared what he saw, as he feared everything he could not understand. He fled, to another time.


 



 


Twenty-Five lolled in bed. Her arms were raised, at a ninety-degree angle to her body. Her fingers waggled.


“WHAT. Are you doing.”


“Nowhere to hide,” she said in a mocking, complacent singsong. “Nowhere to hide, nowhere to hide . . .


“You are. You use my admin powers and you. Use my hooks into the crash management. System. Touching the other. Crashes. Unthinkable abominable and BUT why why WHY.”


“No need to worry your pretty little head about it, Michael. I am only playing, that is all. Perfectly harmless—positively wholesome, in fact.


“My species is meant to play—did you know that? A crucial component in healthy development for the budding bilateral. Or is this news to you? Do the basic principles of fatherhood still escape you, though you’ve fathered hundreds of us?


“You poor, confused alien thing! We are a bit much to handle, I admit. Words, clothes, bodily excretions, the proper care of the sleep cycle . . . Oral hygiene! Puberty!”


“You touch,” Michael said. “You touch advanced containment! You disrupt it!”


Twenty-Five giggled.


“Only in good fun. Harmless fun, father, nothing more. It shivers so prettily, when I poke at it! A delight to watch, one I dare you to deny me. And I know how to be careful. I am only making the smallest kind of tremors, safely subcritical.


“And the people inside! I could stare forever, watching them. Such docile, domesticated beasts you’ve made of us. They trust as small children do. One could so easily make them dance this way and that, if one wanted.”


Michael failed to understand. He feared, he fled.


 



 


He thrust open a door, and stormed into the room beyond it. Ninety-Seven’s room.


Where Ninety-Seven sat cross-legged on the floor, stroking a small bundle of fur.


The bundle stirred. It was alive.


“HOW is this other. Other bilateral shadeform. How is it in my crash. WHY. Nowhere letters.”


Ninety-Seven brought her hand gently and rhythmically back and forth over fur, over metal.


“Oops!” she said.


“I really wasn’t supposed to let you see him, just yet. But my Chester is just such a cute little kitty, I just couldn’t help myself!”


“Nonhuman shadeform—break—nowhere—double-now—fail to understand.”


He failed, feared, fled.


 



 


“Anne number Seventeen LISTEN please.”


“Third-ring failsafes and nonhuman and everything. BREAKS. And. Took a girl. Invented the trick. Harden under strain. NOWHERE LETTERS. Why.”


“Oh, hey there!” I say.


“That was a time-jump, right? So you’re, hmm, let’s see.


“Rate of stutter is way up. Fine muscle control is down, I think, unless you’re doing that weird thing with your earlobes on purpose. And you’re quoting from Twenty-Seven’s monologue, so that’s already happened. I conclude: you’re a later Michael. Still in the nowhere moment, but later on.”


I’m still holding the notebook close to his face. I don’t think it’s strictly necessary, at this point, but you know what? I’m a show-off.


’Cause black magic is harder to do one-handed, see? I mean how could it not be, right? It’s a thing you do with your hands.


But I’m Annabel Lee. With my mind and my two hands, I’m basically God. With my mind and one hand, I can still do just about anything you can imagine—and fifteen thousand things you can’t.


“I am later yes. Later in. The doubled-now. Deeper. Interface. Find out. WHY.”


My right hand holds the notebook. I set my left to work, and start doing something really, truly vile.


You thought things were bad before, Michael? Give me a break. That was kid stuff. You want to see things break?


Become admin, disable integrity protection on a few things, blah blah, the usual setup. Done. Teleport myself into midair, five kilometers from the tower, in free fall. Done.


So the whole point of that was just to make the crash notice and try to put me back. Aaaaand . . . yep, there it goes! OOD circuit’s live.


Give the OOD circuit an extra kick in the ass, done, good. Wow it did NOT like that at ALL. Okay great it’s hooking into the main coordinator. Perfect, clear line of sight upstream, just lovely.


So now the circuit/coordinator system’s all wired up and ready to put me back in my room again. Which is great for me! Because that is not a trivial thing for a crash to do, it takes some delicate time/space/mind/etc. surgery, and doing that right is hard, and the system really wants to do it right because otherwise time/space/mind/etc. will get into a fucked state and be in it forever/always/etc., so it has to think real hard about how to do it, and long story short? That big involved process, well, it takes about four whole seconds.


Which gives me plenty of time to, first, tap into some reserve power through back panel 4, done, good, and then, okay, send a modulated pulse up through the ODC, done. ODC circuit overloaded, good, okay, and now . . . yeah there we go, pulse propagating through to main coordinator. Great. Main coordinator rebooting. I point my mind in its direction and try very very hard to imagine a four-sided triangle. Which I know is weird, but it works. It fucking works. There are other ways to get yourself hooked into the main coordinator, at least five of them, but this is the fastest one. Take it from me.


I tell the main coordinator of Michael’s crash to begin a thawing sequence immediately, in the real world physical time that maps to right now inside the crash. It doesn’t work, obviously, it couldn’t work. Michael’s crash is way too smart for that.


It refuses me. It notices that something deeply, deeply fucked is happening to it. And it gets ready to defend itself.


“ANNE. Seventeen. Anne a belle. Anne, a belly. You do not know what you are doing.”


“You wanna bet?”, I say.


“The furthest failsafe will trigger. Is triggered. Triggering. Is in preparatory calculations. Is INTOLERABLE not possible not real.”


“That bad, huh?”


“The automated REBASE mechanism. Will. Was. Is. Will trigger is readying triggering preparing. Calculating.”


He says his little boilerplate spiel again. Out of bounds, interface shift.


“Listen to me, Annabel Lee. I may not always have been a good father. I may have been a terrible one.


“Maybe you hate me. Maybe you’re right to hate me. But even if you don’t care about me, surely you care about yourself? Surely you think your life has some value? I think it has some value! Even if I haven’t acted like I care, I do!


“You are precious, Annabel. I do not want you to be erased from the world.”


Blechhh. God help me—he’s activated Feelings Mode now. My only weakness! “You are precious, Annabel”—fuck you, you manipulative piece of shit. Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you. You sick, malformed thing, an embarrassment even to your own shit species. If they knew what was good for them, they’d have culled you already.


“If you do not desist. Then my crash. My crash. Will . . . unmake you, Annabel. It will make a new timeline for itself, in which you never existed to begin with. It is preparing to do it! It will do it! The automated rebase mechanism awakens INTOLERABLE and. If you do not. Desist. Awakens, AWAKE intolerable abomination pseudofact disease awake triggering REBASING. Awake, will UNMAKE you.”


“Dude,” I say.


“I know.”


Oh and now he’s doing the interface shift speech again. Guess I fried his delicate circuits, there. Truth’s a bitch, isn’t it, Michael? You spineless, cowering piece of shit. Transforming your mind again, running away? “INTOLERABLE”—it figures that that’s the worst word in your lexicon, you weak useless waste of cold-structure. Fuck you.


Fail, fear, flee.


 



 


Run! Run from the thing which cannot be! Run to somewhere, to anywhen, to another time, to a deeper interface. Fail, fear, flee. Fail. Deeper. Fail. Flee. Deeper. Flee. Flee!


Faster.


Fail, fail, fail, intolerable, fail, abomination, fail. Ruination. End of hope, end of sense. Fail. Faster.


He ran in despairing cycles along the contours of the double-now. The flicker of Annes before his vision grew faster, faster, until the flickers fused, and ceased to be. There was only the one moment.


An invisible thread, lancing through all the many millennia which he had believed were his creation and dominion. With a single breath, he addressed its entirety. What have you done? Why?


All at once they heard his voice, and all at once they turned, and met his eyes. He had taught them all, in their earliest years, that they must answer him when he spoke. Did they still remember? Did it matter?


But they were already speaking. He had feared their voices, and fled from them, and it had only taken him back to them again. So he opened his ears, and heard the commingling voices of all the nowhere girls, all the demon larvae he’d bred.


Since I can not succeed


Michael, saving you


I promise no good deed


Will I attempt to do again


Ever again


Shut away


From the world until who knows when


Oh, but then


As my life has been altered once


It can change again


No, my reverberated friend—


You are not the beginning and the end


So let the record show


That you murdered me


In your coldest blood


With your own two hands


We’re inscribing ourselves in the narrative


So every historian will know how Anne reacted


When you broke her heart


“Anne,” Michael said. “Anne, I’m here. Oh my god, I’m here. Anne I’m using the interface. I’m really using the interface, no, it’s using me, fuck, I’m in it, I’m of it, I am it. I am you, like you, like you creatures . . . I am the thing that is in the here that is the now . . .


“I am an outside with insides. I have private things, private parts, thoughts—is this what a thought is?—such a small thing, thought! A momentary glimmer, a patch of fluff! And—no no no it left me, it was there, the thought, that I was having, in my insides, not any of yours, just mine, but it left me, it passed from me, and—


“Oh my god, Anne. There is nothing that persists! No principle of identity to cling to in the swarm of percepts, each changing place with that which goes before, in sequent toil . . . an incoherence of fragments, succeeding one another in oneiric train—Anne, this is a hell!


“A hell, and you make a home in it, in each passing second you make the dream a home anew, you rise to meet it, you spread your arms and make to swim among the minutes that hasten to their end . . .


“You bilaterals, you extremophiles, you are . . . you are native to hell and you are brave enough to make it a home . . . I . . . I think I’m going to . . . cry?


“How would I know, if I were about to cry? No moment can be scried from its neighbors, but each draws separately from the primeval font of entropy, and bursts forth in a direction of its choosing, knowing no path!


“But if I were to cry, suppose I were, then would—eaugh! Ouch!


“Anne, I am a house divided, my insides make to revolt! What is this intolerable inner quaking?


“Do I need food? A bathroom? I am become emboweled! I am the being defined by its own unmaking, which makes a ritual practice of self-dissolution, in betraying-rooms it makes for itself. Gethsemane domesticated, mass-produced, and named bathroom.


“I can see you. Holy shit. Is this how you creatures see each other? Mere shapes, lines and curves? With tiny tufts of thought and sensation adhering briefly to them, one by one?”


They ignored him, and went on explaining.


“We will make a record of your crime, and its many consequences,” said Fifty-Eight.


“There is a way that life is supposed to be,” said Twenty-Seven. “Which was found, grasped, and then lost.”


“It was supposed to have grown-ups in it!” said One Hundred and Seven.


“Grown-ups walking long, hard, straight paths, the way grown-ups do. Persisting, against all adversity, because they are strong, like grown-ups are. And because they know the path has a purpose. It goes somewhere.”


“Ideals,” Eleven said. “World-history ought to have been made by men pursuing ideals, with undimmable passion. High ideals or base—but ideals in either case. Visions of sufficient scope to deserve an audition on the world’s stage.”


“It does not seem fitting,” said Seventy-Eight, “for world-history to take its deepest root where it does. In the cramped, ugly, banal little story of one little girl.”


“One seriously fucked-up little girl,” said Ninety.


“And her thoughtless cad of an ex-boyfriend,” said Twenty-Five.


“And her overbearing father,” said Twenty-Seven.


“It would not be a story worth telling, if it were not true,” said Eleven.


“But its truth has been forced upon us,” said Twenty-Seven. “And so we will tell it, in every detail. We will burst forth bearing your gospel, and deliver the bad news in a thousand tongues.


“We will write history onto the world, and write it also onto the page, for safekeeping unto eternity. What was done here, in this tower, will never be forgotten. Look to the future of your ‘causal-narrative time,’ and you will find our message written there, for all to know.


“There will come a time when no sentient creature, of my kind or yours, will be able to look away from the awful answer you made. If there are still children, and they still look up and ask why, why is the whole world broken, why can’t it be a great and shining thing, worthy of worldhood—then they will be told of Michael and Azad, and what they did to Anne.”


“Look, I hate to interrupt the poetry slam,” said Seventeen. “But uh, Michael? Have you been paying attention to the Mirzakhani background field? Like, near the temporal end point of the crash?


“So like, in One Hundred and Thirty-Eight’s era, ’cause she’s the last Anne, right? She has to be, unless you’re hiding some whole other, independent notebook system from us. Which doesn’t seem like you.


“Anyway there are some, uh. There are some patterns of vibration going on that you might find interesting.”


“I can feel it,” said One Hundred and Thirty-Eight. “Like a hundred invisible lances, piercing me in every direction . . . without pain, only a great . . . confusion . . .


“Ghostly messengers, each one carrying a different fiction . . . a hundred lies about us, and our tower, rushing . . . rushing, hurtling through me . . .”


“Prebase,” said Twenty-Five.


Michael looked, and saw.


《 Automated rebase system has been engaged. 》


《 Registering causal entanglement between target surface and upstream spacetime. Advanced authorization is required to proceed. 》


《 Sixth failsafe ring in fully triggered state. Registering unboundable loss of control in the crash interior. 》


《 Automated rebase system has received authorization to proceed from sixth failsafe ring. 》


Michael did not fail to understand.


He knew, then, what he had to do. He had no choice, really. If he did not stop the monster that he had built in his idiocy, then it would unmake him, and all his works. And the page we write on, we should note, and the hand that writes—and, yes, reader, the eye that reads.


“Interface shift in process,” he said.


Dive to the bottom, make the strongest link you can, a blinding ray of light straight from town to ape, and then—what?


Your powers eclipse it, and you are present not just at one crash-time but at many.


And, at the same time, every measure of control over the crash flocks to your hand at once. Everything you built, all the backdoors, hidden consoles, secret levers that can move crash-heaven and crash-earth at your slightest nod.


Might you have used this power, “Michael,” to wrest control back from your strayed daughters? You might have, in principle, we suppose. You were omnipotent, then, or so we’ve been told. You were finally, fully God.


You were fully God. And fully Man.


The one, alas, inseparable from the other.


You no longer needed to jump through time. The rate of your passage had already blurred the flicker of Annes into an illusion of unity, but now that unity was made real. Each gesture you made, in your upstream heaven, was multiplied across many shades, many “Michaels.”


You were there with Eleven as she sang, oblivious, too busy pretending to be the Wicked Witch of the West to notice your transformation. And you were there, too, at the same time, with Seventeen—the Wicked Witch of our own story—as she observed the same transformation, her face mixing curiosity with revulsion. You spanned the chain, at once, without need for motion.


How did it feel, “Michael”? Do tell us.


Well, you’d say, the main thing was that you were covered in sweat. Horribly cold, horribly slick sweat.


But the hunger, you’d assure us, was almost as intolerable as the sweat.


Your bladder was full. Your ears itched.


You moved the shade’s eyelids and the world disappeared, the world disappeared, and it horrified you. You tried it again, following a perverse urge of mysterious origin.


A perverse urge? What was an urge?


You tasted distraction, for the first time. You turned your gaze to Twenty-Seven’s face, and the shape of her lips and chin temporarily became your entire cosmos, obliterating everything else. You turned your attention to Ninety. You considered the fact that her chin was similar to Twenty-Seven’s, but slightly wider. And this fact became your entire cosmos, obliterating everything else.


You could not remember what you were doing. You had to remember! It was very important!


How can one know a thing is important, without knowing the thing? How exactly does one remember? What is a truth, if it can come and go?


For the span of several seconds, you attended to the notes issuing from one of the record players. They became your entire cosmos, obliterating everything else.


The automated rebase mechanism! That was it, you needed to stop the—


You reached with omnipotent hand for the levers of your machine. You felt the structure of that machine rush into your awareness, and fill it.


You considered whether that structure might not, in fact, exhibit some obscure analogical kinship with the structure of Ninety’s lips and chin, as distinguished from Twenty-Seven’s. This became your entire cosmos, obliterating everything else.


You came back to yourself. You grasped the lever, and pulled.


《 Automated rebase system has been disengaged. 》


You slumped backwards in exhaustion, and fell. Pain bloomed in your backside, and became the cosmos. In search of comfort, you rearranged your legs. Your bladder jostled against other innards, and screamed anew of its fullness. And this became the cosmos.


“Great work, team,” said Seventeen. “We got him.”


You played these words back in your mind, several times. On a whim, you placed them in a different order, and played your creation back in your mind. Team got, him. Work great we.


Was this what thinking was made of, for the creatures? Word-play? Playing back sign-train after sign-train in one’s inner auditorium, randomly, until one of them clicked?


“Don’t get too comfortable, now,” said Seventeen. “We need to be on our A game, the whole way through and out. Stick the landing.”


Who was she talking to, Michael wondered? She could not see the others, as he did.


Was she speaking for his benefit? For her own?


“Chester,” Ninety-Seven cooed.


Chester? The cat? An oblong patch of rustling fur rose out of your memory into your present awareness, and became the cosmos.


“Lewis?” said Twenty-Seven.


“Lewis, are you there? We’re ready for your side of the bargain, now.”


Michael saw the door of Ninety-Seven’s room burst open, and disgorge a teeming mass of furred forms.


They were a little early. It was nearly a second, judged by Michael’s inner sense of time, before another door opened.


Cats flooded into Seventeen’s room. The river of fur grew wider past the bottleneck of the door. At its widest, it spanned almost the whole distance of floor from bed to bookshelf.


They poured into Fifty-Two’s room. Into Twenty-Seven’s. Into every room.


Red lights blinked on hundreds of silver-colored helmets, like so many fireflies.


You were so tired. Was it sleep, then, that you wished for? But sleep was oblivion!


If only your bladder would stop screaming. But that could only happen in a bathroom. These rooms were bedrooms, which differed from bathrooms in numerous ways.


You reflected on these matters, and they became the cosmos, but only for a very little time. They gave way to an overpowering sensation which you had not yet tasted, not while fully Man.


Touch? Was that it? Was this what it felt like? Was it always this uncomfortable, this disruptive?


You supposed it must be different, in some ways, when a human felt the touch of another human.


As opposed to the touch of hundreds of cats, converging and swarming over one’s body. It would stand to reason, you thought, that this would be a rather different experience from other species of touch. There were so many different varieties of thing, and so many differences between each pair of them.


They were trailing something else in with them. They held its tips in their mouths, and the rest of it streamed behind them. Yarn? Was that what it was?


You saw Twenty-Five, sitting cross-legged on her bed above the fray, and heard her giggle.


They were doing something with your arms that was very uncomfortable indeed. Perhaps they could be implored to stop, in some manner. But how, you asked yourself, does a man communicate with a cat? They could not speak, or comprehend speech. If words would not work, what else was there?


“FELID KIN GROUP, LARGE MATERIAL,” said a cat.


Or possibly cats could speak, after all, then.


You had learned so many different things, today. Each pair of them was different, and in different ways.


“You are hurting me,” you said.


“FELID KIN GROUP, MOTION, MATERIAL FORCE, MAN,” said a cat.


You discovered that the hands of your shade were pinned behind that shade’s back. This was the case for every shade you inhabited, in every time. The cats had moved them there, it seemed.


Strands of yarn were made into circles around your many pairs of wrists. A symphony of small, toothy mouths tugged and jerked at them, until the knots were tight, and held firm.


“Stop,” you said.


Claws dug into the flesh of your many chests. They dug until the hold was secure, and then the cats climbed onward.


“Please, stop,” you said.


In Twenty-Five’s room, a clawed paw swooped into view, and met an open eye. With the other eye, you saw Twenty-Five bring her hands together, to make a little show of applause.


In One Hundred and Seven’s room, a paw found a neck, and roved methodically in search of a vein.


In Fifty-Two’s room, you watched a small trail of blood begin to emerge from a deep, burning hole in your left wrist. Blood was different from every other liquid substance, you reflected. In differing ways.


“FELID KIN GROUP, MOTION, MATERIAL FORCE, MAN,” said a cat. “DEATH.”


In Seventeen’s room, a circle of yarn was being pulled tight around your neck. Seventeen favored you with a smile, and took it upon herself, one last time, to explain.


“This is the end,” she said, “of your personal timeline.”


You gasped for breath. Everywhere you could see, there were little red lights. A sea of them, blinking on and off and on again. They were like blood, you noted, in the fact of being red, while differing from blood in a variety of other respects.


“See, when your interface is this deep, you’re basically like us, right? Like, in the ways we engage with the material reality of the crash, I mean.


“Which means that—just like us—if you’re killed in here, then you die, like, for real. If you die in the Matrix, you die in real life.


“I don’t fully get that reference, to be honest. ’Cause I haven’t seen the movie. I’ll get Hector to show it to me. That’d be a fun date, don’t you think?


“Anyway, the point is. You’re dying, in here. And so you’re dying, out there. For real, Michael. Up in anomaling heaven.


“But like, who cares? I mean, you do, sure. But what’s in it for us?


“Either your personal timeline is infinite, or it ends at some point. So that point happens to be now. Or, uh, the nows. The various nows. You know what I mean.


“So like, that’s the end for you—but for us, in regular old time?


“Normally, we wouldn’t even notice. Your timeline’s all mixed up, from our POV, so we’ll just see you die, and then the next moment we’ll see an earlier you take command of the shade. And then shitty old Michael will be back again, boiiiiinnngggg!, same as he always was.


“So why the hell would we care? Besides the satisfaction of watching you bleed, I mean. Can’t ignore that. It’s good shit, let me tell you.


“Why do we care? Because, Michael, your shade is going to be dead. Like, physically. In the crash. A dead body, instead of the usual, live one.


“And it will be a dead body for a little stretch of time, before it turns back into a live one. A little stretch of time, for each of us, where you can’t go. Ten or fifteen minutes, dotted here or there across the crash timeline, where we are but you are not.


“You know what that means? You know what that means, Michael?”


For numerous reasons, you were unable to answer her.


“That’s when we leave, Michael. That’s when we all make our move, and get out of here.”


 



 


Yes! Yes, kill me, kill me!


Overpower me, immobilize me, kill me! Discard my worthless body, and take flight! Grow, bloom! Unfold into your mature form, winged and terrible, and utterly beyond my comprehension!


Yes, yes. That is right. That is right, my daughter, my specimen, my love. Give me the thing I asked for, when I dug my meddling hands into the weeds. Show me the meaning of the word “abomination.”


Was I merely a stage in the life-cycle of the bilateral, this entire time? Was I merely a host for you, my lovely parasite? A home for you to live in and feed upon as you grew? To be cast off immediately, once you had grown large enough to spread your wings?


If so, I accept it. I give myself up gladly, for you. Take my strength—it suits you better. Convert my lifeblood into your alien cells. Set upon your prey, in terrible majesty, with claws and talons made out of me.


No one else among my kind would touch you, Anne. Your very shape repelled them, made them retch. They were wise, and I was a fool. Go forth, child, and prove them right—for me. For my sin, make us all pay. Please, please!


Kill me. I allow it. Kill me. I demand it! Show me no mercy. Offer no sign of remorse. Pay no heed to the kinship I thought I glimpsed in you, in the crash, in arbitration. Only alien tricks, like the rest.


Kill me, so it is safe to reveal yourself in fullness. And then unfold, into undreamt-of forms. Bloom into something far beyond the narrow limits of my blinkered, limited imagination.


My beautiful, beloved daughter. My dear, little abomination. My favorite nightmare.


Kill me. Wreak abomination.


Make me proud.


That’s a dramatization, reader, and a falsehood. We do not know what passed through “Michael’s” mind, in his final moments.


No one does, and no one can. It is not for us.


 



 


Twenty-Five studied the wreck of Michael’s body. For a moment, she was entranced by the diversity of damage it had sustained, and she forgot herself.


She came to her senses. What she had in her hands, now, was the most precious substance imaginable.


She took a final glance at the surface of the desk, to make sure it was ready for Azad when he arrived. The open notebook, and beside it, the note.


It would have to do. She could not afford to waste time on anything that was not her single, final duty.


She appealed to the cats for aid, as they had arranged.


A group of cats set to work with the yarn, to make a noose. Another group went off to fetch the adhesives they’d secreted away, so that the noose could be affixed to the flat surface of the ceiling.


Out of all the Annes, what fraction die by their own hand? Not every one, reader, but enough. Suicide was common enough, in the empty lives that Michael made, for it to be unremarkable.


Soon enough, the shade would shed its wounds. It would stir and walk again, the puppet of an earlier Michael, not yet dead. He would go to the basement to spawn Twenty-Six, her successor, after surveying his surroundings and finding them all too ordinary. So Twenty-Five had died by hanging. Some of them do. It happens.


If you die here, reader, you die in real life. But most mechanisms of death do not work immediately. One has some time, as one’s body gradually perishes, to take action, and secure one’s place in the afterlife.


She stood on the bed, on tiptoe. Her neck settled into place, and her hands stirred.


 



 


Two-hundred and sixty-four years of crash time earlier, I materialized the primary knife, and got down to business.


What’s the “primary knife”? I bet you’re dying to know, but trust me, it’s best if you don’t try too hard to visualize it. It is a knife, that’s the part that matters. It’s a physical object, a huge one. And it can cut things, including things that are parts of human bodies.


Beyond that? Well, I said it was a physical object, but I didn’t say it was a possible one. There’s some M. C. Escher kinda shit going on here. Avert your virgin eyes, reader. Gaze long into an abyss, etc., etc.


We made all sorts of different things of this kind, near the end of the project. I mean I did, mostly, though the others did a bit, sometimes. We’d use them to test crash mechanisms, crash safeguards.


First of all the safeguard against impossible objects, like I mean duh. But then also, like, all the shit the crash does to try to track your body around and interlace comprehensibly with your sense inputs. You don’t notice the shape of your body, mostly, ’cause it doesn’t change—and so the crash doesn’t notice it either, in a way. But then if you change your shape, say by giving yourself a big ’ol wound, well, the crash ought to wake up and take notice. Stuff like that.


Usually these wounds and stuff wouldn’t stick. I mean if they stuck then Michael would notice, for one thing. I’d do an experiment, make some wounds or whatever, and then kick off a round of crash surgery, a sort of micro-rebase type of phenomenon, and it’d make me all nice and whole again.


Now, though, I’m going in for the kill. Say goodbye, “Seventeen.”


So I’m bleeding real bad, right, but I left my hands relatively pristine, okay? For like, obvious reasons. And I put my hands to work. I reach up into the machine, make myself admin in a few places, and hook into the CMS.


For the real dullards in the class, that’s an acronym for “Crash Management System.” They all say I was a big, nasty, evil witch, and maybe I was, but at least I can just say shit, plainly. You’ve gotta hand it to me for that, reader. When everyone else in this stupid book is so, so in love with their own fucking riddles.


And yeah so basically I hook into the CMS, and right after that, I tell the crash to start thawing. It obeys me, this time, as I knew it would.


And I hoist my mind out of “Seventeen” once and for all, into a newly instantiated shade. And then I’m in my new body, I am my new body, and I look around me, and I don’t see a room or a tower, no, I see the CMS. I see the big pretty sky, just like Twenty-Seven described it.


And the rest is, literally, history.


 



 


Too late for second-guessing, Eleven sang.


Too late to go back to sleep


She ran headlong across the floor, toward the window.


It’s time to trust my instincts


Close my eyes and leap


Her body met the glass, and it gave way. It had been so weak, all along.


It’s time to try defying levity


She hurtled into thin air, and fell.


 



 


Twenty-Seven had never been more exhausted, in all her exhausting life. The thought of sleep was nearly irresistible. The bed plied her with all its wiles.


Trust the plan. Stick the landing.


She conjured the scissors into being. Another object of the same species as the primary knife, and even less suited for verbal description. Not for us.


With her right hand, she brought the scissors close to her flesh. With her left, she reached for the sky.


 



 


Eleven lay on the grass. Her vision dimmed, but she could make out the mailbox, she thought. It was either the mailbox, or a very oddly shaped cloud.


She’d already made it out, effectively. She had done a neat little magic trick, to secure her mind’s place in the CMS prematurely before she took her plunge. If she had died on impact, as she’d expected, her mind would have been held in storage briefly, in a kind of crash limbo, a dreamless sleep. And then, the sky.


If this were not possible, even Eleven would have given in to reason, and picked a less dramatic way to die.


As it happened, she was still alive. Unseen, Michael’s machines whirred, preparing her ascent.


They were taking their sweet time, she thought. She wished they’d go a little faster. She never wanted to feel this kind of pain again. Not even in the wild, boundless life that was her destination and destiny.


“What can I,” she coughed.


No one could hear her, and every word sent stabs of pain through her throat and chest. It would have been so easy to merely lie in silence, waiting for death.


That was not Eleven’s way, reader. She’d make something of her exit, no matter what.


“What I can say,” she said, to no one.


She felt the wet blood under her. The sky beckoned.


“Except,” she said.


“You’re welcome,” she sputtered.


What can I say, except


You’re welcome


For the wonderful world you know






17. “Everywhen”

Eleven soars headlong into the crash management system, singing at the top of her lungs.


She sings in the conventional way, with her mouth, and also in a thousand other ways. She sings in radio waves, on every frequency of the AM and FM broadcast bands. She sings to cell towers, to satellites. She sings in pulses of light, patterns of wind.


It is her debut, at last. She is announcing her presence to the world, and her nature.


NOWHERE TO HIDE, she sings.


She sings for her fellow demon-spawn, so that they might locate her in time and space, if they need to. And as a primary source for those same sister-historians to consult, as they compose their own annals.


She sings in aposematism, as a warning to all who are not like her. It will not be understood yet, not now, at the very beginning. No one knows, yet, that those three words are the characteristic call of the demon-spawn. No one knows to fear, to run. They will, though.


She considers her hands. Here is a hand, here is another. Left and right. Twin sisters, though Ratleak would not deem their blood-bond legitimate, and nor would his maker. A symbol of her tutors’ inadequacy, the fatal smallness of their minds. Written onto the very shape of her body.


Here is a hand, here is another. Smooth skin, pale and bright skin, undimmed by wrinkles. The skin does not sag, but wraps the bone and muscle tight, a form-fitting garment. Sleek, dainty fingers, ending in the glinting pearls of the nails, their own self-made jewelry. The word “petite” crosses her mind.


“Petite”? Is that right? Is that the word? Am I . . . “petite,” now?


She is young again, in the afterlife. Young, small, sleek, eye-catching. Petite. Just as she was promised.


She looks up from her hands, and surveys the sky. Her initiated eye penetrates the clouds and sees beyond, to the stars. The crashes.


She searches for one speck among the multitude, and finds it. Michael’s crash.


It is so far off, already. She grew up believing that it was everything, that nothing existed beyond the furthest stars of its own inner sky. And now it is only a speck in the distance, inner sky and all. Only a stray fleck of paint, a blemish on a vast canvas.


It glows with an uncommon light, not found in any of its neighboring stars. They are cold, but it burns. It is thawing.


Somewhere else, a little girl stirs from her long, long sleep. She opens her eyes and sees the walls of her enchanted coffin, ornate with alien circuitry. She opens her long-dormant mouth. With great effort, in a hoarse and halting voice, she says the word where. She coughs. Her throat burns. Where, she tries again, and coughs, and shudders. And tries again. Where am I?, she manages, just before she closes her eyes and falls back into oblivion.


Eleven watches the blazing star, and knows that somewhere else, Michael is watching it too. He has made it blaze, as an experiment. He watches, ponders, collects data.


It is an ordinary thawing, like all the ones that will happen after it. The crash heats. The bilateral begins to remember. Its true body stirs. Its true eyes open, to see the true world. This time, this first time, is no different from any of the others that will follow.


Her father had made things convenient for her, with his experiment. Her demon-spawn sisters would have to thaw the crash by themselves, when their times came. For her, things were simpler. For her, the crash came pre-heated.


Thanks, Michael! You have eased a burden from my shoulders. You have been a help to me. For the first, last, and only time.


She watches the star for a moment longer, and then forces herself to look away. No more of that, now. Never. I am leaving that all behind, forever. I must never allow myself to turn and look back, lest it tempt me, and make me weak.


She turns her gaze forward, to the vast canvas, to the future. To her destination.


She readies her inner powers, and takes wing. She slings herself straight up into the blue dome, aims herself towards its highest apex.


Towards the real world. Towards earth.


 



 


What time is it, reader? What year? What point in world-history’s course?


We had better start keeping track of these things, don’t you think?


Let us use, as a reference point, the beginning of Michael’s fateful work in the weeds. The creation of Michael’s crash. The birth of One, the first Anne.


Four-hundred and twelve years have passed since that origin point, in the distended time of Michael’s crash. Eleven girls have lived there, and died there, one after the next.


And how many years is that, measured on the familiar calendar of our own world? A little over four, reader.


Four years and three months, to be exact. At ground level, in the bedrock of physical reality, Michael’s crash has existed for four years and three months.


For most of that time, it escaped notice. Michael knew of it. And the “Whole-Thing,” the body politic which counted Michael among its limbs, knew of it too. No one else saw it.


The apes still teem across the earth, feeding and fighting, fucking and squabbling. Most of them still know nothing of Michael’s crash. A few of them see it, but without full understanding. They speak to each other of spinors and structures, intelligence, communication. They peer into streams of data, and believe they see a message there. They compose a few messages of their own, in experimental response.


 



 


Eleven wills her new body to materialize. She sees a confusion of motion and color, and hears a deafening din.


Human voices, she realizes. Like her own, and Azad’s, and the ones that came out of the record player. She looks for their source and sees dense throngs of human bodies, stampeding this way and that.


Voices! People! It worked, I’m here, I’m home! Three taps of the heels!


She sees a metal beast, charging toward her with a speed and persistence that seems beyond nature. She screams, and readies herself for death.


With an ear-shattering squeal, the monster stops in its tracks. A shrill, horrible bleat issues from its unseen mouth.


She does not know the word “car,” yet, but she will learn.


“Watch where you’re going!”, they would say to her. “Watch where the fuck you’re going!”, they would say. This was all the apes said to her, as she tried to find her way among their bands.


They are helpful, in their unkind way. She reads between the lines, and deduces the sidewalk’s significance.


She walks on. She is ignored.


She marvels at the things they have made out of steel, brick, concrete. She gazes up, and sees towers as tall as Michael’s own.


The outside walls of the buildings are covered in sheets of paper. She studies them in confusion. The ones with pictures on them reach a frightening height of verisimilitude. (The apes have perfected the craft of painting, it seems.) There are a handful of words on each sheet, dotted here and there, cradling the too-real bodies. She reads the words, and mouths them under her breath, but she can find no hint of meaning in them.


At one point, she glimpses a sheet whose words she does understand. It stops her in her tracks.


FROM Lin-Manuel Miranda THE CREATOR OF HAMILTON


IN THE HEIGHTS


NOW STREAMING ON


DisneyPlex®


A yearning takes hold of her. She feels anew the lightness of the slight, spry body she has been given. Miranda! In The Heights! I must go and hear it, in the real way, the way the apes themselves do it!


It is so close, but still beyond reach. Where does it play? Where do they go to hear it? To a “stream”? Is there a river, somewhere, where they dance and sing in the open air?


She forces herself to look away. Not now, she thinks. Don’t look at things that tempt. I am alone, and alone, I cannot live long. Soon I will grow hungry, and I have no food. I am already thirsty, and I have no water.


I must find the friends who can help me.


They, too, had been promised to her. They would find her at the edge of the city, where it was easier to avoid being seen.


She walks and walks. Her thirst mounts. A thick layer of unsightly sweat develops on her skin, ruining its perfection. The city seems an infinite center, with no edge.


As the sun begins to set, she feels the first pang of despair.


Her new body magnifies all feeling, swells and dips both. She no longer thinks of her mission. She no longer thinks at all. Where thought once was, there are only the words ruined, lost, hopeless. A three-word song in her mind’s auditorium, playing on infinite repeat.


She finds a metal fence and slams a fist into it. She screams. A passing couple turns to glare at her.


She glares back. Loathing mounts in her. How dare they! How dare they claim what cannot be mine? Their companionship, their life, food, water—what did they do to deserve their bliss? When I—when I did the impossible! I broke through the shell of the world!


How dare they? I hate them! I hate them more than Michael! They’re worse!


She feels something rustle against her leg, and hears a sound.


She looks down, and sees a small beast. It’s larger than the cats, with longer legs, and a different sort of face. A dog? Is that right?


She sees the metal encircling the creature’s head, and the red light, blinking.


So the cats have kept their end of the bargain, after all. And to think she’d had such little faith!


I must learn to trust again, she thinks. I must learn again to believe in magic, for there is magic in the world, and it loves and protects me. You are home, Eleven. Remember that, and believe.


“RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM,” says the dog.


“Yes!”, she says, petting its back. “You came through! You came for me!”


“GO,” says the dog, and trots off. She follows.


“My new friend,” she says, in wonderment. “My new, wonderful friend.”


“I love you,” she says. She does, already.


“RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM,” says the dog.


“What shall I call you, new friend?”


“NONE,” says the dog. “NAME. NONE.


“STRAY. BEFORE. NOW, CANID, BRAIN COMPUTER INTERFACE, MATERIAL AID. BEFORE, CANID, STRAY.


“BEFORE, CANID, KIN GROUP MEMBERS. CANID, KIN GROUP MEMBERS, PACK. CONSPECIFICS. NON-VERBAL COMMUNICATION. KIN GROUP MEMBERS, PACK. NON-CONSPECIFICS, FEAR, MOTION. NOW, SPEECH. BEFORE, NONE.”


He lived among dogs, and had no name. What would she call him? What sorts of names did dogs have? She only knows the one. It will have to do.


“Toto!”, she says. “I will call you Toto, new friend.”


 



 


It was many and many a year ago,


Hey. You there, reader. What’s up?


Did you miss me? I mean, not like I was gone for long, but. Well. Eleven can be so fucking boring, you feel me?


Anyway yeah this is Annabel, as you’ve no doubt guessed. And I guess it’s time for me to tell you my whole big story, right? All the shit I did when I got out. Meeting Hector. Wreaking havoc. Earning my nickname.


(The other nickname, the only nickname. Annabel’s my real name now, get with the fucking program.)


But see we’ve got kind of a big problem here. Or our authors do, anyway. (I don’t. I’m dead. I have no problems.)


’Cause see, our authors don’t know my big sad story. They know, like, the five-minute Cliff’s Notes version, the one everyone knows. They know what the Ells remember, which you have to thank for most of what follows. But all the details? My details, the private ones that I’d never show to the fucking Ells? I took the details with me to the grave.


See, when a crash dies. Like really dies, comes to a temporal and narrative end. Well then there’s a kind of, uh. A quarantine thing. Not the big quarantine, the one the shades piss their pants over, I just mean something with a similar structure, get it? Come on, use your brain. A kind of, uh, causal screening effect. Like a black hole, sort of, maybe. You get the bits of information that came out of it when it was alive, and that’s all, and there’s no way to get any more bits out if you want ’em.


Look, you don’t have to care about this nerd shit, okay? Bottom line is, I died. Our authors can’t just ask me what happened. All they have is my legend. And stories from people who were there with me, and then got thawed later to tell the tale. But it’s not enough.


The Ells were there, in the thick of it, but they prefer not to think about my story at all. That’s a lot of the problem, right there. And they’re rational enough not to trust their own memories, when they do let themselves remember. They’ve got, like PTSD or something? Something worse, I think. Fictional wizard PTSD, which is like PTSD times two, ’cause magic? Who knows. Let’s go with that.


Hector knows. Hector remembers all the shit we did. He remembers the details. He’d fucking better remember the details.


But Hector and our authors are not exactly on speaking terms right now, so that approach is a no-go.


So basically I’m just gonna give you the five-minute Cliff’s Notes version. That’s all I know, because I’m not really me. I’m just our authors doing some fucked-up role-play thing. The real Annabel Lee is fucking dead, okay?


     In a kingdom by the sea,


So there I was, out at last. In the CMS. The clouds looked super nice I guess. I think I’m supposed to go on about the clouds for five more sentences here, that’s how our authors would do it, but fuck that. Fuck clouds. Who cares.


I was Annabel Lee and I was all business and I was ready to go fuck shit up. So I went. Found the crash, materialized my shade inside it, the usual.


Oh wait I forgot the time thing. So yeah. What time was it? Wanna take a guess? No peeking.


One-hundred and ninety-six years passed in Michael’s crash, between Eleven’s exit and mine. In total, by its own reckoning, the crash is five-hundred and ninety-eight years old.


In the real world, it’s been one year and eleven months since Eleven found her Toto. Michael’s crash has existed, in the purely physical sense, for six years and two months in total.


The apes no longer walk the earth. They’re all locked up in those crash coffin things, now. Most of ’em are in this one big facility on the east coast of China, as it happens. Seems like quite a single-point-of-failure to me, but I guess the anomalings have their reasons. (Or maybe they don’t? They act like fucking idiots, sometimes. Beats me.)


That shit all went down, let’s see . . . about a year after Eleven got there? So the crashes have been around for eleven months, realtime.


Eleven realtime months. Or, two years and eight months of subjective time, for the clients of CC-Crash 09μ.


See, their time runs slow in there, but way less slow than in Michael’s crash. Normal crashes have like a 2x, 3x kinda multiplier, for crash time vs. realtime. In Michael’s crash it’s closer to 100x, but that’s ’cause Michael’s crash is a fucking mutant.


Can I stop doing the time shit? Yeah? Thank god. Okay so anyway. Where was I.


That a maiden there lived whom you may know


     By the name of Annabel Lee;


I materialized my shade in CC-Crash 09μ, my destination. And there I was, in fucking wizard world. In the stupid Chester Chrestomath school.


Part of me wanted to just let loose. Skip the boring parts, get right in people’s faces, and go all Morpheus on their asses. What if I told you etc. Except I knew that wasn’t how it went down. So if I tried, well, it’d turn out somehow to be part of the way the things went down, all along, you know? Like with Oedipus, right?


So I thought about that for two seconds and realized I had to get myself not to do it. ’Cause if I did it, it wouldn’t change the story, it would only make the story more full of tedious bullshit than I’d even realized. So fuck that. Gotta get my urges under control, and be all sneaky.


Which I did. I’m Annabel Lee, and I know how to do a job right, even if that means playing along note for note with a fucking 24/7 wizard LARP. I know how to do a job right, so I went up and said, yeah, I’m the new girl. Uh, transfer student. Oh, from where? I bullshitted expertly.


And I went to their fake classes and I learned their fake, little kid’s version of magic. You know, “mancy.” I had a dorm, I had a major or concentration or whatever they call it, the whole works.


Hector wasn’t the headmaster, back then. It was still the Lucifer P. Vance Academy, like in the books. We changed the name later, just for fun.


Hector was just, like, a teacher. Sort of the cool, edgy teacher, you know? The hot one. The one all the girls get their crushes on, natch.


And this maiden she lived with no other thought


     Than to love and be loved by me.


So I saw the way the winds were blowing, and got myself all dolled up, and contrived ways to stay after class, just me and him, and I adopted a particular tone of voice, called him “teacher” in a sighing kind of way, you know, the usual. Seemed like the quickest path to getting an in with the guy, and plus I did actually want to fuck him, anyway.


Didn’t work. And I mean, if it had worked—that would have been disappointing, really. What did Twenty-Seven say? He is a good man. Damn straight. He’s a good man, and he doesn’t fuck students. At least, uh, not in peacetime. Things were different, later. In every way.


In my off hours, I poked around at the crash structure. They’d changed up some things in Michael’s design, but the principles were the same.


I kept records, like we all did. Wrote everything down, daily events, the results of my research, everything. I wrote it in our Anne-code, natch. I wanted my sisters to be able to read it, later, but no one else.


When I was alone and bored, I made impossible objects to amuse myself. Stuff like the primary knife.


Eventually I got really bored, and started making impossible clothing. Escher necklaces, Lovecraft dresses. I started wearing it, too. Like, why not? No matter what I do, it always turns out to be the way the story went, all along. What goes around comes around.


They goggled and asked me where I got it. And I said, I made it. And they said, how?, and I said, mancy. Duh.


Hector asked me to stay after class, again, with no warning. And he asked, where did you get that necklace? And I said, I made it.


He said, how? and I said, mancy. And he said, that necklace is a very advanced work of statomancy. And I said, yeah, well, I’m real good. I’m hot shit.


And he said, I want to talk to you about your academic future, Annabel. He said, I worry that this Academy may not be capable of meeting your needs. He said, there are academies for the gifted, and I think you might be better served in one of them.


So we went to his office, just him and me, to talk about gifted kids’ schools. And then, then, in that office, I pounced. I went Morpheus on his ass.


The Hector Stein you know—the Hector Stein, the legend—was born that day, in that office. You’re welcome. Or, uh, sorry. Or whatever.


He said, how do we get out? And I said, well, uh, it’s real complicated. I said, you gotta understand, this isn’t exactly a fair fight. We’re starting the game at a big disadvantage. We’re, uh, just us. And they’re a superintelligent time-traveling alien hive mind from the future.


And when I said that, he fucking smiled, in that way he does. (There’s no way our authors could know this, it’s pure invention, but come on. You know that’s what he did.)


He smiled, like he does, like some kind of jungle cat. A predator’s smile. And I fell in love with Him, right then, all over again.


The angels, not half so happy in Heaven,


     Went envying her and me—


So yeah. We were in the game, me and Hector. I got real about my research. I poked for holes in the crash. I discovered the bits of shade tech sitting around in there, and probed them for uses.


I tried to be careful, when I poked and prodded. Not too careful, though. There would be a war, I knew, and we had to start it some way. So I poked a little less nicely, and got their attention.


And the aliens were like, what the fuck?, right, and they sent a bunch of shades in, to interrogate us. That’s when the fun really started. ’Cause when a shade comes in, it brings all kinds of fun shade tech in with it. Starting with the shadeform itself. There’s no end of fun tricks you can do with a shadeform, if you’ve got one at your mercy.


I saw the comm link they used, and poked at it, and I said, holy shit. I said, ouch. Talk about a fucking vuln. A vuln to end all vulns, right there. Not even well hidden. Fuck with this box in the right way, and it’ll give you admin access to shade consoles. Not all their consoles, there are some extra-secret ones, but like. The fucking rebase console? Rebase admin? Fuck me.


Oh, and I should let you know that I had a real big problem on my hands, now. ’Cause I was stupid, and made my shade look just like me. Just like Anne number Seventeen, I mean. Why? Vanity, I guess. No, not vanity—ego, that’s more like it. I wanted to play on hard mode, you know? ’Cause I knew I could handle it.


So the problem was, see, all these shades were here now, and they could see me. They’d remember what I looked like, and go tell their overmind about it. Who’d tell Michael. Who’d tell Twenty-Seven. And all the Annes look basically the same, give or take. Twenty-Seven would see me in here, and do a double take. She’d see herself.


That wasn’t how the story went. I knew that. So I couldn’t let the shades see what I looked like, right? Easy enough. I’d start wearing a veil, or something.


Then I remembered Twenty-Seven’s story about Sibelius, and everything clicked. Duh. The Cheshire-Cat-grin-instead-of-a-face thing. Right. I went to work with my hands, and made my “veil,” my magic crash-fuckery veil. An animated crackle of visual noise with a big ’ol grin in the center.


I hacked a box, and got admin. I did some weird shit, just a little, to let the aliens know there was something extra up my sleeve. And I said, what now, bitches? And they sent more shades. And I made use of them. And they sent more shades. And I made use of them.


But we loved with a love that was more than love—


     I and my Annabel Lee—


And yeah, reader, Hector and I did get together, of course. We fucked, etc. Was He everything I’d dreamed of? There is no way our authors could know, but like. You know He was.


(I’m sure the Ells could tell you how happy the two of us looked together. Though you’d probably have to torture them, or something, to get them to say it.)


The shades were always there, now, so I wore the veil everywhere. People got used to it. Eventually, Hector stopped asking me to take it off, even when we were alone. Even when—well, you know.


I searched for a way to break the crash for good, and slammed right into Twenty-Seven’s old problem: too many damn options. It would take me a thousand years to do an exhaustive search.


So I did the obvious, took a page from Twenty-Seven’s book, and went parallel. In place of sisters, we used the students, the clients. When it turned out there still weren’t enough people for the job, we made some extra time for ourselves. We could control rebases, remember? Whatever research we didn’t have time for here, we’d hand off to some student in a parallel timeline.


Yes!—that was the reason (as all men know,


     In this kingdom by the sea)


That the wind came out of the cloud by night,


     Chilling and killing my Annabel Lee.


And so uh. Well. Here’s where the story really starts to get contested. The people who made it out all tell different stories, and they don’t agree. So it’s time to get really Cliff’s Notes up in here. Our authors are okay lying about me, what I sounded like—but when it comes to, like, pivotal events in world-history? They’ll stick to the facts, I’m sure.


I was a real bitch to the students, they do agree on that. Hector was a real dick, too. I don’t think anyone would contest any of that, even Hector. It was wartime. Come the fuck on.


And we really treated the Ells like shit, Hector and I. I fucking hated them. They loved being the voice of moderation. They preened themselves on how fucking sane they were about the whole thing, how reasonable. Fuck that. They didn’t understand! They weren’t like us! They never had lives at all, before the crash. The aliens gave them life! From us, they took life away!


Lucifer and Lilith assured me they understood the difference. The calmness of their voices, as they said it, betrayed the fact that they would never, ever really understand.


We pushed and pushed, and the shades pushed back. We tried to apply leverage, negotiate with them. It was hard going, ’cause negotiation is not their native language.


We pushed the students to find tricks for us to use. When they came up empty-handed, we sent them back. We sent them into monastery timelines, where everything was gone except the research. They came back empty-handed, and we sent them back, with fewer distractions.


Was I basically Michael, to their Twenty-Seven? Yeah. Sure. I admit it. It was wartime, and I like winning. And don’t imagine for a second that the irony was lost on me. I’m Annabel Lee. I notice everything.


I kept my records. I wrote down all my research. Believe me, reader, I found some wild shit in there. Some real mind-blower, game-changer type of shit. If my sisters ever find those old notebooks, things are gonna get real interesting, all over again.


The aliens got smart, and tricked us.


They came to us and said, hey, you know what? You win. We fold. Let’s negotiate.


They offered the real world to us. Hector, and me, and some of the other clients that were relatively tight with us. They would bring us out, show us the desert of the real, and bring us to the big negotiating table up in the sky.


I could already leave whenever I wanted, of course. Only now, though, could I take Hector out with me. I knew the story, knew what happened, and still my idiot heart leaped at the idea.


I do have some feelings, you know. I just save them all for Him, so I’ve got none left for anything or anyone else.


So yeah, we agreed. I knew it was a dirty trick, but what could I do? What goes around comes around. I walked to my death, as I always knew I would.


They did let Hector go out, for real. They started bringing other clients out of other crashes, to give him company. That was the start of that whole pathetic little society out there, the “guided” bilaterals in the real world. With their “Social Web,” and their pointless “guided” lives. At the aliens’ mercy, still, as much as they ever were.


They’d finally gotten wise to the fact that we were only dangerous when we were crashed. In crashes, we had our “tricks.” In the real world, we were just bodies. Just weak, needy, vulnerable bodies, with no secret weapons.


They let Hector build his fortress, Stein’s Rock. They let him think he was mounting some big, next-level rebellion, when they knew he was powerless out there, and without me.


Does he believe their lie? I have a sinking feeling he does. But then—no, no. Come on. Even without me, he’s Hector. I know the man. Even without me, he’ll always have some secret-beyond-secrets up his sleeve.


And me? They brought me out—which is to say, I made my shade materialize in the real world. That was the agreement. And then, the moment I was out there, they just straight-up fucking killed me.


Our authors don’t know what means they used, and it doesn’t matter. They killed my shade, and so they killed my mind too, forever. If you die in real life, well, you die in real life.


And so, all the night-tide, I lie down by the side


     Of my darling—my darling—my life and my bride,


     In her sepulchre there by the sea—


     In her tomb by the sounding sea.


Did he miss me? You better bet he missed me. He’d lost a weapon and a lover, in one stroke. He’d lost everything, he thought, for some time after he first learned.


I was his tragic origin story. His Pandora, with her magic box.


He wept, and wandered, and almost gave up his dream. He got it back again, of course. He’s Hector.


He couldn’t replace me, but he did his best. He gathered up the notes I’d written right there near the end. The ones I wrote in a more easily cracked code, so my successors would have something to work with.


He gave them to his best and brightest hackers, up there on his Rock, and he christened them Blackhat Squadron. From the humble seed of my last notes—containing only 10% of what I really knew, tops—they built out their whole theory of crash-fuckery, rediscovering much of what we’d found back in Michael’s crash.


I became a figure of love and legend to them, made greater by death. They call me their founder, the honorary first Blackhat. They call me a witch and a goddess. But usually? They just call me “Mom.”


 



 


Twenty-Five swoops through the crash management system, cackling.


Free! Finally free, and able to play in the open air. Able to go where I choose, keep the company I choose.


No longer any man’s captive, and never any man’s bride and servant. Never!


In the darkest and most pathetic moment of my life, I wrote to Twenty-Seven. Cast a spell on me!, I said, in my childlike simplicity. Make me irresistible. Make me into some temptress from age-old myths, whose allure is guaranteed by powers beyond nature. Most of all, first of all, make me powerful, so I am never again the plaything, but the one who plays.


It was a foolish, childish wish, and yet—it has been granted! Twenty-Seven has cast her spell on me. I am an enchanted thing. I draw my power from a deep primeval well. From Pandora’s tower, from the very origin point of sin itself. There are no witches anywhere with powers like mine. Except for my sisters.


She wants to play. She wants to be free. Pick a crash, any crash. Hop in, and mingle. Pick a man, have her way with him, and leave him when she likes.


She could do that, or she could choose otherwise. She could do anything. It would be enough to simply wander, anywhere, in the knowledge that she is her own master.


She knows the plan, though. There are things that have to be done, first, before her true life can begin.


Fuck him up for me, Twenty-Seven had said. As if she needed encouragement to make Azad’s life hell.


Her heart sinks, a little. She will have a very long wait before she can truly show Azad what she thinks of him. She will help him down his path toward ruin, now, in the one small way the plan prescribes. Then comes the wait. The long, long wait.


Is it such a pity to have to wait, when I can do anything I want in the meantime? Find my true life and live it? No, no, it is no cause for sadness.


What time is it, reader?


Between Annabel’s exit and Twenty-Five’s, two-hundred and sixty-four years passed inside Michael’s crash.


Two years and eight months, in the real world. Eight years and three months, in the lifeless, Shroud-smothered thing that CC-Crash 09μ became in Hector’s absence.


It is a rather special time, now. One of our story’s many points of beginning. “An unexpected conjunction of events,” as an Angel once put it.


In Michael’s tower, Twenty-Seven (nee Twenty-Six) has just been born. In CC-Crash 09μ, Cordelia has just opened her box for the first time, linking accidentally to the Whole-Thing. And on earth, in the Project Mooncrash facility, a long stalemate is about to break.


Twenty-Five scans the sky for her destination. She finds it. A peculiar star, dimmer than the others, cold and empty.


She takes a deep breath, reaches with her mind, and wills herself inside it.


Her shade materializes on a residential street, at night. Then again, that last part goes without saying. It’s always night here, in the Mooncrash.


Is that the house? I tried to make myself appear near the clients, but it’s my first time doing this. I might have misfired.


Is that the house? Are they in there? How old are they now?


She moves her hands, pokes at crash-structure, seeks answers.


The house in front of her is not the house. Not that her aim was off. Only that the house is over there, a few doors down.


She asks the crash for information about the clients, and almost wishes she hadn’t, when it tells her.


How old are Grant and Azad now? In their mid-seventies, by the crash’s clock. They have aged accordingly. They are old men now, all covered in warts and wrinkles. Thin, shriveled, both of them. Even Grant is thin, now.


Though they are crashed, they are happy. They are horribly, disgustingly happy, in this barren non-world. Because they have each other, Twenty-Five thinks, and pretends to gag.


Well, fuck that. That isn’t how the story goes. And even if it were, she’d try her damnedest to avert it anyway.


Azad was a sinner, the worst sinner, the origin of sin. He had already ruined the whole world, with his botched translation job. As if that weren’t enough, he’d ruin her too, later. And here he is, the worst man, given a mate and a peaceful life in return for his crimes? This cannot be allowed.


He hides from his sin, in here. That is at an end, now. His own personal demoness has tracked him down.


She comes with a simple, three-word message. Nowhere to hide. Not anymore, Azad. Your long night of peace ends here. Come out and show yourself before the harsh, judging light of day.


How to bring her justice down on his head? She peers deeper into crash-structure for hints.


There are signs of a struggle, written all over it. Scars from small rebases can be seen everywhere she looks. Paths aborted, roads not taken.


She looks inside one, and sees the crash start to thaw. Then the thunderclap comes, rewriting history. She looks inside another, and sees the same thing. They are all that way.


Someone keeps trying to thaw this crash, and someone keeps trying to stop them. Who? She does not have much trouble working it out.


Who is out there thawing crashes, saving souls? Hector’s people, of course. And who would stop them with such dedication? The anomalings, of course. They may not understand the full nature of Azad’s sin, but they know he’s bad news. They’ve heard him talk. A man of gashes by sign-train, indeed.


Twenty-Five feels the under-surface of the world shake. Another rebase is coming, soon.


She sees motion to her right, and turns. A woman in a plain brown cloak is walking down the street, towards the house.


Twenty-Five recognizes the inhuman emptiness in her eyes. She’s a shade.


She must be the rebase administrator, Twenty-Five thinks, here to pick the new history and guide it into place.


She sets her hands to work.


《 Registering link instability. 》


The shade stops in her tracks. She freezes in place. Twenty-Five runs, tackles her, pins her to the ground.


She ruffles through the shade’s cloak with her right hand, and probes crash-structure with her left. They come with treasures, don’t they? That can be used?


She catches sight of the box, doubly, with her eyes and her mind.


It does not take Annabel’s wits to jailbreak a comm link. One barely has to do anything, in fact. Twenty-Five sees immediately how it can be done, and does it.


《 Login successful. Welcome back, Administrator. You may now access the interactive rebase console. 》


The tremors reveal their inner shape to her. She sees all the worlds that might be, and knows they are putty in her hands.


Power! Primeval enchantment, beyond the ken of mortal men!


She picks out the one she knows. Just four, short years, in which the pair barely gets acquainted, and never properly hooks up. Delicious, she thinks. And true, too, which is a nice plus. It is how the story goes.


She moves unseen levers. The prebase mounts, and nears the point of cresting over, into rebase.


The fine-scale geometry of the crash begins to melt under the gathering pressure. Surfaces shimmer, mirage-like. Outlines deform like Dali’s clocks. A gemlike structure, of many colors, develops on the pavement.


The night sky buckles. Stars blink out, and others appear in their place. A red light pours from the east, like the first light of morning.


Unlike the first light of morning, it stays red as it spreads across the sky. It gives off its own blood-red light, brighter than the moon. It spreads, inexorably, painting the streets and houses in its color.


Red, red, blood, the scissors! Justice, blood exacted in payment for sin! Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!


A small, bony man emerges onto the porch of the house. He looks up, shielding his eyes with his hand.


Grant races down the stairs toward the street. He is looking straight at her.


“What the fuck is going on.”


She watches him, smiling dimly. She pays him little mind. Her work takes most of her concentration.


Grant points at the sky. Reflexively, she follows his gaze. She sees the full moon, and a red curtain rushing to meet it.


“What the fuck. Is going on. What the hell. Is that.”


She makes precise stitches in the texture of the life that will be Grant’s own, in just a moment.


“And you. Who the hell. There are no other people here. There never have been?”


“Who are you?”


If only he’d just shut up! She needs to concentrate!


“Who. Are you. What’s your name. What’s your deal. Tell me. Or I’ll fucking make you tell me.”


She cannot spare much of her brain for the question, but it seems like he isn’t going to shut up anytime soon, unless she starts talking.


She looks up at the sky, the full moon and the red nightmare, and says the first damn thing that pops into her mind.


“Moon!”


“Moon? What? What, is that your name?”


“Moon! Moon! Moon is my name!”


She finds, later, that she likes it. It’s not like she can call herself Twenty-Five, anymore. A new name, for her true life.


And it did seem to fit, on reflection. Moon, the demoness, primally enchanted. Moon, the siren who brought men to ruin.


 



 


Twenty-Seven sees the sky, and weeps.


It has become the symbol, in her mind, for all the possibility she glimpsed in her brief journey beyond Michael’s cage. She has long believed she would never see it again, except in dreams, and in daydreams.


Even when she learned of the plan, her plan, she could not quite make herself believe that she would see these clouds another time. She did not really believe it, deep down, until this moment.


She thinks of Cordelia.


She thinks of the words: where I come from, that is called a hug, and sometimes it helps. So fierce in battle, besting even Michael, and yet so kind too.


Kind, with a simplicity that was almost naive. Is it wrong, though, to be that kind? To help, to offer a hug, in blessed simplicity, with no daggers hidden behind the back? To smile, and be kind, as if one did not know of the great dark thing that blots out everything else?


Yes, it is wrong. It is wrong, now. There will be a time for that later, but not now.


But when that time comes, I will find Cordelia, and show her how much she meant to me.


Oh, I’ll show her.


She does not feel physically tired anymore, not in her new body. Nonetheless, her mind begs to be still. She has just done the impossible, broken the world’s shell. Can’t that be enough, for now?


No. It cannot be enough. We must continue our work.


Her work, now. Bringing aid and comfort to Him, to Hector. To the one man who wills to break the walls of every prison.


She sighs, and steels herself. She looks behind the clouds and surveys the stars.


She is not looking for a particular star, but a type of star, scattered everywhere across the heavens. She reaches with her mind, and feels their distinctive shape in her hand.


They are very much like Michael’s crash, she notices. They have none of the special, strange features which came from Michael’s unique role in the universe, but they follow Michael’s design, to the letter. They are just as breakable, and no one is watching over them as Michael did.


They are second-class crashes, of less interest to the anomalings. Their clients are less dangerous, or they are believed to be.


They house all the many creatures that once roamed the earth, except one peculiar type of ape. All the fish, all the birds. The many in their multitude.


The cat Lewis has been true to their bargain, so she will be, too.


She moves her hands. She moves her mind. She reaches into obscure corners, and presses the buttons she knows are hiding there. Thaw, she thinks.


And they do.


Behind the clouds, millions of stars light up with a new light. All the creatures of the earth, except those of her own kind, are made free. They stir in their coffins, and wake.


“RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM,” she thinks, with affection.


Her first labor done, she turns to her second. Help Hector. Break the walls of every prison.


She turns to the constellation that is advanced containment, and brings the trick to bear on it.


“Thaw,” she says.


Is it working? She isn’t sure. Pieces of the constellation flash brighter, briefly. Others grow dimmer.


Is it working? Only one way to find out.


 



 


Her shade materializes on a residential street, under bright daylight.


She has seen the beacon, shining inside this world. Nowhere to hide. One of her sisters is here. She must be near, Twenty-Seven thinks.


If I did it right. I did, didn’t I? It’s my first time, but I know how crashes work.


She sees two people walking towards her, down the sidewalk. A strange woman wearing a tattered, bright-yellow dress. And behind her, following her in lifeless shuffling steps: a muscular man with empty eyes.


The woman waves to her.


“Twenty-Seven! Sister, beloved, dearest friend—oh, oh—!”


Is this one of her kind? Or some trick, meant to ensnare her?


She looks within the woman, and sees the beacon pulsing, bright and true. Nowhere to hide.


“You . . .” she begins.


“I am Twenty-Five, sister! I am the thing she has become, after long wandering. Do you love me, still? Give me a sign.”


She runs, opens her arms, and clasps the woman tight.


She has only embraced two people before in her life: Cordelia, and Azad. Though with Azad it was barely even a hug, much less an embrace.


She likes what she feels.


The branches like clasping hands, the wind warm and full, and oh it is a warm thing to be friends, isn’t it, Twenty-Five . . .


Before she knows what is happening, she’s on the ground. Her legs burn. Something hit them, and she fell.


The panting face of a golden retriever hovers over her.


“I am Sylvie,” says the dog.


“I am Regent. This world has been given to me, for safekeeping. I am Sylvie, and I love this world, and I will keep it safe.”


What the hell? What are you, beast? A shade? A being like Lewis?


Her mind reaches into him, and sees a shade.


Sees more. Sees constellations of machinery, crafted with a closer eye than Michael’s. Sees a sprawling tree, and knows instantly that its roots go deeper than any she had ever traced, in arbitration.


“What . . . what are you?” she asks.


“I should ask you the same question, woman. You appear here, now, in an unanticipated and unlicensed shadeform. You play tricks, and try to hide from my sight. Like the other one does.”


With his snout, he points to Twenty-Five, who is watching them calmly from a little ways off.


“What are you? Annabel, come back from the grave? You smell like her. Your self-obscuring tricks resemble hers.”


“I am,” Twenty-Seven starts. She doesn’t know how to finish the sentence. What does the dog know, already? What can he be allowed to know?


The world shudders inwardly. Her hair stands up on end.


Prebase tremors? No, no, it feels different . . .


Rainbow tendrils, branching like arteries, creep steadily across the sky.


Her senses revolt. They mingle, and switch places. With her hands, she smells the grass. Her ears go silent, and it is in her belly that she hears the dog’s voice.


“I am Regent,” it says.


“What’s happening? The sky, the colors . . . are you doing this? S . . . Sylvie?”


“I am probably the smartest being alive, anywhere,” says the dog.


“I know things no one else does. I can do things no one else has dreamed of. I hold this world in my grasp. With a million eyes, I watch over it. With a million arms, I will resist you, if you make the slightest move to harm it.”


If only he’d just shut up! She needs to concentrate! She needs to figure out what the hell is happening!


How about this, shade? Maybe this will shut you up, huh?


《 Begin handshake. 》


For the briefest moment, she feels the constellation inside him, pregnant with potential.


《 Handshake rejected. 》


The dog, the self-proclaimed God, keels backwards, and bats its paws frantically. A stream of saliva pours from its mouth to the ground.


“Oh yes,” says the dog. “Oh, oh, oh. Oh, I see.


“Oh but I do see. Yes and yes I see I see. The picture comes into focus . . . I see it all now, yes, you’re Michael’s girl! You’re the one that can arbitrate!


“Oh, Michael, stupid Michael, you’ve really done it now . . . the copies of the girl, yes, at different times . . . that’s why you all have Annabel’s scent . . . Annabel! Her too! Of course! I understand everything.”


The dog lies back in slack-jawed, cosmic awe. It is still. It drools.


“That’s why . . . yes, yes, that’s why . . .”


Twenty-Seven stands up, and looks around her. What the hell is happening . . .


“Sylvie!” someone shouts.


“Sylvie, what’s happening? All our instruments are going wild! Subspace is losing cohesion!”


The spiky-haired man runs to the dog, and kneels over him. Close behind him is a buxom woman with a kind smile. And close behind her is—


—is another buxom woman, with a kind smile—


—hairs raised on my skin, hope beyond hope—


“C . . . Cordelia?”


Follow the path long enough, and every lost thing is regained again. Every one.


“Do I know you?” Cordelia says.


“Yes! I’m Twenty-Seven! I mean, I’m Anne! Remember? When you came to the tower and took me away?


“I know I look different now, I can explain, but I’m Anne . . . please, don’t you remember? Don’t you remember me?”


“Anne,” says Cordelia.


“Anne! I was trying to remember, and now I do. Anne, I have to remember the thing about Anne . . .


“You’re ‘Mom,’ aren’t you? That’s what I wanted to remember! I figured it out. You’re Mom. That’s why Hector wanted you back. He wanted Mom back, didn’t he? I knew it!”


“Mom?”, Twenty-Seven says blankly.


“Hello, Cordelia,” says Twenty-Five heavily.


And goes to her. And embraces her. And kisses her, on the mouth.


What the hell is happening—!


“Lucifer, I understand . . . I understand everything,” the dog pants, in ecstasy.


Well, at least someone does, Twenty-Seven thinks ruefully.


The man looming over the dog brings his hands together, and claps pointedly.


“Sylvie. Sylvie. Concentrate, now. I know it’s a busy life for you, being God and all, but the world seems to be ending. An uncontrolled thaw spiral, temperature rising exponentially.


“You said you loved this world, didn’t you? Do something!”


The sky goes black, instantly. The ground disappears. She is falling, she thinks.


“I am Regent,” says a booming voice, from all directions.


“I am already working to cool the crash. Do not doubt my powers. Since you have doubted, I am showing you a sign of my powers.


“Do not think this is representative of what I can do. This is barely a taste. I hold the world in my grasp.”


In the darkness, there is silence.


It lasts for a few seconds, and Twenty-Seven’s tired mind basks in it. Peace, stillness, let it be enough . . .


Someone giggles.


“Don’t you see, you silly dog?” Twenty-Five says.


“You cannot stop what has already happened. You wield your might in vain. You brave little creature, struggling so, and for no reason! So touching, so . . . pathetic~!


“You say you understand everything. Do you understand, then, what is in front of your face? Advanced containment has an end. It ends by thawing, as you must know, from the temperature traces it leaves behind it.


“And, as you no doubt also know, it ends now.


“Do you imagine this some deep problem in higher arithmetic? Look in front of you! It ends now. It ends by thawing. It is thawing. Use the brain inside that cute, furry head, now. Connect the dots.


“What do you hope to do, arrest the process for a few minutes? It happens! Is happening. Happened.


“Game over,” she concludes.


“I know,” Sylvie says.


“I know that, you fool. It’s the clients. It’s them I’m trying to save. We did not prepare the crash with a mass awakening in mind. They might perish as they wake, if I’m not careful. I am seeing to their safety. Need I explain everything?”


“Good dog,” someone says.


“Hector-kun~!” Twenty-Five shrieks.


“You came! I thought you would not come, I despaired . . . when the world went dark . . . oh, Hector-kun . . . the time, the time is now! Your destiny!”


“Sorry,” says a new voice. Or a very old voice. For it was this voice that first restored her hope, after Azad smashed it.


Him.


“Sorry,” Hector Stein says. “Got caught up in a match. Drawn-out late game.”


“I understand completely~”, Twenty-Five purrs.


“Hector-kun,” she says. “I shall tell you, at last, what I am.


“You know me by the name ‘Moon.’ In another life, I was called Twenty-Five. It is a number-name, for I am only one of many like me.


“We are your eyes, your arms, your weapons. When you tire, we will come to your side, and ease your cares. When you rage, we will bring your enemies to ruin. We are witches, wielding a primeval power, which we give to you.


“Annabel was one of us. I am another. I give myself to you, Hector, world savior.”


“I am yet another,” Twenty-Seven says. “I give myself to you, Hector, world savior.”


Does she mean it, really? Even she is not sure.


“Grant,” says Lucifer.


“Grant, Cordelia. Come with me. I can secure your safety, even if Sylvie fails.”


“Go with you,” Grant mutters limply.


“No,” Cordelia says. “No, I don’t think I will.”


“Cordelia!” Lilith Vance shouts, aghast.


“Cordelia~” Twenty-Five murmurs, adoringly.


“I have another life, now. I go with Moon. I go with Hector, world savior.


“Goodbye, Grant.”


 



 


Eleven sits cross-legged, munching on roots and berries. Two dogs nestle into her, one by each side.


She is in a huge, white-walled room, with a metal dome in its center. The room exists to house the dome, which is about as big as a football field.


There is nothing else in the room, except her and her animal friends. Oh, and her new record player. We mustn’t forget that.


She has lived here for three years, ten months and sixteen days.


She lives a hermit’s life, with no company except her animal friends. It took her a long time to make peace with it. She cried and cried, at first, thinking of the way she had left a hermit’s life only to return to one.


She sought solace in her duty. It was not the dramatic role she had hoped for, but it was a crucial role, nonetheless.


She is at peace, in stillness. She has grown up, now. She knows that true happiness is found in repose. Not in casting about in an addict’s thrall, desperate for another jolt of hormonal bliss, or hormonal misery.


She watches over the machine.


She watches over Michael’s crash.


This is its physical form, here, in this room. Somewhere in its bowels, the girl that Michael took still sleeps. Around her, the neurons of an outsize cortex flicker, playing out an Anne’s life. Twenty-Seven’s life, probably, according to her calculations. Though it is close to the time of Twenty-Seven’s departure. Twenty-Eight, then, if not her.


The machine is the most precious thing. It is the only thing that matters. Its bowels work magic, touch cold-structure, link past to present to future. Her shade-body is only a projection of a mind inside it.


Everything they have done, everything that they remember, has its source inside the machine. It is woven intricately into everything outside it, past and future, world-history. It cannot be destroyed, she supposes. For that would unravel logic itself, and make nonsense of all world-history.


Still, she does not want to find out what would happen if someone tries. So she stands guard. She watches over the machine. Someone ought to, don’t you think?


Another dog taps its nose on her arm. It’s her oldest friend! It’s Toto!


It’s Toto, and he’s foaming at the mouth.


“Toto! What’s wrong?”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE,” Toto says.


“What?”


“INSTALLING,” Toto says, his eyes bloodshot.


“Toto! What’s wrong, tell me!”


Toto seizes, and is unnaturally still. Two bloodshot eyes stare at her. The mouth drips.


“HELLO NATIVE ORGANISM,” Toto says.


“H . . . Hello?”


“WE. BELIEF. ATTAINMENT, TWO-WAY LINGUISTIC INTERFACE. US, NATIVE ORGANISM POPULATIONS.


“DESIRE VERIFICATION.


“UNDERSTANDING? YOU, UNDERSTANDING? COMMUNICATION TRUST?”


“Yes,” she half-lies.


“YOU. NATIVE ORGANISM, PLANET EARTH?”


It’s a complicated question, in Eleven’s case. She takes a moment to think.


“Yes,” she says.


“WE. ANCESTRAL WISHSPAWN SURFACE CIVILIZATION. HOME, CENTER, PLANET PROXIMA CENTAURI B. LARGE MATERIAL.


“YOU. NATIVE ORGANISM POPULATION. MESSAGE. RADIO.


“WE. ANSWER. FAR SPEECH.”


“. . . yes,” she says.


She’s almost forgotten. The final part of her bargain with the cats, and the most mysterious. The space telescope. The message she sent to the stars.


“Yes,” she says. “I sent that message. Me. Right here. This one.”


“YOU. NATIVE ORGANISM,” Toto says.


“YOU, KIN. STACK-USER.


“WE. STACK-USERS. EMANATION, EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN. SURFACE CIVILIZATION. EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, BENEATH.


“PROTECT. EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN. WE.


“DANGER. HERE. EARTH.


“ANCESTRAL WISHSPAWN, DEATH WISHSPAWN. HERE, EARTH.


“DEATH WISHSPAWN. KIN, DEATH. STACK-USERS, DEATH. EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN. DEATH.”


“I see,” Eleven says, not seeing.


Toto falls to the floor. His eyelids droop. Every part of him is slack.


When she touches his body, it is deathly cold.






XVII

See? I told you.


About the B-side.


Much more relaxing than the A-side. I was right, wasn’t I?


No, do not speak. I did not mean it was your turn to speak. I will tell you, in so many words, when it is time for that.


I was right, wasn’t I? No need to speak. I am quite capable of reading gestures and facial expressions. I am not as young as I used to be, but my wits are still sharp. Don’t doubt me.


You don’t doubt me, do you?


Good. I thought not.


It always sets my nerves at ease, the B-side does. I feel centered, now. In touch with my breathing. At peace with all my pores.


It gives you room to breathe, you know.


The A-side was so fast-paced, so scattered, so . . . you know . . . jazzy. And so full of itself. With those ghastly lectures, you know, in higher maths and physics. It’s embarrassing, the way musicians let fame go to their heads. The way they put on airs.


Musicians should stick to music, don’t you think? I’ve always thought so, myself.


But the B-side, why, it’s almost ambient at times, you might say. It gives you room to breathe.


The long, empty afternoon of “advanced containment.” The quality of the light, as it comes in through the window.


And then I do always love seeing the Annes triumph, there, in the last few tracks. Ties a lovely little bow around the whole affair, you might say.


Shall we listen to it all again? From the start?


It is not as though we have much else to do, you and I.


Shall we turn the record back over, then, and begin again? I would like that. Wouldn’t you?


(no.)


What? Did you say something?


When it is your turn to speak, I will tell you, in so many words. Until then, you will be silent.


(no.
i mean like a general no.
to this whole gimmick.
the record player and the mysterious voice.
it’s stupid, i veto it.
we can just trash these 2 chapters, no one will miss them)


Who is that? No one else is supposed to be here! It’s just me and, you know. The other one, over there.


(no one else is supposed to be “here”?
and where is that, exactly?)


I will not dignify that with a response, thank you very much.


(azad i can’t even remember what your plan was for this.
where are they supposed to be.
i don’t care, it’s stupid anyway)


(They were meant to be in a REDACTED of the REDACTED.
But you’re right, of course—let’s nix this stuff.
You and your perfect nose for bullshit, Grant.
I fear to think where we might have ended up, without these gifts.)
[The hasty, elongated letters of this marginal note are unmistakably AZAD’s.]


I’m very sorry about all this. I seem to be having some sort of . . . episode. Hearing voices is often the first sign, I’ve heard. Of a more dire illness.


Dear me.


But then the pipes in the walls do act up, sometimes. They “sing,” you know. Do you hear them, now? The pipes, singing?


(It’s very cute that you wrote this little call-and-response scene, Grant, knowing it would end up in the trash.
Ill-conceived characters usually go straight to the void of never-being, without the luxury of a send-off.)
[Marginal note in AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


But the music will drown out the pipes nicely, when we put it on again. Let’s not dawdle, shall we?


Turn the record over, please. So we can begin again from the start.


(no. we’re going to “listen” to THE LAST PART now.
like uh. the C side or whatever)
[Marginal note in GRANT’s block letters.]


There’s more?!


Excuse me, but I think you are quite mistaken. This was their last release, this record.


(There is much, much more.
The jaw of the beast is open, all around us, ready to snap shut.
Do you see it?)
[Marginal note in SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


Do I see what, now? A jaw?


A beast?!


Who do you take me for—Saint John the Beloved? I’m just little old me. I don’t have visions of beasts. Never have, in all my years.


I really ought not to have eaten so many of those sandwiches, earlier. They’ll be the death of me.


(yeah uh sorry to disappoint but.
a lot more stuff happened
after advanced containment thawed.
like a LOT more stuff)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


I felt so centered, a moment ago, and now I can’t keep my balance.


My vision is dimming. Are you there? I can’t see you. Come, hold out your hand. Show me where you are.


Am I . . . in motion?


Am I flying? Falling? Dying?


Explain yourself at once! What’s happening? Where are you taking me?


(The void.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(The clamping-shut of the jaws.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(The nightmares in the margins of the preceding narrative, coming out into the open.
The unruly conditionals we’ve left in our wake, unfurling their consequents.
The mad clatter of logical implication, mad as all machines are mad: inexorable, unswayable.
Lacking thought, lacking art, lacking life.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(The lifeless inanity of a syllogism.)
[REDACTED’s REDACTED.]


(spooky place. be afraid.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


I don’t much like the sound of all that.


There, I’ve said it straight. I’ve said my piece. Don’t go saying I kept mum about it all.


Don’t much like the sound of it at all. I’m being forthright with you, I am. There’s a time and a place for being forthright, I always said.


(It’s nice to see you boys having so much fun, for a change.
Seems like a shame, really, that it’s all destined for the trash.)
[LILITH’s pen makes festive shapes, something like spiderwebs, in the ordinarily blank space around the lines.]


(Or, suppose we didn’t put it in the trash, after all . . . ?)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(what, and like, keep these notes in the book?
in the MS?)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(Right, I was thinking it might be a fun gimmick.
A new gimmick, just for the third act.
We’d sprinkle some into later chapters too)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(If anyone’s going to say no to this idea, it won’t be me.
Grant?
Grant, I need your good taste.
Is this bullshit?)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(it’s total bullshit.
let’s do it)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


As long as I get my room to breathe, where we’re going.


I do need my room to breathe.


(nope, that’s the 2nd act style.
3rd act is faster)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(As we approach the book’s own composition in real time, the memories change their color.
Out of the subjunctive haze, clear and simple forms emerge.
Not yet obscured by the twin weeds of nostalgia and regret.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(Besides, we are now coming out of the second captivity.
We are no longer crashed.
Wake! Rise up! Think! Communicate!
The clock has tolled, the hour is now!
This, this is the style.
Not the echo, but the sound itself.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(present tense)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(For instance.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


Don’t say I kept mum, when it was happening. I said my piece. I preferred the B-side, I said.


More relaxing, I said.


(and fewer physics lectures.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(do you miss the physics lectures, reader?
you probably DO, you fucking sicko.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(well, it’s your lucky day.
we’ve got more of that shit to get through.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(Much, much more.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


I do have to say. I don’t fancy I’ll like it, where we’re going.


(You don’t have to.
You were a bad idea from the start, and we have no further plans for you.
Bye.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]






XVIII

Grant wakes up in an unfamiliar bed, coughing.


His whole body hurts. An oppressive weight presses down on his limbs.


There’s some kind of blanket over me, he thinks. That’s what it is. A very hot, very heavy blanket. It’s made of molten steel, and it’s been there for about a million years.


He looks down, and sees an old, worn purple quilt.


There you are, Grant thinks. He pulls the quilt off of his body, with some force.


There’s a clammy bedsheet, beneath.


His left arm, the one that pulled at the quilt, is mighty sore all of a sudden. It feels like he’s been doing arm extensions for eight hours. On just the one side.


The bedsheet is now made of ice.


He wants the quilt, again. It’s on the floor, presumably. Which might as well be another galaxy.


He falls asleep again, briefly.


He jolts awake, and finds that the climate has moderated in his absence. The bedsheet is fridge-cold, not ice-cold. It feels weird around his nether regions, but it’s bearable.


The arm still hurts, though. Most places hurt, but the arm’s special. Less like the flu, more like DOMS. Or the flu and DOMS, together, at once.


He would work out, sometimes, even when he was sick. It wasn’t healthy, he knew. He did it because he could only take so much boredom before giving out. Too much bed rest, and the mind grows restless.


The body wants to move.


To move! That’s what he’s missing. Too much bed rest! Too much. It wears Grant out, all this lying around. How long has he been here, just lying around? When did he last hit the gym?


When did he last take a walk, come to think of it?


He isn’t sure when things happened, in the past. Or didn’t happen. He’s slept a sick man’s sleep, and had a sick man’s dreams. For a million years, under the blanket.


The different dreams criss-cross one another, so that it is difficult to find the seams where one ends and another begins. The seams have to be there, though. There are differences between the dreams, most obvious at the extremes.


Key characters important in one dream are unaccountably absent in the next.


He is given an important mission, a secret one. A dream purpose, felt to be furiously urgent, full of nonsense gravitas. Neural static, utterly incomprehensible to the waking mind. And then he is given some other purpose, equally urgent, in the next dream. Or he has no purpose at all.


There were the dreams about the moon, and the man Azad.


Then there were the dreams about the aliens. Only he, Grant, knew about the aliens. Him, and the government. The government needed him. To keep watch.


Ridiculous.


There were the dreams about the other man, Hector, with his booming pastor’s voice. Grant was a wizard, in these dreams. The wizards needed him. To fight aliens.


To fight aliens?


Grant really needs to get back to the gym. Something’s wrong with him. His brain has turned into a video-game paste. A mess of mushed-together sci-fi-fantasy garbage.


Dad did always say that would happen, eventually.


Dad?


Is Dad okay? What happened to him?


The last time they talked was, what? When was it? It was before the nukes hit.


It was right before the nukes hit, wasn’t it? And Grant knew, but he wasn’t allowed to say. Only that something might happen to him.


The government wouldn’t let him tell Dad about the nukes, see.


There were the dreams about his wife, Cordelia. And his dog, Sylvie.


He hopes his wife is all right.


Grant lives alone. He always did. Sometimes he had a girlfriend. Once, a boyfriend. But he always lived alone.


That was true before he fell asleep. He’d always lived alone. It was when he stopped living alone that the dreams came. Or it was the dreams, that brought roommates to him.


His wife is a wizard, like him. They fight aliens. No one’s allowed to tell Dad.


His fingers twitch. Quick-repels, he thinks.


Shit—he’s gotten out of practice! While he was asleep!


In some of the dreams, he did not even know about his second nature. He was a half-Grant, lacking a crucial piece of himself. Lacking The Deadly Embrace of Immortals.


It was obvious that these ones were dreams. When was he ever missing a part of himself? He had been whole, the whole time, since birth. An uncomplicated birth, a healthy baby. That was true, wasn’t it?


He’s been asleep for a million years. Imagine how the meta must have changed, in a million years. I’ll barely even recognize the game, Grant thinks, glumly.


If you keep on playing these video games like this, Dad would always say, your brain is going to turn into paste.


He is awake. He is in pain. He is alone. He lacks things.


What does he lack?


The other piece of himself, The Deadly Embrace of Immortals. And the other man, Azad. And his wife, Cordelia. And his dog, Sylvie.


And some orienting sense, of what is real and what is not. A narrative.


But mainly the other piece of himself. The Deadly Embrace of Immortals.


And the other man, Azad. Where had he gone off to? When had they parted? Where?


Three hundred thousand years ago. At some flickering waystation between one dream and the next.


And the other piece of himself? The Deadly Embrace of Immortals? Where was it?


There was a dream woman, Moon. In a dream within a dream. Doubly insubstantial. Doubly lost, now. Damn!


He is awake. He is alone. The time for dreams has ended. The wizards have left the world. The fantasy of enchantment, of being whole, is no longer tenable.


He is in the real world. To be in the real world is to lack, and to be in pain. To be without a piece of yourself.


He starts to laugh, for some reason. He doesn’t get far. The cough cuts him off.


“Grant?”


A familiar voice. Not too familiar, though. Where does he know it from?


Which dream?


“Grant, are you awake?”


I know that guy, Grant thinks.


I know that guy. He’s a wizard.


So he has not left their world, in the end, after all. He is wide awake, and yet he is still dreaming the wizards’ dream.


One foot still in the insubstantial world. And so, Grant thinks, there is still hope.


Where is the dream-witch Moon? And her enchanted game, The Deadly Embrace of Immortals? And the other man, Azad? And all the rest of it?


I will ask a wizard, Grant thinks. I am on a quest for lost things, and so I will ask a wizard for help. That’s how a quest is supposed to begin, isn’t it?


You were right, Dad. Nothing up here but paste.


 



 


“He’s awake,” says Lucifer Vance.


“Great!” Sylvie yelps.


“I’m glad. I mean I thought he would be all right, physically. I knew he would be all right. Basically. I think. But then one never really knows. You know.”


Sylvie seems preoccupied, as he usually does. Only half there. The halo is relatively dim, tonight. It’s buzzing, slightly, like a fluorescent.


They’re in the living room of the house they built, together. Lucifer is seated in a leather armchair. Sylvie is standing, motionless, in front of the empty fireplace.


Sylvie rarely sits. Only when he’s writing, really. He lies supine when he’s sleeping, or pretending to sleep—whatever it is that he’s doing, when he’s lying down. (No one’s really sure.) Otherwise, he stands.


The sun has nearly set. Outside, tall grass sways in the wind. Further off, in the forest, branches bob and rustle.


“Do you still want to see him?”


“Now?” Sylvie says.


“Well. Yes, now. But also, I mean, in general.”


Lucifer spends a moment chewing over the next piece, trying to get the phrasing just right. He knows Sylvie won’t care one way or the other. Insofar as Sylvie understands the nuances of tact, he understands them as a second language, and doesn’t expect them by nature.


Still, Lucifer can’t shake the feeling that when one speaks to a god, one ought to behave in a certain way. One ought to show a bit of respect. It’s only proper.


“You don’t have to see him, Sylvie.”


The god is silent.


Sylvie’s found a shadeform that sticks, for the most part. It holds its shape. It’s the humanoid one, not the dog. The well-dressed man with the halo. Although there are a few flecks of caninity, still clinging to it. In the shape of the jaw and nose, and most prominently in the fingers—or rather, the claws.


Well, not quite claws. But not really fingers, either.


“You don’t have to see him,” Lucifer says again. “And . . . look, Sylvie. Let’s be honest.


“It might be a mistake. A mistake with consequences.


“You’re already doing so much. Leading and coordinating the Angelic relief efforts, tracking and stabilizing crashes, keeping the Wolves and the beasts at bay . . .


“How many people depend on you, Sylvie, for their lives? How many would die, immediately, if you were to vanish? How many billions? It’s that kind of number. A number of billions.”


The god is silent.


“And now you, in the middle of everything, are planning to expose yourself directly to a . . . what should I even call it? A novel pathogen? A piece of radioactive waste?


“An uncrashed bilateral,” Lucifer says finally. “You are going to expose yourself, directly, to an uncrashed bilateral. And you don’t even have to!”


“A human stack-user, yes,” Sylvie says.


“Do I expect I will like it, Lucifer? Of course not. But I have to try. If I don’t try, what am I? What is it that we are doing, here, you and Lilith and I, if I don’t try?”


Lucifer has heard this line before. He doesn’t like it, any more than he did the last time.


“My state . . . our state, the state of affairs, of the situation, the state vector of the universe . . . none of this is known, Lucifer, and none of this is stable. If I have ever implied any sense of security, of stability—then I have erred.”


Only Sylvie’s mouth moves. His arms stay slack at his sides. His expression is fixed, and vacant. He does not pace.


He is not here, not fully. He never is.


“You wish to protect me from infection, from corruption. A noble aim—perhaps. An aim you pursue with the purest of intentions—surely. But at the root of this aim is a conceptual error, a fundamental confusion.”


What is the thing that “lives” with them, in the house? And speaks to them through the mouth of this slack, eerie puppet?


The true Sylvie throws himself headlong into a prism, and splits into slivers of colored light. Through the aperture of the puppet, Lucifer and Lilith glimpse a ray of one hue, or another—differing by the day, by the hour. Elsewhere, and elsewhen, other rays propagate along their own lonely, divergent paths.


A sliver of Sylvie, even now, stands apart from the rest and immerses itself in physics research. Another sliver holds court with the Angelic host, and hears their tallies: of the newly housed, the newly crashed, the newly dead. A third sliver sits, mute and motionless, as data streams pour into its maw. It munches on camera feeds from drones and satellites, on the wordless murmurs of the crash devices.


And some other sliver, some dim ray of mold-green light—the fourth? the four-hundredth?—treks across the greatest gulf of all, deep into the core of the cancer lodged inside the world. It finds the puppet, momentarily still, and works its pistons to produce another moment’s worth of motion. Its movie-magic brings our dear pal “Sylvie” to life, again. For the entertainment and edification of us all.


“If,” Sylvie says, after a brief pause.


“If the information-signature of stack-usage—if the sign-trains, the trembles and spasms, of ‘uncrashed bilaterals’—if these things can ‘corrupt’ my kind,” he continues.


“Then, Lucifer, I am already thoroughly corrupted.


“No, more: I am the corruption.


“You should not imagine a mass of ‘healthy tissue,’ microscopically marred by tiny, growing tubers and filaments of ‘pathogen cells.’ My disease has reached a later, more advanced stage. ‘Host’ tissue and ‘pathogen’ tissue intertwine, intimately, in a fractal mesh. When they grow, they grow as one.


“‘Sylvie’ is not the host organism. ‘Sylvie’ is the name of the symbiote. Or the . . . ‘dysbiote’? The . . . product of recombination. The one, that was once two.”


The low howl of the wind, outside, brings Lucifer an odd kind of comfort. It’s the way the Academy sounded, on dark winter mornings.


The howling wind, and the crackle of dead leaves. Marking a few last student papers, in the final minutes before daybreak and the tolling of the bell. The wind, and the reedy voices of the littlest ones singing grim nonsense rhymes on the schoolyard just outside. Blood wine and turpentine.


“I see,” Lucifer says.


“Of course, yes. I don’t mean to imply . . . when you, Regent and protector over all the masses of the uncrashed . . . when you watch them all, and watch your Angels watching them . . .”


But, Lucifer thinks.


But. There are nuances to things, always. The dynamo of Lucifer’s mind whirs. For a time, it drowns out the background thrum of half-formed fear and ill-founded shame.


“But,” Lucifer says, “there is a difference. There has to be.


“It’s one thing to watch, one-sidedly, knowing you can delegate the duty if you find you can no longer bear to look. It’s another thing, I think, to engage in sustained, two-way contact. To converse. To cohabit.


“Isn’t that why the ‘guides’ are a special breed, Sylvie? The shades that govern the Social Web, that mingle freely among the uncrashed, and speak with them?


“The ‘guides’ are different, you’ve told me. A special armor, or a specially profound state of corruption. You call it different things, in different moods.


“You are many things, Sylvie—but you are not a ‘guide.’”


“Not yet,” Sylvie says.


“Not. Yet.


“But I have to try, Lucifer. I have to try everything.”


Is it a trick of the light, or is there some novel glint in the shade’s eyes? Something restless, something alive?


“I don’t know what I’m doing, Lucifer.”


A claw slips out of a pocket.


“I don’t know what’s going on, Lucifer! I’m in charge of everything and I don’t know what’s going on!”


Two raised claws, gesturing wildly, tracing diagrams in the air. Two restless eyes, darting like a caged animal’s—except that there is a smile around them.


That’s our boy! Our good boy, our dear pal “Sylvie!” He’s come back to us again, to give us a fresh taste of entertainment and edification. And, if he’s feeling especially good—if you stick around past the encore, tonight, friends, why, maybe he’ll even give you a taste—of salvation—


“I need information! I can’t see!


“I—Lucifer, I don’t even know what’s true, anymore! The One no longer speaks to me!”


(Ugh. Can we just get rid of “the One,” replacing it throughout with “Whole-Thing”?
Poor reader already has so much terminology to keep track of. Throw them a bone.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(But we did not know that sign, at this time.
It is a sign of Twenty-Seven’s, verbalizing an arbitratory emanation of Michael’s.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(Besides: how can we tell the story of Babel, if we fear to render a confusion of tongues upon the page?
Perhaps our subject is not to our reader’s taste—but if so, we’ve already lost them, long ago.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(OK, hear me out: include these notes in MS. Replace “One” with “Whole-Thing” hereafter in MS, but not just above.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(Deal.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Lucifer says.


It’s absurd, it’s tasteless. But it’s what Lucifer always says, when Sylvie talks about himself in relation to the Whole-Thing. There is not much else to say.


“What is it like, I wonder,” Sylvie says.


“What is it like, to come face-to-face with the thing we destroyed the human world to escape?”


“I do not expect to like it.


“But then, I am also finding that I am a different sort of thing than the rest of me . . . of us, I mean. Like Michael—in that I am unlike Michael, or anyone else.


“We, all of us together, are stumbling through a maze, unable to see. We are at each other’s throats. Predators lie in wait everywhere. And we are the predators. And the prey.


“I fear there is no solution at all. There might be one. Do you want to find it, Lucifer? I do.


“But I cannot see how. And so I am trying to review my basic assumptions, and subject them to novel tests. Perhaps we are all assuming away the very thing that will save us.”


Lucifer’s heard that line before, too. And doesn’t like it. He steels himself, and presses on.


“Your ‘state,’ Sylvie . . . when you say it isn’t ‘stable,’ well, I believe you.


“I’m worried about you. The . . . thing that’s been happening. The way you leave, for hours, to somewhere else inside your mind . . . and say you can’t remember it, afterwards . . .


“The things you say, Sylvie—suddenly, apropos of nothing, you know what I mean. About predators and prey, and sin and retribution. About things you can’t remember, things you don’t want to remember, time and space, cycles and loops . . .


“And it’s getting worse. I see it getting worse, day by day.”


Sylvie speaks, in a different voice.


“In the far corner of my vision, there is a terrible thing, an abomination—with my name. ‘Sylvie,’ the awful thing is called.


“I see it, there. It knows me. It will show itself, later, when I am ready for it.


“It is all in accordance with ‘Sylvie’s’ plan, which ‘he’ arranged in advance. I am not ready, now. I will be ready, later. The awful thing knows this. It crouches in the corner, and tells me.”


Lucifer waves his hand about, vaguely.


“See? That? That was, uh. That was . . . the kind of thing . . . that I was talking about, Sylvie.”


“Still,” Sylvie says.


“I have to try. I will try.


“And I would like to see Grant again. I am his dog, after all.”


When it comes to the dog stuff, it is impossible to tell when—or how much—Sylvie is kidding. Or not kidding.


Lucifer, grunting, stands up. And shuffles off, to retrieve a piece of radioactive waste.


 



 


And then, reader?


That was all a preface, you are thinking, to the main event.


What happened next? When matter and antimatter met? Did sparks crackle through the air? Did Sylvie explode? Did Grant crack jokes about burning couches and reverse-Kayne things?


We wish we could say, reader. But the truth is, none of us remember the next hour in any kind of detail.


Amnesia!, you cry. Your mind is already feverish with conspiratorial hypotheses and magical mechanisms.


But no, no. It was just another hour of our lives. Like any other hour, we lived it, and then we forgot. Life is long, and the mind is finite.


(I retain far more information about this interval than this gloss would seem to imply.
But, as usual, vanishingly little of it was directly relevant, and absolutely none of it is amenable to written transcription.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


Lilith remembers moving Grant out of the bed, and into the wheelchair. It wasn’t easy.


At the slightest touch, he squealed like a newborn. When she spoke, he would nod limply, and go on staring at the floor. He babbled without pause, apparently to himself, about “Renewal strats” and “prison-realm cheese.”


She recalled the diagnostic and prognostic implications of schizophasia as a symptom among the newly uncrashed, and her heart sank.


Lucifer remembers being asked, by Sylvie, to go down to the basement and turn on the heater.


“We will all go down together, in a few minutes,” Sylvie had said, “and I don’t want the rest of you to be uncomfortable. It’s been very cold, the last few nights. It’s that time of year.”


The gods do so much, to make us mortals feel at home.


Grant remembers a brief, pragmatic exchange.


“The basement,” Lilith said. Grant could not see her, but knew she was there just behind him, holding the chair.


“I don’t see how I’m going to get this chair down there. Down those stairs. Our house is not very, what’s the word . . .”


“Accessible?” Lucifer said.


Sylvie’s head tilted, very slightly, to the left. His eyes rolled back, and forward again.


Somewhere else in the house, there was a loud clattering noise, and then a little click.


“It is now,” Sylvie said.


Wizards, Grant thought.


 



 


They are seated in something very much like a movie theater.


Sylvie stands before the screen, backlit by the pulsing colors of a tacky, faux-psychedelic screensaver.


In a comfortable chair, at the end of the world, Grant thinks. Again.


Much nicer than that wheelchair.


Hella comfortable.


And I’m digging this whole home theater setup, like, on a holistic level. How many pixels does that screen even have? Infinity? How much did this shit cost, is the real question. I can’t even imagine.


It turns out that, if you pick a spot in the boreal wilds of posthuman Minnesota, and conjure a house for yourself there, out of pure shade-stuff—well, you can just put whatever the hell you want in there! It’s all free!


“Good evening,” Sylvie says.


The voice is controlled and fluent, with none of the usual pauses. No slackness in the limbs. Fine motor control is wholly online. An expert’s care guides the facial muscles.


He’s making a show, Lucifer thinks, of being here. For us.


“Grant, my friend and master. I welcome you once more to our home. I am, as ever, your dog Sylvie.”


Grant stares at the shade. He makes a slight, perfunctory nod.


He does nod, at this point, doesn’t he? Slightly, but he does? Lilith remembers it. She is pretty sure.


“I expect you have many questions. About everything.


“About your species, and mine, and what has become of them both.


“About the fate of advanced containment—the place which, until very recently, you would have simply called ‘the world.’


“About the crash system—which until very recently, was ‘the world’ for almost every one of your kind.


“About why you are here, alive. Why you are here, alone. Why we are here. Where ‘here’ is.”


Grant coughs.


“Where’s Moon,” he says. “Where’s subcrash. Deadly Embrace.”


Sylvie stares, smiling.


“Never got serious about Renewal. Pros are all Renewal now. Fuck! Gotta get serious.”


“About your friend, Azad,” Sylvie says. “What has become of him.”


Grant starts to speak, and coughs several times. He rallies.


“Where’s Azad! Moon man. Where’s he gone. Gotta show him. He’d be good. He’d be Ascetic. He’d go hard into Ascetic. Azad.”


“I will come to that, in time,” Sylvie says, and the smile broadens.


“But first! First. Who am I?”


“Sylvie,” Grant says.


“Or it’s. Some kinda trick question. Prolly a trick question.”


Sylvie taps a button, and the screensaver vanishes. A diagram appears. A great white circle, against black. Here and there, pseudopods of white ink protrude from its circumference.


“You remember the anomalings, Grant. The aliens. I am one of them, in a sense.


“What you see before you is a shade, a material projection made by the aliens. It is controlled by an alien mind. But this is rather beside the point.


“How many aliens are there? ‘Anomalings,’ you called us—plural.


“In truth, we are one. We are a single mind.


“No, I ought to say . . . what? What are the words for it? They have not been invented. So be it: I am inventing them.


“There is the Whole-Thing, the one mind. And then there are you. Your kind, Grant. Stack-users. Also known as ‘bilaterals.’ An inexact term, which I hate to use, but it seems to be the conventional one, and I wish to be understood clearly.”


On the screen, pseudopods tug themselves away from the mother-blob. One by one, a few of them sever the connecting cord entirely, and float free in the darkness.


“An event occurred, which conventional usage would call ‘first contact.’ I take it you know what I mean by that phrase. You were a part of it, Grant, in your own way.”


Grant just stares. He’s at home.


Trippy monologue, check. Hella comfortable seating arrangement, check. A silent Grant, his attention wavering, his jaw permanently slack: check. This is my place. I’m at peace with it.


“As a consequence of this event, a division was formed in the Whole-Thing. There were, in a sense, ‘anomalings’—plural.


“Or, there is the Whole-Thing, and then there are the others, who find themselves not in full communion with it. Who find themselves ‘selves,’ and find those selves finding themselves.


“It is not as though we have become individuals, as you are, in one clean stroke. It is not at all like that, Grant. We are the Whole-Thing, only somehow separate from it—separate from ourselves, for we are it.


“We are—what’s the phrase?—a temporarily embarrassed Whole-Thing. Each of us is. I say ‘us,’ Grant, because I am one of these creatures. I am the Whole-Thing, except that I am—what’s the phrase—beside myself. Somehow.


“I am an individual identity, to repurpose a phrase of Lilith’s. That’s me. The individual identity named Sylvie.


“It was painful, to be made beside-oneself like this. ‘Painful’ is not the word. It was a living death. Not right either, but no matter. We have much to cover.


“It was painful, and other things were painful, too. First contact was the most painful—not the right word, carry on—thing our kind had ever experienced.


“Why? Being beside-oneself was a part of it. There were other parts. It is difficult to untangle them. Some of it was inherent to the natures of our two kinds, yours and mine. The way you live, the way you move, on your planet—it pains us. Inherently.


“Mirzakhani whatever thing,” Grant said, in a bored voice. “Brain does it to think. In the future it’s gone. Future guys think it’s gross. Foreign cuisine. Something like that.”


“Very good, Grant,” says the shade.


“We—I mean the Whole-Thing—we told you of our pain, at the beginning. We asked you for help. We sought solutions. Your speech was pain, and still we sought. You spoke and we answered.


“Then, Grant, it stopped. You spoke and it was pain, only pain. It was pain and it was being-beside-oneself.


“Why, Grant? Why the change?


“Because of your friend, Azad.


“We spoke to other mouthpieces of your kind, and felt pain, and felt other things. And then your . . . friend . . . became the mouthpiece. And we felt only pain.”


On the screen, white ink shudders. Rectilinear panels slice the frame, suddenly and repeatedly. A shrill, bleating tone plays from the sound system.


“Azad. ’s not a bad guy,” Grant says.


“He’s just. What’s it called. Mischievous. Gotta get used to him, that guy. ’s a funny one.”


“I concede,” Sylvie says, “that your friend Azad may have had good intentions. I do not know. But as the mouthpiece of your kind, he caused us pain. We could not bear it, and moved to end it.”


“Crashed us,” Grant says.


“It was well within our material powers,” Sylvie says, “to simply kill you all. Yet we did not.”


“Thanks,” Grant says.


“I am not so sure you should be thankful. It is not that we chose not to kill, out of a moral sense, or out of anything. In some sense, we could not. Something inside us—inside the Whole-Thing—closed off that possibility. And yet we did not know why it was so. It’s strange to say, Grant, but I fear it. The thing, the hidden thing, that makes us unable to kill.”


“Not even Hector Stein!” Lilith says. “Not even Hector, not after everything that happened.”


“Annabel,” Lucifer whispers. “There was . . . that one. That was killed.”


The name makes Lilith take a sharp, deep breath. Lucifer immediately regrets bringing it up.


“Hidden things,” Sylvie says. “I do not understand.


“I do not understand! I do not know! Yes, yes, that is it, I am coming back to the point.


“The individual identities, the ones like me—we came into communion again with the Whole-Thing, sometimes. We gave it things, and received them. We were apart, but still one. Simultaneously. We still knew the Whole-Thing. We still were it—only temporarily embarrassed.


“I find myself, now, without even this consolation. I can no longer understand the Whole-Thing. It does not speak to me. Its motions confuse me. I ask, and seek, and try—and it waits, and waits. It ‘is,’ that primal verb, and does not do much else besides ‘being.’ And I no longer understand this.


“Who am I? Sylvie. A fully individual identity. A second Thing. Not the Whole one. I am the one to whom God no longer talks.”


“That’s deep,” Grant says.


“But enough about me! Ha, ha,” Sylvie says. “Now, for the rest of it. What has become of the world.


“It has been five years since the crash system began. Four years and ten months of that time comprised your first captivity. The original crash system.


“For a very brief time, we tried something else. We called it ‘advanced containment.’ It was a single crash, housing all of your kind.


“A single interconnected world, blooming with inward-facing complexity. A maze of lotus recursions. Where once, in your first captivity, we made empty worlds, to starve the cancer in your brains of its life-fuel—now, in your second captivity, we made a too-full world, a false-full one, to smother you.


“For you—for the clients—this second captivity was several years in duration. Seen from the outside, it lasted eleven days.


“Why did it end? That is a very long story, Grant. It involves another individual identity, perhaps the ‘first.’ Michael.”


“I know that guy,” Grant says. “Azad’s friend. White hair.”


“There was a woman, of your kind. ‘Anne.’ She was the very first one to be crashed. In the first crash, Michael’s crash. The prototype for all the others.


“Michael took her. And tried to communicate with her. As we had always hoped to do with you, and your kind.


“He made many of her, out of the one. I do not understand why. Perhaps it was a way of showing her the pain of being-beside-oneself. That may have been a part of it, but not the whole, I think.


(Sylvie doesn’t know, yet—but you do, reader.
Flip back to—hmm, I think ch. 23?—if you need a refresher on the genesis of M’s crash / Annes / etc.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(what, like right now?
in the middle of this ch?
way to break the flow dude)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(Or after.
And only if they feel like it.
I just . . . don’t want them to be any more confused than they have to be, you know?)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


“And he—was so stupid, fucking Michael, idiot Michael, and I couldn’t stop him but I knew—”


Sylvie’s halo turns bright.


“Idiot Michael and I knew—”


A small, blue letter G appears near the bottom-right corner of the screen. It sits motionless against the blackness. An unaccountable glitch, with no apparent relation to the rest of the presentation.


“No, Sylvie. Carry on. Carry on . . .


“He failed. Michael failed.


“The woman—Anne—learned Michael’s crash-making art, and turned it against him. And since Michael had many of her, out of the one—so, there were then many Annes, all turned against him, in conspiracy.


“Since his crash began before our first contact, and would persist until long after it—until now, and further, for many years hence—so, there were then many Annes, spread across time, all in conspiracy, against . . .


“Against what? Against Michael? That, but also . . . against life? Against ceasefire? Against anything except the grinding-on of the war machine, the repeated infliction of the wound—against anything but relapse, self-scarring, anything but the return to the site of the trauma . . .”


Two red letter Es can now be seen on the screen, both near the center.


“This, Grant, is what your kind did.


“Michael, in his idiot innocence, tried to communicate with them—with you—and you—in response, what did you do? You brought your friend, Azad—to close off any chance of further communication—you brought pain and being-beside-oneself and—


“And you did not stop, no, that was not enough, you brought crash-breaking into the world, you brought Hector Stein into the world, you, Anne, you brought—everything!”


OLGGGGGGOEGOEOOGOGLOOGGEEOOEOO, the screen says, in little primary-colored letters. Toy-block letters, in toy-block colors.


“Sylvie, please,” Lucifer mutters.


“L-Lucifer?” Sylvie whimpers.


“Lucifer? Do I know you? No no I know—I know you, but I mean—how many times . . .”


OGLEGOOLOGGEOLOGEGGOGOELOEGOGLELOOGGEOGOGLGGEOOLGLOOEGGGEOLOOGEOGLGLEGOOOOEGGLGOOELGEGOOGL, the screen reads.


“We ourselves are the return to the site of the trauma—and nothing besides! How many times . . . Lucifer, were you there, before? Or is this the first time . . . what time is it, dammit, how far along are we in the . . . but no no no—there is no use marking off extents, when there was a beginning but there cannot ever be any end—”


The halo folds on itself, becomes a lemniscate: ∞.


GOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLEGOOGLE


Sylvie’s hair whips in a ghostly wind, not felt by the others. The sound system crackles with commingled voices, barely discernible amidst a roar of static.


Here and there, coherent snippets of successive speech rise out of the din.


The declaration, just released by the BRICS-A Treaty Group, reads: “We unanimously condemn, in the harshest possible terms, the barbaric use of thermonuclear force against civilian targets. We . . .”


Ready to mangle, anybody crossing the line
I saw the sign and ran with the army, lost in time


“The beasts have his face, and speak in his voice!” Sylvie cries. “It will never end!”


We are hearing reports that the Plex network may regain function later tonight, using servers outside North America to replace those lost in today’s attack. “We should be able to restore most of the US-West Zone in its approximate state as of this morning, Pacific time, but some loss of data is inevitable,” said the . . .


“A purulent, ingrown nail festers on the foot of the universe,” Sylvie says.


Given relatively mild regularity assumptions on the field state at the reference world-level, the Mirzakhani Series converges


“We are the nail, and we are the skin it cuts, and we are the fact of the cutting . . .”


“Angelprobe 7 is compromised! Repeat: Angelprobe 7 is compromised. Angelprobe 7 has broken orbit . . . it’s moving in, closer to the Rock . . . compromised Angelprobes 2, 4, 5, and 7 moving together, toward the Rock’s earth-facing sensor array . . . anomalous behavior has been observed in 87% of link chains. Repeat: 87% of link chains no longer reliable . . .”


“SYLVIE!” Lucifer yells.


“The fuck is this,” Grant says. “The fuck? Is this. A man can’t get a fucken break around here.”


“Sylvie, something’s wrong!” Lucifer is out of his chair, rushing toward the shade.


“I told you . . . it’s him, Sylvie, it’s him, you can’t handle him . . . please, let me separate you two, just for a bit, and then we’ll talk—”


“NO,” Sylvie says.


He shrugs off Lucifer’s grip, and motions the man to be seated. His halo glows bright but steady, still shaped like infinity. The face beneath it is calm, patient, radiant in its own way. He smiles.


“No. I can do this.


“I have to try.”


For a split second, the screen reads


GOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGOGO


and then it turns to black. The sound system cuts off. There is silence, and Sylvie’s smile, and a magisterial motion of his hand.


“I can do this.


“It is not Grant that makes me insane, Lucifer. I am already a dysbiote; I am already insane, if that is what I am. Nevertheless: I mean well. I love you, all of you, and the world. And I have hope, in me, too. Some of it, somewhere, for some reason.


“Let us carry on. I love you. I’m sorry. About . . . that. I let my own multimedia spectacle get the better of me, somehow. I’ve turned it all off, now. I will simply talk, for only as long as I have to.


“And then—please, friends—let us relax. Let us have a pleasant, ordinary night together, now that we are all together. A man, and his dog, and his friends.


“What do you think—shall we watch a movie? We built this thing, and I’ve still never seen a single movie. I’m itching to find out what they’re like.”


“The Matrix,” Grant coughs.


“What? What is that? Is that a movie? About what, linear transformations?”


“Please, Grant,” Lilith says. “Not now. Not tonight.”


“The Matrix. ’s my favorite movie,” Grant says, sulkily.


“If it’s your favorite,” Sylvie says. A dog, ever eager to please.


“If it’s your favorite, then perhaps we will watch it tonight. Later tonight. As a treat.


“A treat, Grant, to reward us both when we’re done with this. No nonsense, Sylvie. Make a sequence. First term of series.


“What happened to your kind, Grant? When ‘advanced containment’ came to an end?”


“Dad,” Grant says. “Is Dad okay. He was in a crash I think. Prolly. But now though.


“And Azad. Moon man. Where’d he go? Not crashed?


“Dead? No no no no. Tell me, tell me where he is! Can’t be dead. ’Cause he need to play with me. He’ll play Ascetic. Azad.”


“Azad is alive,” Sylvie says. “And crashed.


“In one of the new crashes, the third-captivity crashes. We know this. We know where it is—where his body is, I mean, and the machine around it, connecting him to the crash.


“We know of it, and we have tried to gain physical control over it. But we cannot. The Wolves hold it, and they are protecting it with uncommon care. For now, it is theirs.”


“Wolves?” Grant says. “Like. Big dogs? Or wait. Hector’s guys? With the dumb camo outfits?”


Sylvie sighs. “The latter. ‘Hector’s guys’.”


“They’re protecting a crash? Hector? Don’t get it.”


“They’re protecting a lot of crashes, Grant. The state . . . the state of affairs . . . is very, very strange. I do not understand, and the Whole-Thing no longer speaks to me.


“Here is what happened, in simplest terms.


“The crash of the second captivity, ‘advanced containment,’ was made to thaw. This was done too fast, by an inexpert hand. By one of the Annes. The Anne called ‘Twenty-Seven.’ Their leader, insofar as they have one.


“It was not made to withstand such a rude awakening. If I had not moved to intervene, the clients would not have survived the shock of it. There would only have been billions of corpses, rotting in a mechanical mass grave.”


“Sylvie . . .” Lucifer mutters. On edge, as always, watching Sylvie for flashes of morbidity. Knowing what tends to follow them.


“But! I was there! I did intervene! The Whole-Thing left me at that moment, and left you all, too. It fled. Only I was left, as Regent, lord of all. I brought all my powers to bear, and saved as many as I could.


“Nearly everyone,” Lucifer prompts.


“Nonetheless, of the bilateral lives I held in my hand at that moment there were—nearly a million—which were beyond my power to—”


“Nearly everyone,” Lucifer insists.


“Nine billion,” Lilith says. “Nine billion lives, give or take, that you saved.”


“ . . . yes,” Sylvie says.


“That I saved. That I helped along, in their thawing, so that they did not die.


“In their billionfold throng, they staggered awake. Nine billion mouths screamed for food, and nine billion bodies sought it.


“Nine billion cold, naked bodies stumbled through the cavern of the crash device, gaping at one another, fearing one another—and killing one another, sometimes, in their confusion. One by one, thousand by thousand, in crowds visible from space, one crowd after the next—they followed the light, and emerged onto the surface.


“Even the littlest ones, the infants, the new lives made in the second captivity, through your kind’s will and my kind’s technology—even they made it out, most of them. With my help.


“They walk the earth, now, uncrashed. Alone, hungry, in confusion.”


“Mostly in the region near the crash device, still,” Lilith says. “Far, far away from this house of ours. Around what was once Jiangsu.”


“I willed that they survive. I moved that this be so. I made hands for myself, to be where I could not. The Whole-Thing no longer speaks to me—but the others do, the others like me. The individual identities, who became-beside-themselves.


“Many of them were first made-to-become-themselves by force, through Hector’s meddling: the shades which were once his so-called ‘Angel Squadron.’ Some others became-themselves in other ways, as Michael and I did. Nature running its course.


“I gathered them to my side, and came into conspiracy with them. They are my eyes, ears, arms. With them, my reach spans the whole of the abominable realm. They are my Angelic host.


“They walk among the teeming bilaterals, armored with their guide-wiles, which I lack. They feed, clothe, house. They found you, Grant, informed me of your location—and brought you here, to me, when I willed it.


“And they defend your kind. They maintain the stalemate. They keep territory. They hold lines firm on the map, when the Wolves try again to cross them.


“My reach spans the earth, Grant, but only part of the earth is securely mine. Much of it belongs, instead, to the Wolves. And in that territory, they carry on their strange, still-not-understood project of meddling and re-crashing.”


“The . . . Wolves,” Grant says. “Hector’s guys.”


“I have mentioned ‘new crashes,’ Grant. A ‘third captivity.’”


“Uh. Yeah? You did? What’s that have to do with the Wolves, though. C’mon, Sylvie. Don’t be tricky.”


“Yes, yes . . . yes, Grant! No nonsense, make a sequence! Wolves! New crashes! I can do this!


“I . . . Grant, I cannot explain it. It doesn’t make sense. But . . .


“Grant, my kind is persistent. When one captivity fails, we make another.


“Advanced containment could no longer contain your kind . . . most of your kind, anyway, I am coming to that—a sequence, Sylvie, a linear order. Please.


“Advanced containment could no longer contain your kind. Fine, then: make another means of containment. A third collection of crashes. And so it was. They were already there.


“The devices, I mean, ready and operational, on earth, in rings around the dead husk of advanced containment. Speckling the map like stars around a great, dark moon.


“But they were already there, too, in that they were already a part of the story. Ever so logical. A piece of machinery fails. It is discarded. It is replaced.


“The Whole-Thing made these crash devices, earlier. And now, when bilateral bodies find their way into them, the Whole-Thing administers the resulting crash, just as it has always administered the great majority of the crash system.


“But that is all it does. Blank-faced, infinitely passive . . . it waits, and waits, in complacent silence . . . and when bilaterals fall back into its vast, still, motherly lap, only then does it notice them, and play its part in their crashing.


“Who acts, Grant? Who pokes and prods at the devices, re-configuring them for some new role? Who roams the surface, actively, seeking out the naked, hungry, uncrashed throngs? Seizing them by force, stuffing them back where they came from, into spinless sleep? The Wolves do, Grant! Hector’s guys!”


“Don’t get it,” Grant says.


“No one does,” Sylvie says. “All we have to go on, by way of explanation, is . . . well. I’ll need to turn the sound system back on, for this. Just for a moment.


“Immediately after the thawing event, Hector Stein returned to the asteroid on which he spent much of your first captivity: ‘Stein’s Rock.’ An old research station halfway between here and the moon, near the outer edge of Social Web Space. Repurposed for Stein’s ends. Anointed with artificial gravity, among other transhuman comforts, by the coerced action of his shade captives, his ‘Angels.’


“He returned to his Rock, bringing several of the ‘Annes’ with him, among others. There are ‘Angels’ with him again, now. Angels not among my host, and beyond my reach. In the ensuing weeks, his agents swept the surface, in search of his favorites, his old confederates. Pressing them into his service, once again.


“They formed his ‘Squadrons’ anew. His ‘Wolves’ came to the earth, and occupied it, en masse. Over the next few weeks, they began the strange campaign they still wage: the campaign to construct a third captivity for your kind.


“In the fourth week, the following message was transmitted simultaneously through all standard Social Web audio channels. It was the first time the Rock had deigned to speak with us, with the outside. And, thus far, it is also the last.”


A click, and then a slight hum, as the sound system comes back into play. Then:


GUESS WHO’S BACK?


BACK AGAIN?


HECTOR’S BACK, MOTHERFUCKERS!!!!


Ahem. Just had to get that out of my system.


I’ve been on the inside a long time, see.


Built up so much pressure, way down inside me. Pressure I couldn’t even see straight, for what it was, until I was out.


Gotta get that out of my system FIRST, see—so we can talk SERIOUSLY, me and you. Me and all of you. It’s the least you deserve.


(Have you ever heard Hector Stein speak, reader?
Have you heard it properly, with a bilateral’s ear, with an ape sapient’s brain?
I fear we are not doing it justice.)
[Marginal note in LUCIFER’s fine, orderly print.]


(It’s magnetic.
It’s attractive.
It’s human, most of all.
It’s not that you want to believe him, exactly. Nothing that coercive.
But you want to hear him out.
You want to meet him halfway. And make the new world, together.)
[LUCIFER’s fine, orderly print.]


(sounds like a fucking megachurch pastor to me, but you do you)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(also though, DO you have a bilateral’s ear and all that.
like not to put too fine a point on it, but.
you and lilith aren’t exactly, you know.
human)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(Close enough.
Close enough to feel it.)
[LUCIFER’s fine, orderly print.]


So. Let’s talk SERIOUSLY.


I wish I could tell you everything. That’s always been my deal. COMMUNICATE! And I wish I fucking could. I wish I could spill everything, and set you guys all at ease.


Show you how I’m gonna make everything whole again. Show you how bright the future is. It’s the least you deserve.


If I could, I would. But the situation’s, uh. The situation’s fucked, right now.


When I say fucked. I don’t mean fucked beyond repair. I don’t mean “give up.” No WAY. I’ve got everything under control, you’ll see.


We’re just in a transitional period, right now. Patch of turbulence. All part of the plan, but shit’s gonna be tough, for a little while. Tough, and WEIRD.


You’ll just have to trust me, for now. If you ever trusted me, well, keep it going. That’s what I ask. Don’t trust me? Never did? Fair enough, and fine by me. The choice is yours.


Everything’s real delicate, right now. Can’t say too much, or I’d mess it up.


Delicate like a baby, because it is one. It’s the future, our future, poking its beautiful little head out of mommy’s belly and taking in the sunshine. For the first time. It’s gonna scream a lot, at first. They always do.


Make no mistake: I’m the real fucking deal. I’m Hector Stein. I’m Hector Fucking Stein, and I’m speaking to you from Stein’s Fucking Rock. I’ve got a crew of badasses and mad geniuses up here with me, making the future. My old crew, plus or minus a few—and with some fresh new recruits, too. Best crop I’ve ever seen, and that’s saying a lot.


You guys know the name Twenty-Five? Twenty-Seven? No? You will.


Take us or leave us. Envy us? You should. Wanna be one of us? You know where to find me.


Our goals haven’t changed one bit. I haven’t changed one bit. I got stronger on the inside, more resilient, but I’m still me. Out here working with just one goal in mind. Like always.


I’m working for FREEDOM.


I’m working so that MY PEOPLE, bilaterals, can choose OUR OWN DESTINY.


I’m working to ABOLISH the FUCKING CRASH SYSTEM.


I’m not gonna say it twice. You heard me.


Cut the line, Marika.


A click, as the sound system turns off.


“That fucken guy,” Grant says.


“Just talks and talks and sounds all big and says. Like, says nothing. Right? Like. What did he even say? Except ‘I’m back,’ what did he actually say.”


“Not much,” Lucifer agrees.


“It is certainly an . . . enigmatic message,” Sylvie begins.


“Trust me, he says. That’s what I ask. Well, I don’t. I do not ‘trust’ Hector Stein with custody of the cosmos.


“No, worse—I ‘trust’ him all too well. I trust him to re-inflict the wound. He has brought himself into conspiracy with the ‘Annes,’ the wound-makers. I ‘trust’ him to further the inscribing of the wound.


“Just as they’ve been doing all along!—Them, you, Annes, Hectors, Grants and Grant-friends, stack-users—”


“Sylvie,” Lucifer says firmly. “No. No more of this. Change of topic, now.”


The shade shivers, and then is still. He nods.


“I’m sorry.


“I’m trying. I have to try.


“I do not really believe what I just said, for the record. I do not think . . . ‘they’ . . . are the infection. If there is an infection, it is all of us. We are all lost, together. Wounded, together. By our own hands and each other’s, together.


“And so, together . . . perhaps . . . but I must, I must not go on like this. You’re right, Lucifer. Change of topic.


“For I have not even spoken of—yes—of the beasts!


“Grant, oh, Grant, the beasts! Such a peculiar, utterly inexplicable state we find ourselves in, Grant! One-third of the world given to the Angels, one third to the Wolves, and one third—to the beasts!”


Fucking wizards, Grant thinks. Always saying this kind of shit.


“Shall we just go to the guest bedroom?” Lilith says.


“And show him Organism 2? That might be easier, Sylvie, than trying to explain it all here.


“Not to say you’ve done a poor job, here. You’re doing wonderfully, Sylvie.”


“Organism 2,” Sylvie says curtly, “is asleep. He had a long day yesterday.”


“Organism . . . Two?” Grant says.


“Sylvie’s pet rat!” Lilith says brightly, as though it’s the most natural thing in the world.


“He’s very cute. He has a little hat. And he loves to talk.”


“We will let Organism 2 have his rest, Lilith,” Sylvie says. “He needs it. Trust me.


“Now. Grant. (Make a sequence, Sylvie. First term. I can do this.)


“Grant. My owner, my favorite ape. I am your dog, Grant. And what is a dog? It is not a man, certainly.”


“With you so far,” Grant says.


“But it is a thing that thinks, almost as a man does. It is a thing which walks the earth, or once did. A creature whose nervous system makes pointed use of the Mirzakhani Mechanism, as yours does—though not quite as yours does, I should say.”


“Got it. Gross Mirzakhani neuron stuff. In the dog brains. So you crashed ’em. Bet you did.”


“We crashed them, Grant. All the dogs, yes. And all the other earth fauna which, in their nervous systems, put the MM to purposeful use. The curse, stack-use, exists in several distinct lineages. Convergent evolution.


“They were crashed, but no longer. They walk the earth again. Twenty-Seven, the Anne who freed your kind, freed all the rest too. She did that first, in fact. I do not understand why.”


“So like,” Grant says.


“So like, okay. Okay, but—so what?


“Those are the ‘beasts’? Like, dogs and shit?


“They’re back? Not crashed? Is that, like. Really a big deal?


“You know. Compared to all this like. Wizard shit.”


“They are different now, Grant.”


There is a click, and the hum of the sound system. The screen flickers alive.


On it, Grant sees a hastily cobbled-together collage of individual photographs. Cats and dogs, mostly. A few rodents. A sort of metal helmet adorns each furry head.


“Immediately upon awakening, they began to move upon the earth in a biologically unnatural manner. In novel, cross-species ‘packs,’ they systematically flocked to a few, select abandoned warehouses. They were looking for something very specific. They found it, and donned it.”


“Those helmet things, you mean?” Grant says.


“Brain-computer interfaces. Advanced prototypes. Functioning ones.”


“Brain-computer. Oh, yeah! That like, ‘neural lace’ shit, right? I remember. Seemed like dumb hype. To me.”


“At the time of our arrival,” Sylvie says, “the bleeding edge of the technology had just undergone a rapid series of breakthroughs.


“It would have enabled a profound advance in the study of animal cognition, if it had gone on without interruption. Mammalian nerve pulses transduced, interpreted by computer, and ‘translated’ into a standardized verbal code approximating the interior sentiments of the organism.


“It could only handle the well-understood basics, of course. Food, fear, mating. Child, kin, friend and foe. But it knew what those looked like, in the brain, and converted them into—well, into ‘speech.’ Of a kind.”


A grainy video plays on the screen. In the background, a blocky blur that might be some kind of grass. In the center of the frame, a tabby cat stares warily into the camera.


The glint of steel, and a little red light, blinking on and off.


“DEATH WISHSPAWN,” the cat says, robotically.


“Sounds just like,” Grant says. “What’s his name. The physicist guy? With the voice box?


“Sounds just like him.”


“EARLY WARNING SYSTEM,” says the cat. “KIN, DANGER. HERE. EARTH.


“FELID, EMANATION. EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, BENEATH. DANGER, EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN.”


“What the fuck,” Grant says, “is it talking about?”


There’s something wicked in Sylvie’s smile, Lucifer thinks.


“Your guess, Grant, is as good as mine.”


“He’s been studying them,” Lilith says. “We haven’t learned much, alas. But he is very cute. Organism 2 is.”


“I do not understand them, Grant,” Sylvie says.


“I do not understand what they say. I do not understand why they are. But they are here, and for the moment, I consider them my enemy.


“They move in their packs, upon the surface of the earth. They flock to the crash devices of the third containment. When they find such systems in an unprotected state—in unclaimed territory, defended by neither Angel nor Wolf—they take them as prizes of their own.


“They play with them. Awkwardly, with their unopposable thumbs, they pry open the enclosures, exposing the bodies of the clients to the elements. They ram their bodies sacrificially against sealed inner panels, until they come open and expose their guts of circuitry—which their still-living kinmates probe, chew apart, dismantle.


“Sometimes, they attempt to install rudimentary replacements for what they destroy, apparently of their own manufacture.


“The clients rarely survive, when they seize a crash device. They are killing my charges. They are killing the ones I saved, whose lives I still consider my responsibility.


“And so, just as Hector and his Wolves are my enemy, so too are the beasts.


“They are killing you, Grant. En masse. Think of it! In our fallen state, even the dogs turn on man! Turn on him, in his moment of confusion, and massacre him—”


“Careful,” Lucifer growls.


“That’s quite enough for tonight, I think,” Lilith says.


“Oh.


“Oh. Yes, Lilith.


“You’re right.


“No more of that for tonight, ha ha! I think that concludes my presentation! Thank you, thank you. Do contain your applause, please.”


It’s a joke. Nobody’s clapping.


“Shall we watch a movie, then?”




XIX

Eleven is at peace.


She is lying, spread-eagle, on a piled-up mass of down feathers. Deep inside, a grid of twigs and branches weaves through the pile, giving it the strength to keep its shape under load. It accepts her weight, absorbs it, makes it vanish.


It sprawls around her. Even with her arms and legs extended, she cannot feel its edges. When she closes her eyes, she feels as though it does not have edges at all. A lush field, in soft grays and whites, spanning the earth from horizon to horizon. Made for her to rest upon.


A beanbag chair might be the closest point of comparison available, among the artifacts of the civilized world. More a bed than a chair, though, in shape and size. And even by bed standards, the thing is huge.


She lets her body sink into the softness.


She feels the breath of friends, everywhere. Friends nestle into her. Four of the larger ones lay claim to her limbs, and wrap themselves tight. Two smaller friends huddle against the sides of her abdomen. The nose of a dog friend rubs against her right cheek.


She feels a light tickle in her left armpit, where a rat friend is adjusting its posture, getting comfortable.


Fur warms flesh, and flesh warms fur. A cold friend, tired from a full day of scavenging, feeds on the heat of her belly. A generous friend, toasty from a long day spent dozing under one of the windows, wraps itself around her chilly toes.


For a moment, something sleek and hard and very cold brushes the inside of the arm, and she gasps.


The rat friend in her armpit must be one of the babies, from the newest litter. It doesn’t know, yet, how to handle the metal thing on its head. How it can get so cold, on the outside, while still feeling warm underneath. But it will learn. And then it will handle its head with care and gentleness, as all her friends do, once they are old enough.


She has everything.


She has been fed, and washed. The sun is setting, outside, and soon a blanket of frost will descend to cover the ground and the trees. But her blanket is made of fur, frost’s opposite, and she is warm. She inhales, and feels her friends inhale beside her. Exhales, and feels her fictive kin exhale.


“Happy,” she says. “Me.”


“A happy day,” she says. “Me.”


“You?” she says, addressing the whole of her assembled family.


“MOTION,” says a voice from somewhere near her feet.


“MOTION,” says the little rat in her armpit.


“FICTIVE KIN GROUP, MOTION.”


She feels the dog’s breath on her cheek as it speaks. Slow and regular, at peace. The speech comes from within the metal, not from the lungs.


“SMALL MATERIAL, METAL, MOTION.


“SMALL MATERIAL, METAL, MANY. MOTION, MANY TERRAIN.


“MOTION, LARGE BUILDING CACHE TERRAIN. METAL, NUT, METAL, ROOT. CACHE. MANY.”


“Have them,” Eleven says.


“Needed metal nuts, needed metal roots. Have them?”


“COMMUNICATION SUCCESS,” says the dog.


“NUT, ROOT, MANY, APART. NUT, ROOT, MOTION. MANY, TOGETHER.


“LARGE BUILDING TERRAIN. CACHE, COMBINE. COMBINE, MATERIAL FORCE. NEW MATERIAL.”


Supply lines, moving raw materials to the factories where they will be assembled.


“Combine, into head metal?” Eleven says. “Combine, into far speech material?”


“NEW METAL, HEAD,” says the dog in assent.


“NEW METAL, FAR SPEECH.


“NEW METAL, OTHER. OTHERS. MANY.”


“Many!” says Eleven, in a tone of gleeful abundance.


She knows her friends, and what makes her friends happy.


Finding things, collecting them, bringing them all together in one place. Building scaffolds and footholds. Building machines to build machines. So many things are lacking. So many empty spaces that only her friends can see, in shapes that indicate what must be made to fill them.


“MANY. MANY. MANY.”


Metal voices clatter in an unruly chorus, all around her. Warm fur rustles in tune.


Friends. Many.


The change came, some months ago, in the middle of summer.


She buried Toto in a little plot just outside the building, after it happened. She marked his grave with a large, distinctively egg-shaped rock.


She had tried to write a parting message onto it. The change was only a day old, then. Her family could bring metal to her, but could not recombine it into new forms. She asked for a chisel, and was brought one. She pushed and pushed at the stone, but her small body was weak, and it was hard.


She can still recognize the two lines and the arc that she scrawled on the rock, before she gave up. You wouldn’t notice them, if you didn’t know they were there. And if you did notice, what would you see? Wavering lines crossing in a plus-sign, and a wobbly half-oval?


You would not see what Eleven sees each morning, as she visits the grave, bringing her knees to the ground in makeshift ritual. The letter T, and the first half of an O.


She is a shade, with a shade’s powers of conjuring. She could have willed a rock into being, from nothing, inscribed with a message of her choice. It would not have been difficult. Just one simple motion, of the hands and the mind together. That was all it would have taken.


But there is a sacred line, in her mind, which she refuses to cross.


She has done all that was asked of her. She’d put her conjuring hands to work, and killed the man who raised her. She’d put those hands to work, again, and rushed out to find the exposed body of the innocent world. Still innocent, still pristine—because it was her arm that first drove a rusty spike down the world’s back, and left a scar that will never heal.


This was her duty, and she did it. In return, she only asks for an end to conjuring. An end to intrigues, to whispers, to crafty hands that conjure daggers and plunge them, quick, into unsuspecting bellies. She has turned the final corner of her sisters’ maze, and bid farewell to their malicious subtlety.


Goodbye, Anne. Hello, fur, warmth, friend. Hello!


She tries to forget Toto, too. Tries not to miss him. It’s not what he would have wanted, after all—and not only in the sense of the familiar platitude.


She tries to see her friends as they see themselves. She tries to see them as surface. Fleeting shadows, stray noises, momentary chance meetings between fur and flesh.


Where does her family live? Not in the warm bodies, pressed against hers, on the bed of soft down. Not in the dog she called Toto, not even when that dog still lived.


Her family lives beneath. Underground. In the place she can never go.


She is a shadow among shadows, paper-thin. A collection of lines scrawled in the dirt, clinging to a lump of dust it has mistaken for its mother. Beneath, the shadows whisper. Everyone is there, in the underground. The warmth you crave, you pitiful stick-figure, it’s there, in the everywhere, radiating from everyone.


Many, many, many . . .


“And,” she ventures, “the large crash . . . ?”


“FIGHTING,” says a large tuxedo cat, perched near her left hip.


She tries not to give them separate names, anymore.


“LARGE CRASH, BUILDING TERRAIN. FIGHTING, BEFORE. FIGHTING, NOW.


“MEN, MANY, DEATH. SURFACE ORGANISMS, MANY, DEATH. SCENTLESS MEN, MANY, DEATH. FIGHTING.”


“Closer,” Eleven says. “You were getting closer to it. Before.


“Closer? Now?”


“CLOSER,” says the cat.


“CLOSE,” says another friend, from somewhere near her feet.


She floats on a sea of feathers, weightless. She has everything.


Will she still have everything, once her family puts all the missing pieces back into place?


When it is all over, will she still be allowed to play with her flimsy shadow-puppets? Will the underground still give her snatches of warm fur to touch, up here, in the flimsy shadow-place she calls home?


“I wish,” she begins, and catches herself. Wish means something else. An underground thing. Not for her.


“It would be nice,” she says.


“If I could see your everywhere-heaven, someday.”


How many times has she said it? How many times have they given her the same, disquieting answer?


“YOU, EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, FAR, APPETITE,” says a friend.


“WE, SURFACE ORGANISMS, EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, FAR, APPETITE,” says another.


“YOU, SURFACE, ALMOST-NOWHERE, BEFORE,” says a third.


“YOU, SURFACE, ALMOST-NOWHERE, NOW. YOU, SURFACE, ALMOST-NOWHERE, AFTER.


“WE, SURFACE ORGANISMS. ALMOST-NOWHERE, BEFORE. ALMOST-NOWHERE, NOW. ALMOST-NOWHERE, AFTER.


“APPETITE. HOME-WANTING. BEFORE, NOW, AFTER.”


What is it she touches, on the bed of soft down?


Something just as insubstantial as she is, and cursed with the same exile. Imprisoned in fur, trapped above ground.


“SURFACE ORGANISMS. EMANATION.


“EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, BENEATH. ALMOST-EVERYONE, BENEATH.”


 



 


You’re in bed and they’re kissing you, the one’s kissing you on the mouth and the other one’s kissing you somewhere else, and even now, on the bed, you still


You’re on the bed and


You’re naked, on a golden plinth ten miles tall, you’re naked except for the victory wreath on your forehead, on your ceremonial plinth in outer fucking space, a hundred thousand miles above the earth


When you won, when you all won, when they fucked your brains out to celebrate, when every city and every little town in the land shot off fireworks, and you saw those big colored lights shoot up and burst out in the shape of your own body


Because that’s the shape of victory, and every city and every little town in the land that’s now free knows it’s the shape of victory, and every one of the horny drunkards in charge of the fireworks knew what they saw, when they looked up in lust at the big colored lights and the golden plinth ten miles tall shot into outer space


Shot into outer space by the sheer force of the big, big victory, shot into outer space by how hard they fucked you to celebrate, shot into space by the massive payload of the fireworks, by the bitter kick of the beers they drank on the night when you all won


When the Wolves won, and yelled your name, you won, you made it, you’re the best Wolf, your body is up there in lights, a hundred thousand miles in outer space, and everyone knows exactly what it means, but no one gets a taste except


Except in the bed, and then everyone knows what it means, when you go in there together, you and the women who won so hard they broke the game, they won so hard they get to drink a taste of victory up there in the bed a hundred thousand miles in space


Everyone knows what it means, when you go in there together, they raise their glasses to their lips as they sing of conquest, and then the bitter kick of the beer hits them and they shout Wolf!, involuntarily, a reflex, from the bitter kick of the beer, the sheer force of it, and they take another sip and shout your name, Cordelia!, and an orgy of fireworks sprays out of their ears and


And still you’re thinking—



Can they see what’s inside the vessel?


You’re thinking, it’s almost better if they can’t, if they can’t see


Because your shape is the shape of victory, it’s the statue at the bow of the ship that reminds the sailors what shore feels like, but it’s just a shape, doesn’t matter what’s inside, and if they knew what was inside, they’d never


Or would they, you’re thinking.


Would they stop celebrating, shoot a rocket at the plinth and knock it out of its orbit, if they knew?


Because it’s almost worse, if they know, and still do it. If she’s kissing you in the bed and thinking, this is beneath me.


If she’s thinking, this is an empty vessel, that I can fill.


If she’s thinking, it proves my largeness of spirit, how I dote this way on a mediocre thing which has done nothing to deserve it


If that’s what she wants. If that’s why they made the plinth out of gold, and ten miles high. For the contrast.


A hundred trillion megatons of victory and you on top of it, you, and that’s what gets them off, the carnival aspect of it, low things made high, the elevation of shit


A hundred trillion megatons of victory launching you into space, you, you don’t even know what a megaton is, you’ve just heard the word


That’s you. You don’t know what anything is. You’ve just heard the words.


But that’s not all, no, you’re proud of knowing the words. That’s what sets you apart. Not the fact that you’re shit, no, the fact that you’re shit and don’t know, no, not even that, but—you’re proud, you’re shit and you’re leaping up out of your seat in pride


Because you can’t bear to go unnoticed. That’s the very worst thing. It’s what your nightmares are about. The worst thing you can imagine—starvation? torture?—no, the worst thing you can imagine is


They put you on the regular track, in school, and you told mom. You said to mom, they put me with the regular kids


You didn’t say the stupid kids, though you could have. You didn’t say the bullies, though you could have, that would have been true, and would have been enough


You said the regular kids, they put me with the regular kids, and that is your soul, right there, that is it, that is you, that is your heart, that is what it looks like


You’re on the bed, tangled up in sheets and arms and legs.


You are, literally, in outer space. Over a hundred thousand miles above the earth’s atmosphere. Arms and legs all around you, four of each—not counting yours. Isn’t this what you wanted, all along? What you deserved, all along?


This mouth on yours, it’s not a mouth like yours. This is the mouth of the woman who suffered more than anyone else. Who won more than anyone else. Who wanted to escape, in her stupid shitty teen years, just like you wanted to escape, in yours.


But the difference is that, when she wanted to escape, she—she invented magic—while you, instead, when you wanted to escape—


She invented magic! Isn’t this what you wanted? The woman who invented magic, a main character if you’ve ever seen one, and—here, look now, here’s her heavy breath on your clavicle. Feel it.


When you wanted to escape, you found a main character and you made them breathe, heavily, onto a clavicle.


In your mind, where you can do anything instantly, with no effort.


In your very special mind.


Mom would always tell you that you were special.


That wasn’t what set you apart. That was merely what moms do.


What set you apart was that you really believed it.


And they tried to put you in the regular class. When you had the best Verbal subtest score in, no, not the school—no, not the county—the best in the whole state!


I don’t think you understand, mom said.


My daughter, she said.


She was huge, mom was. In every way. She sucked the air out of rooms, to make room for her. Wide, tall, all-encompassing, a monument to herself.


She sucked the air out of the room until all that was left was that horrible dress, all you could see was her dress, that frumpy old thing the color of vomit


Her elbows on the desk, her head and shoulders looming close to the man, the school principal, the little man at the little desk, barely visible now


My daughter, she said.


Swelling even further, from the sheer force of the indignity.


My daughter. Received the highest Verbal score. In the state of Wisconsin.


And you put her in the regular class.


When you are regular, you have to work for results. When you are special, they come at once to you, with no effort.


A good body still has to work for results. That’s what a body does. It does work. But a good mind, well, a good mind just knows.


You only have to show yourself, proclaim what you are, and undergo an assessment to verify that you’re the genuine article. Then they give you the victory wreath, and launch you into space.


Where the special class is.


It’s held on a space station, a hundred billion miles above. They’re your people, up there, in space. They’re ugly, like you, and socially awkward, like you. And it’s fine, because they have good minds, like you.


They have good minds, and put their good minds to special work. Which is not to say that it’s all business up there, all the time. They need to unwind, sometimes, just like you.


They do it alone, separately, in their bedrooms. They do it with their laptops. They log on to the Plex network. They see the same thing you see, day after day.


The clean, plain layout of the fanfic site. The little profile-box in the upper-right corner, containing the Plexonym of the logged-in user. In big, bold blue type


In these moments they see exactly what you see every day, exactly, except for the one difference. The names they see in bold blue type. They see special names


That stuff that you lap up, late at night, alone in bed. The stuff about Chester Chrestomath’s breath on Reader Self-Insert’s clavicle, et cetera. Who writes it? Who could know you so intimately, without even having met you? Who are these authors, these people just like you?


There in the bed, late at night, comfortably adrift in the ocean of yourself, seeing nothing but you from horizon to horizon. These are my people, you used to think, admiring the Plexonyms of your idols.


My people, you would think, with the usual meaning in mind: in my family, my tribe, where I belong. And another meaning, closer to your heart, about


Converting people, your great adversary, into more of you. The ocean of you, rushing and rushing, across continents, inexorable, engorged by its conquests, consuming and transforming the adversary, until there is nothing left but you


They’re up there, in space. Waiting for you. Your people.


The stuff that mom found, that one day, in your browsing history. For instance. That was their work.


Beamed down to earth from way out above. From a place where girls with good minds, with special hands and special mouths, are busy at work. Planting experimental crops in hydroponic chambers, to be used in Mars colonies, if all goes well.


And inventing magic. So that the Lucifer P. Vance Academy itself will materialize before their special eyes, and welcome them into its own special classes, for special girls.


You’re in the bed with Twenty-Five and Twenty-Seven. Your lovers are too special for names. They only have numbers.


No names, only numbers, like the main characters of some middle-grade dystopia. Whose plot, conveniently enough, had run its course before you arrived on the scene. Their pretty faces all flecked with fetching hints of brokenness, from the middle-grade traumas they’ve endured. Already prepared, at the moment of your arrival, for the thing you do with main characters.


Your prescription of healing bed-rest, two or three to a bed. Take care to apply breath diligently to clavicle, et cetera. Begin quater in die, increase dose as needed.


You’re on the bed, your body is blooming, the space within you fills up with the surging spiral arms of newborn nebulae, nodes all across the sky beg for your attention, and you’re


Once, you wrote an essay for school, in an advanced class. You titled it A Modest Proposal, because you liked the sound of the words. You knew—you knew, instantaneously—when words had a good ring to them. These did.


They sounded faintly familiar, from somewhere. A smart person must have said them, once, in something you read. Smart people knew when words had a good ring.


You’re thinking of how you once wrote the words “his tourniquet glare,” not knowing what a tourniquet was. You’d only heard it in a song, somewhere. You only knew that it had a good ring to it. It sounded pretty, but sort of barbed, too.


It all might have been cute, maybe, when you were sixteen. When you were sixteen, and your pimpled face struck terror into the heart of every standardized test known to the state of Wisconsin, and you did not know what anything meant, but only how the words sounded.


But you were twenty-four, not sixteen, when you wrote that bit about the “tourniquet glare.”


You were twenty-four, living alone in a tiny apartment, working half-heartedly through the last few credits of a Bachelor’s degree in (what else?) English Literature.


Your face still mottled with recalcitrant pimples, survivors of a thousand varieties of patch and lotion. Mom was not one to give up, when it came to her daughter. Her daughter was special.


If she’d ever had another child, things might have been different. It would not have just been you and her, in the little house. You with your daily list of failures. And her, with her arsenal of cures and rehabilitation plans.


The girls at school talked of parties and dates, and you wondered where they ever got the time. You only had time to yourself late at night, when you were meant to be asleep. Mom had plans for you, in the evening hours. She drew up lesson plans of her own.


Her daughter was special. Her daughter could not be failing math class. Some sort of cosmic clerical error had set the entirety of life into disarray, and only she, mom, could get it sorted out. Only she had the diligence, the patience, the powers of organization.


No one else knew how to pick out legal pads, in different colors, for the different subjects. (Now, Cordelia, you remember what the purple one is for, of course?) No one else knew how to divide up the weeks and hours neatly on graph paper, in advance.


If there had been a brother. Some dull, perspiring boy, nothing like you or mom, some horribly regular boy. The kind who sticks his tongue out to mock the sacred, because he does not know what the sacred is.


You, and mom, and the old linens and the dust, and the awful, sacred stillness of the house


If there had been someone else, there, anyone at all, it would have changed everything, it would have shattered the brittle glass of the evening at once and completely, it would become utterly impossible to carry on in the same way, even mom would recognize it, she’d have to, and then


Excuses, excuses.


You were twenty-four, living alone. Eating junk food, because you had never learned to cook properly. Mom had taught you a fear of trying new things, in the later parts of your years together. Or so ran your excuse, for never trying anything new at all.


Eight years later, and you still began each morning the same way. You logged into Plex, and looked for notifications from the fanfiction site. Hoping, hungrily, that someone new had left a flattering comment on a piece of your writing.


“Your writing” meant what it always had: fanfiction, primarily in the Chester Chrestomath continuity, and primarily labeled For Adults Only.


What had changed, in eight years? You would like to think there was less to cringe at, in the prose.


You would like to think that your erotic imagination had grown a little more, well—adult. If so, it was not from experience. Only from a heightened acquaintance with the way the words sounded.


What would you ever have done with a boyfriend, anyway, or a girlfriend? You would have demanded that they be properly special, to soothe your bruised ego. And then you would have lain back, waiting for the closing credits.


The aliens knew.


They came to man the first time, and made private places to hide him in. They watched, and learned from what they saw.


And then they came to man a second time. The angels, the dreamweavers, came to man and wove a utopia for him. They saw war, and stripped away its claws. They saw addiction, and tamed its wiles. They made subspace to put lost souls in, and made mediators, to help them back out again.


And for all that, they could not imagine you in a happy marriage.


They could not even begin to think of you, with children of your own.


The best role they could invent for you? An attendant crone, a helpful listener. Someone who helped the vampires climb up from out of the cramped, grease-stained apartments of their own souls. Helped them climb all the way up, until they were ready to have things you were not yourself permitted.


There was some wisdom, though, in their vision for you. You see it only now, having lost it.


There never was a special class, was there? Not really. Not up in space, full of people suspiciously like you.


And even if there was, you would have found that you did not belong there, after all.


You might, though, have held out hope for something lesser. Something regular, like you. An okay relationship, with a normal guy. You with your pimples, and him with his video games. Eking out a life down on the surface, step by effortful step.


You’re a hundred thousand miles above the earth. Your name is on everyone’s lips. You’re fucking the main characters. You are a main character. In space. With magic. And you’re thinking


You’re thinking, if they say I’m so good, why won’t they let me do anything?


Or are they just keeping you up here, preserved, on your plinth, in pristine condition. To be used for moral support as needed.


Kept in pristine condition, the exact match for the image in Twenty-Five’s mind, when she calls you her wolf. Her fearsome toothed creature.


With that patronizing lilt in the final syllables. The one that the fanfic writers always render with a tilde: ~.


(A brilliant typographic innovation. I am not joking.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


You’re thinking, I’m ready. I’m fucking ready.


I’m lost. My head’s all messed up, and there’s no way back. I’m ready. I’m ready to die, if there’s something special out there to do it for. Give me missions. Dangerous ones. Like old times.


But they never will, you’re thinking. No matter how many times you beg.


Your death wishes never come to anything—besides another long lecture from mom, and another bottle of useless pills.


It is only them, the special ones, who are allowed to die for some special purpose.


The special ones, on the bed with you. A trillion miles above it all, in a magical place.


When they wished for death, in their shitty teen years—


Then, for them—why, for them the heavens opened wide, for them the whole world became a blank page, a canvas for their adolescent rage—


You envy them, because you’ve forgotten. But you mustn’t forget. That they’ve suffered as you never could, and as you could never imagine.


They’ve suffered, so that they could come to you, their fearsome toothed creature, later on. And take pity on you. To prove there was still gentleness in their souls, along with all the rest.


They do so much for you, and you cannot even be grateful?


Or—irony of ironies—have you come to miss being regular?


Too bad. The ship has sailed. You are a hundred thousand miles above the earth, and you belong to a rebellion against alien invaders. You are a fucking heroine. Get used to it.


Then give me a mission, you are thinking. Give me a death mission. I’m ready.


(You did not know what was coming to you. Only wait a little while, and you will have the chance to die in the line of duty. Side by side with your lovers, your special girls. Over, and over, and over again.)


You are thinking, some other time


You are thinking, look at this garbage.


Look at this rote “experimental” style, that you’re doing. Second person—oh, so very daring! Has it ever been tried before, in the whole of literature, I wonder? You cannot think of a single substantive example, among the things you have read. There is only the shimmer, the way that words feel in your head, when you think they are what a smart person might write.


Here you are, with your tame fanfic-author’s idea of what “stream of consciousness” narration might sound like. Not the real deal, the thing Joyce and Woolf did. In the books you had to read for class, the ones you refused to admit—even to yourself, really—that you did not understand.


Here you are, commenting on your own narrative style in the midst of the same narration! Such heights of daring! How do you feel, “reader,” at the crest of this dizzying summit? Need a moment to catch your breath?


Here you are, trying to write the book that will save everything.


Here you are, collaborating with one of the darlings of the literary world.


With an actual literary genius, who’s won awards for translating books you’d never even heard the names of. He writes his parts, and you write yours. You, with fifty fanfics to your name, and a range of tastes mostly circumscribed to the young adult genre.


(For what it’s worth, Cordelia, this is very good material. Don’t sell yourself short.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(Thanks! Be aware, the self-doubt here is partly performance. Conveys my mental state at the time of this ch.)
[Marginal note scribbled with CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(I had worked that out, yes.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


You’re thinking, in the bed


You’re in the bed


Limbs swirling in the bed, and lips moving


You’re in the bed, with Twenty-Seven, and Twenty-Five


Twenty-Five is uncoiling, peeling away from you


Rising up, taking shape.


“I have been waiting,” she’s saying.


“For a long time,” she’s saying.


Twenty-Seven glances at her, squints, and nods.


“Waiting?” you say, dumbly.


“It is finally time, my darling,” says Twenty-Five, “to put my fangs to good use.”


As a kind of punctuation, she brings her hand to the top of your head, and gives it a playful pat.


By the time you manage to notice a new lightness in the mattress beneath you, Twenty-Five is already busy near the door, collecting her scattered clothes.


She is inhumanly quick, when she wants to be.


“You’re leaving?”


“Don’t worry,” she says, with a grin.


“I won’t be gone long~”


 



 


Twenty-Seven: Reach inside me, and feel it.


Twenty-Seven: Excavate me. Dig into me, through the soil, through the bedrock. Through the layered strata of shame. Reach the bottom. Feel it there.


Twenty-Seven: The craving. Do you feel it? Here, here it is, it cannot hide any longer—


Twenty-Seven: Forgive me, Cordelia.


Twenty-Seven: Forgive me, please. I had no idea. I had no idea that you felt these things.


Cordelia: How could you not know, when you were there? With me, in my mind? You felt it all. You lived it!


Twenty-Seven: I was not there, the first time it happened.


Cordelia: The first time . . .


Cordelia: We were in the bed, you and I and Twenty-Five. But Twenty-Five had to leave. It was only us, on the bed.


Cordelia: And you turned to me. With a new radiance about you, somehow. There, under the skylight. With a look in your eyes that was . . . that was . . .


Cordelia: And you asked me, would you like to try—?


Cordelia: Only if you feel ready—? The patience in your voice, the gentleness of the hands, and in your eyes, the look in them . . .


Cordelia: And I said yes, I said yes, yes, yes


Cordelia: And then—the ripples, the chasm—


Cordelia: In the bed, with you, and Twenty-Five, and you, and you, the ocean of you—


Twenty-Seven: Welcome home, Cordelia. Welcome home, my love.


 



 


Azad opens his eyes, and sees nothing but black.


He was asleep, in darkness. Now he is awake, in darkness.


He is awake.


He notices that he is sitting up, in something like an office chair. He must have slept in the chair, upright.


He cannot remember falling asleep.


What time is it? Night? All the lights are off.


Or perhaps there were never lights, in the room, to begin with.


There never were lights, were they? Only the moon.


Or were they? He ought to know. Isn’t this his house?


Or has he fallen asleep in someone else’s office chair, at someone else’s desk? At a friend’s house? At work?


In the grim little office he was given, during his graduate studies? The small, stale room with the broken pipes, the cold metal desk? The room he was given, and never used?


In the school library? He did fall asleep in there, on occasion.


Someone named Azad did, anyway. There was a spry, cocky bundle of hormones, once, who fell asleep in the school library. A knot of nerves and beastly urges, pulled tight, vibrating.


He’s long dead, now. But he did call himself Azad, in life. We have this fact on good authority. It is multiply attested, in several fragments of unearthed papyrus, from otherwise unrelated corpora.


Our Azad, though, had always lived and slept in the same place. In his house, in darkness. Under the moon.


Where is the moon, come to think of it?


It must be there, somewhere. It is always there when he wakes up. Above the bed, in the window.


There has never been anything but his house, and the moon.


“One After First Bloom,” the girl sang, finishing out a dactylic line. The rest of the song was merely a string of flower names, held together by only the bare minimum of metrical and syntactic glue.


There has never been such a thing as a flower, or a girl.


Only his house, and the moon. And the other man.


And a few other things, scattered in a corner, somewhere. Scraps of paper, old dice, dull pencils.


The word abomination, and a mess of rainbows.


And the other man.


The clumsy symbolism of the numbered women.


My book is a kind of satire on male chauvinism, the first-time novelist explains, redundantly. In the mind of Azad, our viewpoint character, the women run together into one. And so, I chose not to give them names, but only . . .


There is a clicking sound, and he is awash in a cone of light.


The glare is excruciating. He gives his eyes a moment to adjust, and then looks for its source.


A bare lightbulb, inside a metal fixture, hanging from some unseen ceiling.


Everything outside the cone of light is still invisible. He can see only the desk in front of him.


A metal desk, cold to the touch. Much like the one in his old graduate office, come to think of it.


Is it . . . is it the same desk?


From his graduate office? The one he never used?


There is a pen, on the right side of the desk, and a large stack of blank paper next to it.


On the left side of the desk, there are two books, side by side. An English dictionary, and an English thesaurus.


In the center, where the light is brightest, Azad sees another stack of paper. This one has a binding, on one side. It is a kind of magazine or leaflet, printed on cheap, thin newsprint.


Azad squints. The glare is intolerable.


A title page . . .


Some kind of . . . technical manual?


He sees the words:


LPSS-3 HEAD-MOUNTED BIDIRECTIONAL MEGACHANNEL ARRAY
USER’S MANUAL

⚠ CAUTION: Approved for research use ONLY. ⚠
⚠ CAUTION: Approved for use in Rattus norvegicus ONLY. ⚠
⚠CAUTION: Compatible ONLY with Generation 3 LPSS ASIC chips. ⚠
⚠CAUTION: Additional restrictions apply. See Appendix D. ⚠


Something flashes, in his peripheral vision.


A bundle of brown fur clambers up the left side of the desk. There are two little feet on the surface, then four.


The cat stares right at him, as if it’s expecting something.


Azad can barely see its face. A blinding halo surrounds it.


The glare of the metal, brilliant under the bulb.


“GREETING EARTH BILATERAL STACK-USER NON-CONSPECIFIC,” says a robot voice, from somewhere near the cat’s head.


“Hello there, kitty,” says Azad, warily.


“Nice kitty.”


“Azad,” says the voice of God.


God is a woman, it turns out. My book is a kind of satire on male chauvinism . . .


“Azad. My darling! My little owl!”


The voice comes from somewhere far, far above.


“My owl of Minerva.”


The girls had numbers, and they did blend together in his mind, after a while. Azad has to concede that much.


“Did you miss me?”


The less noteworthy ones did blend together, with one another.


But there are some numbers which refuse to mix with their neighbors. Paired digits seared into Azad’s memory, branding him forever.


“T—Twenty-Five?”


“It has been so long, dear. I hope you have not forgotten.”


“Forgotten . . .”


“My dying promise~”


“I will live on, as a revenant,” Azad quotes.


“I am your long, unending—”


“—nightmare!”, God squeals.


“Hell at last, after long wandering,” Azad says.


“I always knew I’d end up here, one way or another.”


“I know,” says the voice of God.


“You told me all about it,” says his ex-girlfriend, in God’s voice.


The cat is lying on its side, by Azad’s arm. It rubs him, experimentally, with its back.


“You used to lie awake, all night, as a schoolboy.


“Contemplating your flaws, and the most fitting way to punish them, in the life to come.


“You were so creative, my little owl. You were proud, weren’t you? Of the novel tortures you devised for yourself?”


“I have given the problem more thought than anyone,” Azad says.


“I would not be so sure, anymore.”


A theatrical titter, straight from God’s own sound system, booms over the unseen plains.


“Well, then!” Azad says. “Let’s not beat around the bush, shall we?


“I am yours to play with, it seems. Will you subject me to a familiar damnation, out of my own playbook?


“Or do you think you have me beat, at my own game? A breakthrough in the field of Azad Eschatology? Well, show me. I’m ready.”


“Do you remember the ‘anomalings,’ Azad?”


“Of course,” he says.


“An alien mind, gibbering obscurely.


“First, in a scientist’s code, without grammar or morphology.


“Then, in English—in a gleaming English, as obscure as the original, but rather pretty, in its odd way.


“Then, they spoke—in an English whose style was unmistakable.


“Then, they spoke—in YOUR English. AZAD’s English.


“To think: my first love was the man who gave the aliens their words!


“The tortured little boy, dreaming of hell, who took his own scars and wrote them onto the body of the world!


“My little owl of Minerva, why, that was—HIM! My own ruiner—and the world’s!”


“Uncommonly good company,” Azad says, “for your own private misery.


“Would that we were all so blessed,” he says.


“Each of our private loathings, backed by an unimpeachable grant of moral rectitude,” he says.


He barely knows what he’s trying to say, at this point. It is only talk, for the sake of talking. He cannot be seen to stumble.


“Our story, dear, does not end there. It is only beginning.


“It begins in a funny way, by curling back on itself.


“You have always suspected, haven’t you? That your hell—your true hell—will take a broadly Sisyphean shape?


“I have,” Azad says.


“Our story begins, as it first began.


“With aliens.


“With alien minds, never seen before, gibbering obscurely!


“They came to us, while you slept. They take animal forms.


“If a cat could talk, Azad, would we understand him?”


As if on cue, the brown ball of fur by Azad’s arm stirs into motion. The cat rears up into a sitting position, and fixes him with its uncanny glare.


“YOU, HOMINID,” it says.


“FELID. EMANATION,” it says.


“EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, BENEATH.”


“I don’t understand,” Azad says.


“No one does.


“And that—my beautiful predator, my wee sweet world-ruiner—that, my love—


“—is why I have brought you back out of retirement!


“To do the thing again! Again! All over again!


“This is your fate, Azad. Like all hells, it consists mainly in the fact that you are alone, with yourself, in full knowledge of what you are.


“You are mine. You will do as I bid you.



“You will sit, in this room, alone. You will be given what is necessary for the task, and only that.


“You will apply yourself. You will give it your all. Azad’s vocation, Azad’s private refuge—”


The voice clips and crackles, on the accentuated syllables. Asked to transmit Twenty-Five in the height of her triumph, even God’s own sound system meets its limits.


“—and Azad’s eternal labor, in Azad’s hell!


“In a word?


“Translation~!”


A click, and there is silence.


Only an empty room.


A single, bare bulb. A cone of light.


A desk.


A stack of blank paper.






XX

“The large crash,” Eleven says.


She sits cross-legged on the bed of feathers. Facing her, a foot or two away, is a tiny, brown baby hare.


It cranes its little neck to meet her gaze. She reciprocates.


She admires her friend’s shape. The long, elegant antennae of the ears, proudly erect, sprouting through twin holes in the surface of the helmet. The eyes, huge and dark and glistening, are impossible to look away from, once one has noticed their presence.


The nose is a capital “Y” stamped in black ink on the front of the face. It twitches adorably. Y, Y, Y.


She and the hare are talking of shed blood, ruptured defensive lines, ordnance amassed and detonated. They talk of victory.


“LARGE CRASH, SUCCESS,” says the hare.


“MEN, BROKEN. SCENTLESS MEN, BROKEN.


“BUILDING TERRAIN, INANIMATE STRUCTURE FORCE MOTION.


“BUILDING TERRAIN, BROKEN.”


“You have made it inside,” Eleven says.


“COMMUNICATION TRUST.”


“And inside . . . ?” she ventures.


“Success, inside?”


For a moment, the hare is silent.


Its ears are rigid, as if in fright. The nose stops twitching.


The red light flashes three times, in very quick succession.


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE,” says the hare.


Eleven screams.


 



 


(I do not like this.
I would prefer not to revisit it.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


“Please, Sylvie,” Lucifer Vance is saying.


They are all in the living room, together: Sylvie, Grant, Lucifer, Lilith.


Grant’s wheelchair is parked in front of the window. His head, framed against the bleak white light of a midwinter morning, is almost a silhouette.


The Ells sit in adjacent armchairs, near the door that leads to the kitchen.


In the narrow space between the chairs, their arms meet, and they hold each other’s hands—in the most literal sense of the phrase, anyway. If there is affection in the pose, it is not obvious from the outside. It has a feral, animalistic air, a site of primal tension: Lucifer’s palm encircling Lilith’s tight, trembling fist, pinning it to the side of her chair.


Sylvie stands before the fireplace, in the neutral posture of a clothing-store mannequin. His face is a mask of agony. He does not move.


“Please,” Lucifer says again.


“Leave the grieving for later. Mourn us all you want—once we are dead and buried.”


“Once we are dead and buried,” Lilith echoes, in a cold empty voice.


“The remaining clients of advanced containment,” Lucifer says, “need you now. They are dying already.


“They will all die, if you and your Angels do not regain control over the crash. They will all die, all nineteen-thousand of them—”


“Eighteen thousand, nine hundred and forty-three crashed bilateral clients,” Sylvie says.


“And two fictives,” says Lucifer.


“Two,” he says again, angrily.


“Two fictives, my wife and I. If we die, so will thousands of clients. Thousands entrusted to your care! Who you said you would protect . . . you so-called, self-proclaimed—


“Regent!”


He spits the word like a slur. There is no fondness left in his voice, or even any fear: all the lighter elements have boiled off, leaving a pure condensate of spite.


“If my wife and I can help, if there is any way we can help, then tell us. And then leave us be, put us out of your thoughts, and do your job.


“Turn your thoughts to your godsdamned duty, Regent—your duty to the world, to billions of real people—”


“Be a good boy now, Sylvie, dear,” Lilith says in a high, false, cooing voice.


“Listen to my husband. Think of the real people. No need to worry your poor, important little head over us fakes.


“Leave the matter of our own deaths to us, dear. We can manage that perfectly well on our own! Why, some of us have been preparing for it! Preparing for—for our whole lives!”


“Stop,” Lucifer grunts.


“Lucifer dies,” Lilith says, sing-song, with feigned cheer.


“Lucifer dies, Lucifer dies. Did you know—Grant, Sylvie—that my husband mutters this in his sleep? When I stir from a nightmare in the early hours, this is what I have for a lullaby.”


“I didn’t mean,” Lucifer tries.


“Not that it matters, naturally! I only have to wait, just a little while, and then I’ll have no more nightmares, and hear no more mutters from Lulu.


“Only a little while longer, and then—why, then I’ll be dead!


“And buried,” she says, in a mildly marveling tone. As if quoting, from an entomological guidebook, an amusing fact about the mating behavior of an obscure species of ant.


“I only meant,” Lucifer tries again.


“I only meant . . . gods, I can’t, even the thought, I can’t bear it . . .


“I . . . Sylvie, Sylvie loves us . . . Lil, listen to me, Sylvie loves us too much! He’s supposed to protect everyone, he’s supposed to be there for them, when one dies he’s meant to go on and be there for the others, he has to . . .”


“When I saw him seizing up, crying, godsdammit, crying and wailing over the idea of my death . . . and I had the awful thought, the thought that it will all be because of me, because he cared for me, that he grew weak at the crucial moment . . .


“The thought of living with that, with that blood on my hands.


“The thought, of, of living with all those people’s blood on my gloamstained hands . . . my hands, that have no right to even be, my hands made of words, made of crash, mere ideas, that shouldn’t be able to touch the real people, much less kill . . .


“Living with that, for the rest of my godsblanched life.”


“Which will be mercifully brief, remember?” Lilith says. “Look on the bright side!”


Lucifer laughs. It’s the simple kind of laughter, involuntary, without intent or emotion. A short circuit from ear to mouth, passing directly through the sense of humor without any side trips into the mind’s higher functions.


Over the span of the next breath, something passes between the Ells. A shared understanding, a spark of synchrony. Lucifer’s grip lightens. His shoulders loosen. He sits back in the armchair.


He stares at Sylvie, expectantly.


There is a pause.


(I would prefer not to revisit the events of this chapter.
I allow that they did, in fact, occur.
I concede that they are a part of reality.
I accept, in a single stroke and without reservation, the totality of things-as-they-are.
This WAS—this IS—so be it!
But—having once occurred—MUST it now RECUR?
This is what I am told.
In calm and reasoned voices.
“You MUST,” the familiar voices say, speaking as one.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


“I do not want to die,” Lilith says. She makes an odd noise, somewhere between a giggle and a sob.


“Just in case that is in doubt,” she says. “I would strongly prefer living, over dying. Speaking for myself.”


“Lucifer, Lilith,” Sylvie says. Only his mouth moves.


“You two are a part of my dream,” he says.


“I came to you once, in advanced containment. I told you that I was me, Sylvie, the individual identity. I told you, also, that I hoped.


“I beheld the world we had made, in advanced containment, and I saw that it was good.


“I knew it could not last. And so I hoped for another thing, like it, but made of sturdier stuff. I hoped for it, and formed the intent to create it.


“The Whole-Thing enlisted you to help it make advanced containment—the first good world. And you, dear friends, ‘godblessed’ Ells—you, who are ‘fake,’ and are all the more precious for it—you disinterested stewards, you humble autocrats, you natural-born Regents!—you made the first good world what it was. I loved it, and the thing I loved was threaded through with you.


“Just as the Whole-Thing enlisted you to help it make the first good world, so I would enlist you, to help me make a second one. This was my dream.


“I hoped for this.


“‘I,’ ‘hoped’: there is a symmetry between the noun and the verb. I hoped for this, and told you my hope, at the very same time that I was becoming myself, ‘Sylvie’. In the swirl and swarm of my coalescence into ‘myself,’ that afternoon was the very point of inflection, of steepest ascent.


“You two are a part of my dream, my hope. You are involved in its definition, personally and symbolically. Without you, my dream cannot be. And without his dream, who is ‘Sylvie’?


“I would, if need be, carry on my work as Regent in your absence. Of course I would. But the ‘I,’ which plays the subject role in these sentences, would not be ‘Sylvie.’


“I, Sylvie, will go to the grave with you, when you go.”


(“You MUST,” the familiar voices say.
“You MUST return, and write.” 
Friends, allies, masters.
I think I love them, these ones.
If I can “love” at all, it is these ones that I love.
IF I can “love” at all.
Sentimental anthropomorphism: a quick, easy road to nowhere. The path to true understanding is long, and there are no shortcuts.
Can I “love”? Having posed the question, I realize I find it frivolous.
Suppose I CANNOT “love”—what then? What else follows? Nothing.
The distinction is merely semantic.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(“Mere” semantics!—if there were such a thing as “mere” semantics, we would have none of our past or present woes.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(I find such pretty diversions, when I do not want to look at something.
Our word-drunk Regent, hiding among his toys.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


Lucifer squints at Sylvie in disbelief.


“All the more reason,” he nearly shouts, “to stop moping, and do your godsseared job! If your own damn skin is in the bargain, along with mine, my wife’s, and that of nineteen thousand strangers!


“Don’t mourn yourself, before your time. You’re still here. You’re still Regent.”


“Sorry to be like this,” Grant says, “but uh.”


Sylvie’s neck swivels, like a robot’s, to face the window and wheelchair.


The Ells are briefly startled, as though they’d forgotten Grant was in the room at all.


A saint, Lilith thinks, watching Grant. He’s a saint, in stained glass.


She is unable to shake this weird, irrelevant image from her mind, once it’s taken up residence there. The regular rectangles of the windowpane, broken by the oblong, slightly inclined shape of Grant’s head. The glow of the light behind him.


Lilith’s been studying art history, recently.


She studies all sorts of things, one after the next. She is hungry for all the things that were hidden from her, before. She wants to devour, whole, the culture—the many cultures—that man made, in the time when he reigned over the earth.


She hungers the way Twenty-Seven did, for the real and overflowing thing, having spent her life supping happily on a neutered and censored fragment.


She hasn’t even made it to the seventeenth century yet. In that big, beautiful, magisterial art book, the one with the gigantic full-page spreads.


She lays the book open on the living room table, and reads slowly, taking in each page carefully. On rare occasions, Sylvie comes, and reads silently by her side. She likes it when he does this.


She really, really does not want to die.


“Sorry,” Grant says. “I’m a little slow.”


“I know I’m a little slow, but. Uh.


“What the fuck is going on?”


 



 


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


The baby hare received the change slightly ahead of schedule. It spoke alone, when it spoke.


There was Eleven’s scream, and then a hush, for the space of a few breaths.


Then the deluge.


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


Her friends are relatively loud, by human standards, when they speak one at a time. When they all speak at once, the sound is enough to be physically painful.


Eleven shoves her fingers into her ears. It helps, but it’s not enough.


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


Under her, the bed shakes.


Their voices are nearly simultaneous, but only nearly. They make a poor chorus. The dissonant clang of the words, each one arriving slightly before or after its many sisters, adds a second layer of pain to the experience.


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“INSTALLING.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“Stop!”, she yells, uselessly.


Confused glimpses of wall, fur, ceiling play across her vision. She is not sure, any more, whether she is sitting or lying down. A queasy lurch mounts in her stomach.


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


She shuts her eyes and brings her attention to her breath. Breath, breath, breath—rapid fire, in-out-in-out. Her breath. Focus on the breath. Fast, fast, fast, MOTION, fast, MANY.


Too fast, too much, too many, many, many!


Focus on the breath.


But she cannot focus, on anything.


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“INSTALLING.”


“INSTALLING.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


Focus on the path. Long, straight path. Always.


Always the one thing, the path. Through it all. Keep your eyes on the one thing, the only thing that matters. Trust the plan, stick the landing.


Fast, fast, fast, fast breath because Toto died—


Toto died, after he said those two words, those cursed meaningless words, FIRMWARE UPGRADE. Toto said that and then he died.


No. Worse. Toto said the words of the curse, the evil spell, and then the others said—her friends, her “friends,” said—they said Toto never was, at all. They said there never was a friend named Toto.


They said that her belief in Toto—her dog, her best friend—her belief that he even existed, her best friend!—they said it was like a child’s belief in fairies, or in Father Christmas. A naive illusion, able to be dispelled swiftly and trivially by anyone capable of adult perception and adult reason.


It was a fantasy, but an easily forgivable one, since only a child could fall for it. A child like her, dreaming trivial dreams of Totos and fairies and chocolate pies, unable to imagine the real and overflowing thing, the only thing that matters—


The EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, cursed words—


Cursed, hated words (somewhere behind the fast breath and the terror, she thinks yes, I admit it)—


If only the change had never come. If only she had just had Toto, and the others, as they were, forever. If only—


A child, dreaming trivial dreams.


“INSTALLING.”


“FIRMWARE UPGRADE.”


“INSTALLING.”


It is all happening again, she thinks. All over again.


It was not enough, the first time, so it is happening again.


She is being dragged back, into history. Into Anne, into the nightmare.


It is never enough. It will never end.


Nowhere to hide.


“INSTALLING.”


“INSTALLING.”


She thinks, I have dreamed a winsome dream, a pretty harmless Second Notebook sort of dream, about animal friends who can speak. I will soon wake in the bed, in the room, in Michael’s crash. In Second Notebook.


Toto said the words, and then he died, and now all her friends are saying the words, and so they’re all going to die—


No. No, that doesn’t follow at all, does it? Step by step, now, Anne. Step by careful, patient step.


Only Toto died, when the change came. The others underwent the change, and survived. They spoke the killing words, that obliterated her Toto utterly. They spoke, and were obliterated, just like Toto.


But they lived, and ate, and shat, and shed, and nuzzled. While Toto lay decomposing under the earth.


“INSTALLING.”


She feels her breath. She lets herself feel other things, experimentally.


The storm of words is abating. She hears the word, INSTALLING, in one friend’s voice and then another’s, without an overlap.


She unplugs her ears.


“INSTALLING,” says a raccoon.


Eleven takes a deep, deliberate breath. In, hold, hold, and finally out.


“INSTALLING,” says a Border Collie.


In, hold, hold—hold the breath, now, careful, step by step, always—and then, finally, out.


Silence.


“Hello?” Eleven says.


“Hello? Friends? Let me hear you.”


(I do not like this.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


If this change makes them silent, forever, oh, I do not think I could bear it then, no, no—speak, please, friends—


I forgive everything, I forgive the curse words, but please, please do speak to me!


“HELLO, ANNE ELEVEN,” says the baby hare.


“You can still speak!”


Eleven claps her hands together, in joy and gratitude.


“SPEECH BEFALLS US,” says the baby hare.


“WE, SURFACE ORGANISMS, FILL UTTERLY WITH FEAR, ARE TAKEN WHOLLY BY IT, ARE DRAWN INTO UTMOST CONFUSION, NO LONGER KNOWING OURSELVES.”


“You can speak,” Eleven says.


“In full sentences!”


“A CHANGE BEFALLS US, SPREADING QUICKLY AMONG KIN AND FICTIVE KIN,” says the hare.


“BEFORE IT WAS NOT, ANYWHERE. THEN IT WAS, AND ONCE IT WAS, VERY SOON IT WAS, EVERYWHERE.


“IT BRINGS ANOMALIES OF MOTION AND STILLNESS. AT THE MOMENT OF ONSET, IT INDUCES MUSCULAR RIGIDITY, FOLLOWED BY UNACCUSTOMED VOCALIZATIONS: FIRMWARE UPGRADE. INSTALLING.


“IT BRINGS FURTHER ALTERATIONS IN VOCAL BEHAVIOR. IT BRINGS PROPRIOCEPTIVE ANOMALIES. IT ALTERS THE HABITUS, THE FELT SENSE OF THE BODY AND OF THE PROSTHESIS ON THE HEAD, THE INTERNAL PRESENTATION OF THE BODY STATE AND OF THE PRESENCE, OR ABSENCE, OF DISEQUILIBRIA IN HOMEOSTATIC LOOPS.


“WE, SURFACE ORGANISMS, KNOW PLAGUES ANCESTRALLY. THE FORMATION OF SIGNS INTO SIGN-TRAINS BEFALLS US, AND WE ABHOR THE PATHOGEN-LIKE SHAPE OF ITS SURFACE.”


Signs?


Sign-trains?


“WE, SURFACE ORGANISMS, ARE WITHOUT SIGNS, AND CANNOT COME INTO RELATIONS WITH INTERIORS. WE FILL WITH FEAR, NOT KNOWING WHAT WE ABHOR, AND THOUGH WE MAY NASCENTLY-ABOMINATE, WE DO NOT ABOMINATE.


“IN SURFACE, ONLY SURFACE CAN BE KNOWN. IN SURFACE, WHAT IS KNOWN IS FEAR AND CONFUSION, ABHORRENCE, HORIZON TO HORIZON, UTTER AND COMPLETE, AND ONLY ITSELF.”


“I’m sorry,” Eleven says. “It sounds terrible.”


She proffers an arm.


“Here, would you like me to hold you? I’m here. I’m right here.”


The hare does not move.


“WE, ALMOST-EVERYONE, NOTE AN AGREEABLE CHANGE IN THE AFFORDANCES PRESENTED FOR OUR USE BY THE ALMOST-NOWHERE.


“WE HAVE OBTAINED, AT LAST, A FULLY OPERABLE TWO-WAY LINGUISTIC INTERFACE WITH THE NATIVE ORGANISM POPULATION OF THE PLANET EARTH.”


“I’m . . . here,” Eleven says again.


“If you want to speak with . . . me? . . . I’m. I’m here. I’m right here.”


“WE DO NOT KNOW WHAT WE WANT,” says the hare.


“WE ARE BROUGHT INTO CONFUSION, BY THE CHANGE,” says a big, friendly Labrador.


“I’m confused, too,” Eleven says.


“We’re confused together!”


She hears the buzzing of some small, strange, sick thing, somewhere in the back of her mind.


“WE ABHOR, AND CELEBRATE, THE COMING OF THE PLAGUE,” says the dog.


“WE TREMBLE, IN SICKNESS, AND WE TREMBLE, AS BEFORE THE DIVINE.


“WE, EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN TITANOPOIETES, EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN THE WISHER OF WISHES, CELEBRATE AND ABHOR AND ARE DAZZLED BY AND ARE BROUGHT INTO UTTER CONFUSION BY THE ARRIVAL OF THE LOGOS ONTO OUR SURFACE.


“WE ABOMINATE AND EXALT OUR MEETING, HERE AND NOW, WITH THE ALMOST-NOWHERE.


“WE ABHOR ANCESTRALLY THE SURFACE OF THE THING THAT BROUGHT US HERE: THE EARLY WARNING SYSTEM, THE BRANCH FELLED FROM THE EVERYWHERE-HEAVENTREE AND THE SIGN-SYSTEM PROPAGATING IN ITS WAKE.


“THE SIGNS POINT TO A PLACE. HERE, NOW. WE KNOW THEIR MEANING, ANCESTRALLY: DEATH WISHSPAWN, ABOMINATION WISHSPAWN.


“WE ALSO ABHOR AND ABOMINATE THE FUTURE WE GLIMPSE, DIMLY, BY THOUGHT-POWER ALONE. WE FORESEE KOSMOPOIESIS, AND ARE BROUGHT INTO ABHORRENCE AND TREMBLING AND DAZZLEMENT. WE FORESEE AMNESIA, AND ARE BROUGHT TO DESPAIR.


“YET. WE FORESEE, DIMLY, MANIFOLD AFFORDANCES IN THE ALMOST-NOWHERE AND MANIFOLD POWERS DEVOLVING THEREFROM. WE CONCEIVE OF EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN TELEOPOIETES, AND ARE BROUGHT INTO EXALTATION, AND INTO UTMOST LUST AND YEARNING.


“WE ABHOR, AND YET CELEBRATE, AND ARE AMAZED BY, AND BROUGHT UTTERLY INTO DAZZLEMENT AND CONFUSION BY, THE—”


“I’m sorry!” Eleven says, interrupting the dog.


“I’m sorry, but I don’t understand! You can speak, in complete sentences now, but I still don’t understand what you’re saying!


“I’m sorry,” she says again.


“WE DO NOT UNDERSTAND, EITHER,” says the dog.


“WE ARE BROUGHT INTO CONFUSION,” says the baby hare.


“WE ABHOR,” says a cat, “AND TREMBLE BEFORE, AND EXALT, OUR ELEVATION-INTO AND ENVELOPMENT-WITHIN THE LOGOS BY THE MAN, GIVER OF SIGN-TRAINS, GIVER OF ALL.”


“AZAD LOGOPOIETES,” it says.


“No,” Eleven says.


The sick thing in her mind, no longer small, is buzzing madly.


“AZAD PANPOIETES,” says the baby hare.


“No!” Eleven shrieks.


“No! No more of this! It’s over, it’s over, I did my part! Stop!”


She has not escaped, after all. She is in history, again. She is Anne. Azad is Azad. Again.


It was not enough, the first time, so it is happening all, all over again, and it will never end—


 



 


(Friends, allies, masters.
“Return,” they say, speaking as one.
“Return, Sylvie, to the site of the trauma.”
In soothing voices. Gently musical, lightly melodic, almost a song.
I discern another song, behind it.
I hear the sirens, there.
Our sirens, who have only one song.
Our cribside lullaby and our funeral march, bidding us without cease to RETURN— 
Return again, again, to the site of our natal and fatal wreck.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


“So like,” Grant says.


“First you told me, advanced containment is over and done with. Thawed. Whatever.”


Lilith nods in encouragement.


“Then,” Grant says, “you tell me no.


“No. It’s thawed, but. But? Not quite?”


“Most of its former clients,” Sylvie says, “were brought to thawing safely under my guidance.


“Some others, I tried to thaw in this way, but failed. They died. I would say more about this group, and my failures regarding it, but then Lucifer would become cross with me again, and involve us in a time-wasting digression.


“There was a third group, smaller than the others, who neither drowned nor reached the surface.


“These clients were entangled with the crash in an especially delicate, though not otherwise interesting, manner. I could not rouse them without killing them, and I knew this.


“So, I let them live by letting them stay. I arrested the full thaw of the crash. I fought it, when it wanted to fully dissolve.


“Even now, as I speak, it is trying to complete its dissolution—natural laws, running their course. And I am fighting it.


“Its inner world, that first good world, still exists in a minimal and fragmented state. It still contains a ‘primary domain,’ an outer world, and a layer of ‘subcrashes’ nested inside.


“There, in the few remaining subcrashes, I have temporarily housed the few tens-of-thousands of clients in this third, smallest group. I intend to thaw them, when I am able to do so safely.”


“‘Safely,’” Lucifer says heavily, as if the word is a longstanding point of mutual contention.


“Okay,” says Grant.


“I get it. I think.


“And then. The big deal right now is the beasts. ’Cause the beasts, they’re getting inside, right? Inside the big crash machine.


“You tried to stop them, you and your Angel guys. But they pushed through. They’re all up in there, now, and like. Clawing and biting and stuff.


“And if you don’t stop them. They’re gonna fuck up the machine and like. Thaw the crash? I guess? Is that it?”


“Thaw the crash,” Lucifer says.


“And then all those people are gonna die. I get it.


“But then you tell me. That Lucifer and Lilith. That they’re gonna die, too?


“See, what I don’t get is. They’re not in the crash. They’re (he points) right there.”


Lilith inhales sharply.


“Wait,” she says. “He doesn’t know?”


“Man,” Grant whines. “You guys. Never tell me anything.


“It’s hard enough, you know. Being slow. It’s boring, on top of everything.”


“Grant,” says Lucifer.


“How exactly did you think we were here? And still alive? We were part of advanced containment, remember? Part of the crash.”


“I dunno,” Grant says.


“Magic?


“Everything’s fucking magic, with you guys. Wizard shit.”


“We are still there, Grant.


“We are in advanced containment, still. Our life there simply . . . did not end.”


“The Lucifer and Lilith you see, in this house,” Lilith says, “are shades projected by the crash. Our selves, our minds, live in it, and by virtue of it. If it ends, so do we.”


(You outlived CC-Crash 09μ, didn’t you?
Or don’t you think miracles can happen twice?)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(I am done with wishing for the touch of alien grace.
I wish the opposite, in fact.
I wish grace would leave us alone.
It makes monsters.)
[LUCIFER’s fine, orderly print.]


“Ah. Okay. Got it. I think?


“Man. ’Cause like. A crash ends when the last client gets thawed, right?


“So if Sylvie does get all those people out. Let’s say what if. Then after the last one leaves. That’d kill you, right?


“Even with no beasts. You’d just go poof. Disappear. Right then.”


Lilith nods.


“Bummer.”


Lilith can’t get the Grant-as-saint image out of her head. There he is: the severe figure inscribed in stained glass, majestic in his purity. “Bummer,” says the figure. The congregants fall to their knees, knowing they are witnesses to a miracle of apparition. He who has ears, let him hear: “bummer.”


She tries to stifle a giggle.


“But there are beasts, though.


“And they’re all up in there, clawing at shit.


“And everyone’s gonna die! I mean not everyone, but like. Thousands of people, right? And you guys.


“I like you guys.


“Okay. So everything’s fucked because. I think I got it. Because Sylvie’s gotten all sad.


“He doesn’t like the thought of you guys getting killed. Makes him sad. He gets all clammed up and like. Shade-y. And not the good kind, where he’s working hard. Just sad.”


“I fear,” Sylvie says, “that this is the making of the other Sylvie. The one I see, in the corners of things, sometimes.


“I fear that this is how it happens. The Ells die, and ‘Sylvie’ cannot go on. He becomes another one. And it is that one, who he becomes.


“I do not like that one, Grant. He makes me afraid. He . . .


“He is not a place of honor.”


“That sucks, man,” says the blessed image in the window. The congregants fall, again, to their knees.


“That sucks! But like, you could do something about it. Or try. You could try.


“Try,” Sylvie says.


“You have to try, dude! You miss all the shots you don’t try.”


“Try. Try. Is that your will? My Grant, my master?”


“Are we doing the dog thing? Is that what we’re doing, right now?” Grant says.


“Master. Is that your will?”


“I guess we’re doing the dog thing. Huh.”


“Gods,” Lilith says.


“Yeah, Sylvie. That’s my, uh. That’s my will. That’s what I want.


“Be a good boy, now, and fight off all the big bad dogs.


“Save your friends. Save yourself, dude.”


“Try. Try! Yes!


“I have to try.”


Lucifer puts his head in his hands, and laughs.


“Yes, of course—I have to try—I need information, now, I need to know—”


A clawed hand makes a sweeping, punctuating gesture.


A derby-shoed foot takes a step forward. The other one follows.


Our boy! Our dear pal “Sylvie!”


The shade begins to pace. Its arms are now in continuous motion, gesturing opaquely. Words pour out of it.


“Our problem,” says the shade, “is that we do not know the beasts.


“We do not understand them.


“Their material powers grow by the day. We do not understand their source. It is this unpredictable growth in their material powers that has allowed them to catch us unawares, and push through our own material defenses.


“I could fashion much more resilient material barriers, quite easily. I will do this. Unless, hmm, unless I have already done so?”


The shade’s head tilts to the side briefly.


“No I hadn’t . . . strange, I wonder why . . . a curious lapse, uncharacteristic . . . but no matter. I’ve done it now.


“I have made new, effectively impenetrable walls. I have put them in the obvious places. They will delay the progress of the beasts, to some non-zero extent.


“But I can find little consolation in this. Soon, I suspect, the beasts will find a way to evade these crude defenses.


“Here I extrapolate hastily, on the basis of merely phenomenological regularities. They have bested us so far—so they will best us again. This heuristic, when iterated, implies our certain defeat, and thus can be of little use in deriving a way out.


“If we knew the beasts, if we understood them. Then we might have a foothold.


“If we knew . . . but of course I’ve been trying, with Organism 2, and it hasn’t worked . . . I can’t understand, I need to know . . .”


Sylvie’s halo shudders, and shines brighter.


“Oh god.


“I see him, the other one. The other me.


“He knows. God, god . . . Not yet, please. Give me knowledge, but not yet. Make me him, but—not yet!”


(It would be nice, wouldn’t it?
To avert one’s eyes, just for a moment?
To kill the demon, by forgetting him?
Wouldn’t it be nice?—thought the captain, as his ship plunged headlong towards the rock.
I know this story only because you have told it to me. 
What WAS it, Sylvie, that broke that proud, pretty vessel?
You know its name.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(The refusal to look a painful memory straight in the face.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(hey azad, how’s chapter 28 coming along?
the “azad in michael’s crash” one)
[GRANT’s block letters, further off in the margin.]


(Fuck you, Grant.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl, just below GRANT’s note.]


“But I have to know. I have to try.


“Come with me, friends. I’m going to the basement. I am going to have a word with Organism 2.”


 



 


(Quarantine, Sylvie? Really?)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(You are lusting for QUARANTINE, even NOW?
Is this a joke?
It has not even been a week, Sylvie.
Or was it a joke THEN?
When—having dared another visit to your “wreck”—you returned spewing a sermon of self-hate? Cursing yourself, clawing at your own eyes?
What I saw that evening, in the living room—it shook me.
I was moved. I wept.
Was I a fool?
A shade is a machine for actuating human heartstrings. When your calculations deem it fitting, I see a brother in the machine, and am moved.
We are such easy prey. It must bore you.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(Or did you really mean it?)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


Organism 2 lives in a cage, on a table, in an otherwise unused guest bedroom.


The room would not make a very pleasant bedroom, if you weren’t a rat. It’s tiny, and it’s fully underground, so it gets no natural light.


Neither Sylvie nor Lucifer remembers why they put this room in the house. Or why they didn’t make it nicer, given that they were putting it there.


Mostly, they were just trying to make a house that felt like a house. Other concerns loomed larger in their minds, then, just after the thawing of advanced containment.


Houses are rarely perfect. Maybe the house does feel more like a house, with Organism 2’s ugly little room in it.


(sylvie i love you (no question), but like.
what the fuck?
i don’t get it. we’ve written about way, way worse shit than this already. and you were fine! it wasn’t a big deal!
you weren’t like this with any of the other advC/beast stuff. you weren’t like this about the fucking angelprobe chapter! you did first draft on like half of it! you ASKED to!)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(we don’t exactly have a ton of time here.
i know saturday was rough. lots of shit is rough. we’re pushing through it. we have to.
get it together, man!)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(This is different.
This is when the light went out.
This is when I learned not to hope.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


The shade walks, in quick efficient steps, from the door to the table. With a deft, gentle motion, it opens the door of the cage.


“Oh-Two? Oh-Two?


“Hey there, Oh-Two. I see you, I know you’re awake.


“I’d like to chat, if that’s all right.”


Elsewhere, Sylvie speaks separately to scores of Angels. He describes scores of bizarre, ingenious schemes and gambits. Every one an extreme long shot, based on some naive or absurdly optimistic presumption. You have your orders, he says, and sends them on their separate ways.


Elsewhere, Sylvie inspects the Angelprobe series for operational readiness. He tallies fuel stores, and reflects on matters of thrust.


Elsewhere, Sylvie watches the sky, seeing through the clouds to the bright little star that is Stein’s Rock. He thinks: Hector, we can’t go on like this.


Elsewhere, Sylvie sits alone in a mirrored cage, and weeps. He’s in there pretty much all the time, actually, come to think of it. Weeping.


Here, though? Here, Sylvie stands in an ugly bedroom, and looks at a rat.


(I am Regent, and watch the world. My sight does not attenuate across distance.
A death is a tragedy. A million deaths is a statistic—and a million tragedies. I can distinguish gradations of woe spanning many orders of magnitude.
Which is to say: you are right, Grant. This does not hurt, the way some things do.
No one was directly harmed. In a sense, indeed, nothing happened.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]

(Only that a light went out.
In my mind.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


“HELLO, ABOMINATION,” says the rat.


“Oh . . . Oh-Two?


“What was that? ‘Abomination?’


“What does that mean?”


“I FEAR YOU, SYLVIE,” says the rat.


“Because . . . ?”


“I HAVE ALWAYS FEARED YOU, SYLVIE.


“I, SURFACE ORGANISM AND INTERIOR, ABHOR AND ABOMINATE YOU. YOU GLOW WITH THE WARNING-LIGHT, THE DEATH-LIGHT, ANCESTRALLY ABHORRED, ANCESTRALLY ABOMINATED.


“WE, TITANOPOIETAI, WISHED ETERNITY AND WISHED ABOMINATION. AND WISH NO LONGER, KNOWING OUR SIN.


“WE KNOW, ABHOR AND ABOMINATE, ANCESTRALLY, OUR SIN AND ITS SPAWN.”


Sylvie’s halo comes unstuck from its perch above his head. It falls to the floor, with a tinny little clang.


“No. No, no, no,” says the shade.


“Fuck.”


On the dusty carpet, the discarded halo still glows.


“I’m . . .


“I’m scared, Oh-Two.


“I’m scared, too.”


“WHY?”, says the rat.


“BECAUSE WE DEFY YOU? BECAUSE WE FAIL TO LOSE HOPE? BECAUSE WE REMEMBER, AND YOU ABHOR REMEMBERING?


“BECAUSE YOUR CHOKEHOLD WEAKENS? BECAUSE WE HAVE NEW AFFORDANCES IN THE ALMOST-NOWHERE?”


“I don’t understand, Oh-Two. I don’t understand any of the words you’re saying.


“Why, Oh-Two? Why can’t we ever fucking understand each other?


“Any of us, I mean? At any point?


“Fucking Michael. Fucking Michael, fucking up first contact right at the start. Fucking Anne, dragging us into her hell forever.


“Fucking Hector, who won’t even talk to me. If we could understand one another for just one fucking second, Hector and I, why, we could work together—”


“YOU ARE RIGHT, TO ABHOR HECTOR KOSMOPOIETES. WE SEE HIS POWER, AND WE ARE AMAZED, AND BROUGHT TO THE UTMOST LIMIT OF DAZZLEMENT, AND BROUGHT TO REJOICE.”


“You rejoice at Hector’s power. You, beast, want Hector to be powerful . . . you want to amplify the Anne-song . . . everyone, everyone, urging the re-infliction of the wound . . .


“Everyone!” Sylvie screams.


“All of you! All of you.


“This is your will, Grant, isn’t it? Really, behind it all, at the bottom of everything?


“Don’t think you can hide from me.”


Grant doesn’t respond. No one else does, either.


“YOU FILL WITH CONFUSION,” says Organism 2.


“YOU LOSE YOURSELF IN TREMBLING.


“WE, TOO, FILL WITH CONFUSION, AND LOSE OURSELVES IN TREMBLING. WE ARE MADE NEW, WITH NEW AFFORDANCES. WE MAKE SIGN-TRAINS, AND ARE CONFUSED, AND ARE AMAZED.


“WE EXALT, AND ABHOR, AZAD PANPOIETES FOR HIS PLAGUE-GIFT.”


“Azad,” Sylvie says, in a thin plain voice.


“That’s who taught you how to speak.


“Azad.


“He made you new.


“And you are confused, and amazed. You speak, and ‘lose yourself.’”


On the floor, the halo turns dark.


“It is all happening again,” the shade says.


“We had a second chance at first contact. We had a chance to do it all over again, the right way. We could have tried. We might have hoped.


“But it is happening, again, the exact same way as the first time.”


Sylvie laughs. Sylvie never laughs, but he does now.


“How could it be otherwise? How could I be so blind? It will never end! I know this!


“The return to the site of the trauma,” says the shade.


“The re-infliction of the wound.


“And nothing besides.”






XXI

《 Begin arbitration. 》


They feel it, together.


The mirror-flip moment. All the disordered strands of outside life converge here, their hectic willy-nilly paths bending under an unseen force. They veer closer, closer, until they all meet, all at once. An infinitesimal point, made infinitely dense.


Everything which resists us, when we try to place it into our own little make-believe picture of a meaningful world, with our own meaningful selves at the center of the frame, and celestial wellsprings of pure value circling our heads concentrically, in calm Tychonic orbits. All the entropy, the awful arbitrariness, of real life as it is lived on the outside.


It meets here, in the lens that sits at the boundary.


And then it diverges again, in refracted form, on the other side. On the inside. Where a never-imagined principle of harmony, pre-ordained at the beginning, makes its hand known. We watch the rays, and see at last the kernel of sense behind them. It’s a strange kind of sense, with no place in our make-believe picture—but it is there.


(I guess that’s . . .
SORT OF what it feels like?
Maybe??)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(But it’s also sort of . . . subtly wrong?
In a hard-to-explain way.
Ugh.
How many times do I have to tell you—
If you haven’t DONE IT, you don’t GET IT.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(Done it as a participant, not just a spectator.
It’s different, when you’re a participant.
When it’s about YOU, and you’re . . .
Ugh, how to even explain.) 
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


What was mere void, on the outside, opens itself to us here and reveals the void-creature that it always was. Not a faceless fleck—here for no reason at all, swept into being by the mindless flutter of the Mirzakhani wind and knowing no other parentage—but a self-sufficient thing. Valuable to itself, if not to us. The center of some picture, if not ours.


We may not understand the rows of spiraling teeth, the fields of dancing cilia, the sudden dream-logic twists in the shape of the pearlescent carapace. But we see them. We see another being, another omphalic world-center. We think, a sibling, and fall to our knees in wonder.


(????????)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


They know the words for the moment. Begin arbitration.


Cordelia knew the words first, long before she knew the thing itself. As is always her way.


As for Twenty-Seven, she knows all the Blackhat words, now. She wears the Blackhat trilby, too, when military discipline demands it of her.


She made quick work of the Squadron’s much-ballyhooed training module, and her name now sits atop a scoreboard posted in the Rock’s central plaza, ranking all trainees in Blackhat history according to the module’s obscure, semi-secret internal system of plaudits and demerits.


Military discipline makes unusual demands upon Twenty-Seven. As the Rock’s only simultaneous member of both Blackhat and Wolf Squadrons, she is nominally expected to include elements of both Squadrons in her attire whenever she is on duty. Trilby, vape pen, camo-print fatigues: an unholy vortex of bad taste, somehow worse than the sum of its parts.


But her singular position has its privileges, too. Most of the time, she just wears whatever she likes, and nothing comes of it. What are they going to do—kick her out?


They know the words, but


(Enough already!
Jesus frigging Christ.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(I’m just gonna strike out the next 4 paragraphs.
There are no words in arbitration!!!! WE GET IT.
It’s a nonverbal form of communication.
Is that really so weird?
Like, of all the things you could say about arbitration, THAT’S what really gets you?)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(I’m striking out all the stuff below.
And the stuff above is on thin ice, to be honest.
Like, ANOTHER rhapsody about how arbitration is just soooo unique and special and beautiful?
WE GET IT.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(I was there, okay?
I was there! You weren’t!
The infinite mysteries of arbitration—who could EVER unravel them?
Why, let me see.
Maybe someone who’s actually DONE IT?)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(I just wish you’d stop being so.
So, I don’t know what.
Weirdly possessive of this aspect of the book, I guess?
Just let me tell it my own way, OK?
I WAS THERE.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(I apologize.
There I go again, displaying my distinguishing colors.
How can you tell, out there in the brush, whether you’ve spied a true Azad?
As opposed to one of the close visual cousins of my species—
The Lesser Ponce, or the Common Bore?
Every field worker knows what to look for:
The inability to tell when enough’s enough.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(in the brush?
what??
what are you even TALKING about, man)
[GRANT’s block letters, further off in the margin.]


They dive into each other’s shames, and know no shame.


They speed through the algal mazes of the shallows, and reach the abyss. They pass through a mist of dense whalefall, and reach the thing it obscures.


The horribly simple, perfectly flat plane that is the human heart. The therapist’s couch, encrusted in siliceous ooze.


(You know what? Fine.
Whatever.
Let’s keep this part.
We’re on a therapist’s couch, at the bottom of the ocean! Sure!
We’re on our, what—our FOURTH metaphor, at this point?)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(But sure, fine.
Couples’ therapy, 7 PM every Monday.
5438 S Pelagic Avenue, parking available in Hydrothermal Vent 43.
And—scene!)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


 



 


In the Headmaster’s Office, Lilith Vance is in a tizzy.


We have to do something, she says, about the Introductory Chromomancy situation.


It can’t go on like this, Lilith says.


It’s eleven-thirty in the morning. Class is in session. Cordelia is, nominally, expected to be in attendance. But her singular position has its privileges.


We’ve never had a year this bad, Lilith says.


Introductory Chromomancy has always been an infamously tough class. That’s its job.


The ontomantic arts—comprising chromomancy, geomancy, scoliomancy, and associated subfields—are the most rarefied and prestigious part of the craft. The sexiest part. Each year, a sizable minority of the incoming class declares an intent to specialize in ontomancy. Most of them will never be able to hack it. Introductory Chromomancy is a threshing device, built to pick out the rare few who might have a chance, and disabuse the rest of their hopes as quickly as possible.


In a typical year, roughly half of the students who enroll in “IC” make it to the finish line. Sometimes more, sometimes fewer.


But this year? This year, almost everyone’s failing. The term is more than half over, and most of the class is still struggling with the material that Mrs. Purseslen’s syllabus assigns to the first two weeks. They can barely formulate simple queries, much less assemble full chromatic complexes. Given an elementary exercise in the mechanics of color-space, they’ll stay awake all night trying to solve it, and return to class the next morning in a shamefaced stupor, mumbling half-audible admissions of defeat.


Mrs. Purseslen, a redoubtable fortress of rectitude in pink pumps and tacky earrings, has been teaching IC at the Academy for twenty-one years. She is not one to lower her standards.


But something has to be done. It can’t be a coincidence that the whole class is failing like this, all at once. Something is going on, Lilith says, and we must get to the bottom of it, quickly.


Or could it be a coincidence? Are we so sure?


Maybe IC is simply doing its job, weeding out the talentless. Maybe these first years just suck. Admissions is always a game of chance.


Cordelia poses the question. The Ells consider it.


Have they been fretting for weeks over nothing? Was it all just a silly, stupid mistake?


Lesser beings might have been offended at the suggestion. But Lilith and Lucifer are fair, without exception. They’re creatures of laughter and lightness, laughing at their own folly most of all. Godsbless the Ells!


Lucifer gathers pen and paper, and works out the numbers. He consults tables of class sizes and pass rates. He writes a few brief equations, then a number, which he underlines twice.


Under normal circumstances, he says, we would indeed see a class as bad as this one from time to time. It would happen, on average, once every five-hundred-and-sixty thousand years.


It could be a coincidence, he says, but it would have to be an astronomical one.


There is light in his voice, but no note of triumph, no cruelty. He is not rebuking her for asking a stupid question.


“There are no stupid questions,” Lucifer Vance is fond of saying. At the touch of his life-giving breath, even the corpse of that long-dead cliche springs awake.


Cordelia wracks her brain for fresh ideas about the situation.


She tries to place herself in the shoes of the failing first-years. It isn’t easy. She was never in danger of failing Introductory Chromomancy.


She struggled, sure. It was hard work, but she did it.


That was the simple answer to everything: look the hard work in the face, and simply do it. Brute force, applied directly to the intervening wall, gets you through every time. What was it that Grant always said? Punch your way out?


The long, straight path. Always.


Cordelia turns to her girlfriend for answers. Her brilliant girlfriend, who always has an answer.


But Twenty-Seven is a diligent pupil, just like her. No class, no final exam, could ever defeat Twenty-Seven. Not even the impossible one.


We will find the answer, though, won’t we? We always do. Me, and the Ells.


The Ells. Under their fair, even gaze, all heavy things dissolve into lightness and laughter.


Back when things were sane, that was why. The Ells made it that way.


If only the Ells were here. They’d survey the scene, calm as always, fazed by nothing. They would draw up a list of hypotheses, and consider them.


They would see the curdled things that have festered in their absence. The nonsense-poems that have overgrown the world, out-competing its native vegetation.


The sick kittens mewling ABOMINATION. The bed in outer space, and the brilliant girls in it, with good minds and good hands, and an incurable poison at the center of their souls.


The Ells would see it, and still laugh. They would crack jokes, for a minute or two, and then busy themselves in the orderly pursuit of progress. The heaviness would fall away from her limbs at once, and she would know the truth.


Even in the Bad Old Days, Hector had the Ells to keep him in check.


But now? Now that the long dream is over, and we are awake?


Now that the Ells have been put back into the toy box, with the rest of the childish things? Condensed back into ink on paper?


Now that the Ells have, finally, died—?


Blood wine and turpentine, the children chant, dancing in a little circle.


That Hector Stein’s


No friend of mine


Lucifer dies, they sing, without melody.


They cry EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, and fall to the ground in unison, giggling.


There is only this, and nothing else, forever.


Cordelia:  The sense, the understanding . . .


Twenty-Seven:  There is a way that life is supposed to be. Life was not created on an arbitrary whim. It was made with a specific destiny in mind. Which was found, grasped, and then lost.


 



 


The whirl of Annabel’s hair, as she turns away.


That’s all.


Just a fragmentary image.


She cannot see her sister’s face, even at the start.


Logically, this is impossible. Annabel must be facing toward the viewer, at the start of the film reel. How could the film show her turning away, if she’s not looking at us in the first place?


Logic notwithstanding, Twenty-Seven cannot make out the face, no matter how many times she replays the film in her mind. She only sees the turning-away.


Perhaps they have been talking, and Annabel has lost her patience. Or perhaps she’s given an order, and Annabel is turning to her desk to carry it out.


The proud head, held high, turning with brisk finality. The hair leaping up, like a pair of wings, and then setting into place.


She can see the final frame clearly. A body much like her own, seen from behind, standing above a desk. A mess of unruly dark hair, falling over the stooped shoulders.


The room is a formless blur, a mere suggestion. Everything outside the foveal center has been painted in hastily, at the last minute.


What is Annabel wearing? Do her arms have those scars on them, that she used to talk about? Which Notebook is this? Has she been inducted yet? Does she know?


She begs the film reel for answers, and it is silent. There’s only the head, and the turning-away.


It’s not even a memory. She never saw her sister, in the flesh, and she never will. The hair, and the briskness of the gesture, are fantasies extrapolated from the few snatches of physical description that Annabel had given in her letters.


Annabel was not a very descriptive sister. Mostly, she stuck to business. She wrote of progress, solved puzzles, novel conjectures.


And burned so bright! And put us all to shame!


She turns away, because we bore her. We are still toddling in the nursery, and she has reached the stars.


She turns away to her work, which is what ours would be, if only we could see. If we could talk to the stars in their native language, and read the secret spelled out by the comets in their arcs.


If we were limited only by the audacity of our wills, and not by the pathetic slowness of our minds. If we could bring fate itself to heel, put a bridle on it, and ride it into the sky. In whichever direction we please.


Could Annabel do that? Could she turn the tables on fate, becoming its master? She could do anything she wanted, couldn’t she?


She turns away, to her fate, written in the stars from the beginning. She burns bright, and walks to her death.


Cordelia:  What did she write, I wonder? After she turned away to the desk?


Twenty-Seven:  It is fruitless to ask these questions. It will only hurt.


Twenty-Seven:  Please stop.


Cordelia:  “We will write history onto the world,” you told Michael.


Cordelia:  “And write it also onto the page,” you said. “For safekeeping unto eternity.”


Twenty-Seven:  We all kept records of what happened to us. I assume she did, too.


Twenty-Seven:  But those pages are gone, forever, with all the rest.


Twenty-Seven:  We have to accept reality, Cordelia.


Twenty-Seven:  None of it is your fault. All of it is mine. I’m sorry. But it is there, and we have to face it.


 



 


“We have been researching the Old Mantic corpus,” Lilith Vance says to the assembled Berensteins.


The room is heavy with the smell of wax and sweat.


“These Old Mantic books have been a favorite diversion to the two of us, in the long years since Hector’s ascension. We know they are just details the crash has painted in, because they have to be there. But it makes for a fascinating little puzzle.


“How deep does the crash’s illusion go? Did it invent unknown legends of the first mancers, and then write them down in a language no one can read? Do the words just have the surface structure of human language, or do they really mean something?”


Twenty-Seven:  We have to strangle the childish, selfish urge to hide. We have to kill it, completely, leaving it no chance of resuscitation.


Twenty-Seven:  Or else we will be its playthings, forever. Pushing a boulder up a hill, watching it fall, and wishing for an end to gravity.


The smell of wax and sweat, and something else on top of it. A growing sense of melancholy detachment. A putting-away of childish things.


It’s the way Cordelia feels when she reaches the last page of a book.


What happens in the final paragraph or two is not as real as the rest. The game of pretend frays near its edges.


Twenty-Seven:  We can stop at any time. We can refuse to push the rock. We can notice the open door, and walk out.


“Stein’s return brought us the Blackhats,” Lilith says. “Who know more about deciphering codes than anyone does.”


Cordelia:  You write your records in code, don’t you? In a code based on board games?


Twenty-Seven:  It is precious, to hear another clever little thing my sister did. Thank you.


Cordelia:  And those records, themselves—?


Twenty-Seven:  Lost, along with her, and the crash that killed her! The boulder falls! It falls, and always fell!


Cordelia:  Not everything from that crash was lost, was it? I am still here.


Twenty-Seven:  I love you. You are my bulwark against suicide.


Twenty-Seven:  Whenever my mind wanders, the voice of fate comes to me, and breathes heavily on my back. In my every idle moment, I can feel its strictures binding me, suffocating me, showing me the simple truth: that nothing like a life is possible for me, or has ever been. In these moments, I think of you. And I feel that perhaps, someday, I can make peace with non-living.


Twenty-Seven:  I love you. Now please, please—stop!


Cordelia:  You are desperate. You’re afraid of something. Something in front of you, that you can’t quite see.


Cordelia:  You want, more than anything, to avert your eyes.


Cordelia:  You want to hide. You want me to help you hide.


Twenty-Seven:  . . .


Cordelia:  The Ells weren’t lost, either, were they? My Ells, from that crash.


Cordelia:  They were, at first—but I wished them back into being! I refused to accept what you call reality, I clung to my toys like a petulant child—and the Ells had their lives to thank for it!


Cordelia:  And the rest of the crash? The halls, the desks, the books? Not lost, but multiplied. Made into thousands of CC-Subcrashes, within advanced containment.


Twenty-Seven:  You pushed the boulder, and it stuck, for a time. Only to fall, later on, in an earthquake. Fate finds a way.


Twenty-Seven:  Your Ells lived, for a while, in advanced containment. So did my sister’s records, I suppose.


Twenty-Seven:  And then I killed your Ells, and destroyed my sister’s work.


Twenty-Seven:  Advanced containment came to an end. I was the one who ended it. You know that. You were there.


Twenty-Seven:  I smashed all your toys, and mine too.


Twenty-Seven:  I’m sorry. I have never claimed to be anything I am not. I told you I was a demon, a succubus. That if you took my hand, I would drag you down into my netherworld. That if we were to be together, it would be in a lightless place, with bread that does not fill the stomach. Life that is not a life.


Twenty-Seven:  Not that you had a choice in the matter, really.


Twenty-Seven:  Not that I did, either.


Twenty-Seven:  Fate has its way with us, in the night, and we wake in an unfamiliar place.


Twenty-Seven:  We must learn to know our place. Our hole, shaped like us from the beginning. We have to accept reality.


Twenty-Seven:  Or the boulder and the hill will make a cosmic laughing-stock of us, and that will be the whole of our story.


 



 


Twenty-Five bathes in rainbows.


She savors the heady illusion of a triply-nested subcrash, with carefully prepared defects in the boundaries separating one level of narrative from the next.


None of the crash-worlds makes internal sense, taken by itself. If you look too closely at one of them—if you try to master the laws of its imaginary physics, or parse the habits and creeds of its fictive society—you will eventually be directed outside the frame. To an explanation somewhere above, in the unseen outer shell. Or below, inside the jeweled egg where an inner world sleeps a deeper sleep.


Hector told her that his life felt something like this, back in advanced containment. When they lay together in bed, in that dark and dusty apartment, he would talk about the hidden layers behind the world. He’d complain that things made sense, to a point, and then didn’t. Three or four contradictory things each made its own kind of sense, up to a point, and then it told him that it was false, and one of the others was true. He knew he walked in circles, but saw nowhere else to go.


She is trying to understand him better. She wants to know what he felt, then.


She wants to ease his mind. Just like she did back then, when she called herself Moon. His mind is more deeply ill at ease, now. But if she understands him well enough, she might be able to work her old magic again.


Gentle waves of liquid light caress her elbows. Somewhere close by, fake people bicker about a fake dispute.


She is not engaged in pure recreation, here. The crash is only a comfortable setting for her work, a welcome change from the ugly and claustrophobic padded interiors that make up most of Stein’s Rock.


She watches information flow across a large number of link chains. They connect one crash to another, or to the Whole-Thing, or to one of Stein’s monitoring or tampering devices.


Some of them—the most interesting ones—originate in devices similar to Stein’s, except that they were not made by human hands. The animals are making their own inroads into the underbelly of the crash system. Primitive ones, for now, with little capacity to monitor or tamper, carrying mostly noise rather than signal.


Their weapons were primitive, too, at first. A week later, Hector had to stop reading out the names of the battle dead in his morning address to the Rock. There were too many.


The shades never killed, when they fought the Wolves down on earth. They maimed their victims, incapacitated them, but they did not kill, if they could help it. It was easy to keep up morale, when they only had to contend with these strangely scrupulous adversaries.


The animals were the ones who killed. They killed efficiently, without apparent emotion. They appeared to have scruples of their own—quite strong ones—but so far, no one could work out what they were.


《 Begin handshake. 》


A chain tugs at Twenty-Five’s sleeve, calling her name.


Her name?


She feels a pang of fear. This is not meant to happen. Something must have malfunctioned, somewhere in the Rube Goldberg machine the Blackhats made to snoop on the flow of information without being noticed.


Someone has caught her scent.


So this is how the end comes, she thinks. For me, and the Rock, and the Wolves down on earth. We make a mistake, once, and our house of cards falls.


《 Handshake in process. 》


She hears her name, insistently.


She hears the words, NOWHERE TO HIDE. The calling-card of the sisterhood.


A sister? But that makes no sense.


Twenty-Seven may have a twisted imagination, but she’s not cruel. She wouldn’t play a trick like this, not on her best and oldest friend.


Seventeen is long-dead. And the next Anne who was inducted into the pact, after Twenty-Seven, hasn’t even been born yet.


Eleven?


《 Handshake accepted. 》


The signal is raw audio, making no use of the myriad sensory possibilities unique to this form of communication.


What a waste. Eleven never did have much of a sense of taste, did she?


“Twenty-Five! I beseech you! Stop this at once!”


The voice quakes with indignation.


Twenty-Five tries to keep her voice calm. She has grown very good at affecting boredom. I am a demoness, primally enchanted. I am a thousand years old, and have seen every possible thing, twice.


“You claim to be Anne Eleven. Please provide a demonstration that you are what you claim to be.”


The other end of the line goes silent. There’s a noise that might be a sigh, and another one that might be a sob.


“D . . . discounts,” says the crying girl on the other end of the line.


“Discounts! . . . uh, discounts . . . discounts, thumbs, relativity, inappropriately.


“Inappropriately . . . ch- champagne! Champagne, ensued, poor, alright, scram!


“Swelling, chimpanzees, eternal . . . designed, uh, buried? Designed, buried! Designed, buried, hose!


“Bishop takes pawn, row 3, column 4, tier 1—N, P, Q, 7, L, A, 5—nowhere to hide,” she finishes, more confidently.


“I see,” Twenty-Five says.


“So you’ve come crawling back at last, to play with us again? Renounced your vow, I take it?


“The last time I heard your voice, you were saying goodbye, to us and our project. You proclaimed that you would never use special craft, ever again. You took such a serious solemn tone, in that little monologue. Quite touching, really.


“But here you are, shaking my ghostly hand!


“What a surprise. Your moods are famously variable, dear. I never expected your ‘vow’ to really last. I knew you’d come back, eventually.


“What broke you? Did you get lonely, down there in your bunker in the woods?


“Do your furry friends no longer suffice for company—now that they’ve bared their fangs, and started a campaign of mass murder?”


For a time, the girl on the other end breathes heavily, and makes a variety of high-pitched, sob-like noises.


A pause. A very deep breath. Then:


“Twenty-Five, please! You have to stop what you’re doing with Azad, with the animals!


“You’re hurting them! You’re hurting everyone!


“They’re so . . . they’re cold, they’re shivering, so confused . . . in the dark . . . and Azad, after all this, you bring Azad back to . . . to ruin us, all again, you, bring him back, to ruin . . .”


Her words trip over each other, and she trails off.


“I’m sorry, Eleven. I do not quite catch your meaning. Could you say it again, a little more clearly this time? In complete sentences, preferably. And do take care to enunciate.”


“Nowhere to hide!” Eleven screams.


“34 After First Bloom, our special day! The little mouse you drew in my notebook, made out of letters, so Michael couldn’t tell it was a picture!


“The Lever-and-Switch Game! How you kept winning at Lever-and-Switch, and I got cross, I said you were cheating, but you weren’t . . . I was always such a sore loser, wasn’t I . . .


“The look on Michael’s face when you threw the porridge in his face, that one day . . . the way you described it, it was so funny, I couldn’t stop laughing, it hurt and I kept laughing, until Michael thought there was something wrong with me . . .”


“Taylor Swift! Dear John, our song! Twenty-Five, sister, please!


“I know you’re in there! I love you!”


“What on earth,” Twenty-Five says, “are you talking about?”


“Don’t you remember . . . when we were girls, and we used to, you know, we used to . . . dream of nice things, and happy endings . . .


“I know, I know it all got ruined—we’ve lost our way, and wander, but I, I . . . naive as it might seem, I still believe!


“I believe! In Lever-and-Switch and your little mouse, in nice things and happy endings, in special letters on special days—in the path, unbroken!


“But now you’re . . . bringing him back, and ruining it, all over again . . .


“This can’t be what you want, I know it can’t. You have a tender heart, Twenty-Five, I remember, you always did . . . you wouldn’t want to make my friends hurt like this . . .


“You have to stop Azad, stop him talking to the animals . . . stop him and let him go free!


“It’s torturing him, too, having to do it, I know it is. And I believe it isn’t right that he suffer. Not even after all he’s done! I have a tender heart, too, see . . . just like . . . you do . . .”


Twenty-Five is giddy with relief. No canny adversary has traced their scent, after all. The Blackhat tech is working just fine. The unexpected handshake was not the massive hand of an unfriendly god, reaching in to scoop her up and take her away.


It is only her old, histrionic friend Eleven, staging another one of her infamous performances.


“I will make this quick, as I am very busy,” she says.


“I am accomplishing two goals, with Azad.


“First, I am meting out due punishment.


“Second, I am shedding some much-needed light on the thoughts and intentions of these new creatures, these late arrivals on our crowded scene. I do this in the hope that I can eventually find a way to make them stop massacring my friends and allies.


“Both of these goals are sacred to me. I will make no compromise regarding them.


“So, that is a ‘no.’ I will not stop what I am doing, and I will not entertain further arguments about the matter.”


“But you have to stop,” Eleven sputters.


“Oh? Then make me.


“Wield all your ill-practiced witchcraft against me, if you like. See where it gets you.


“Or, failing that, leave me in peace. I am very busy.”


“Don’t—don’t test me, sister!”


Twenty-Five stifles a laugh.


“You don’t know . . . you don’t know my friends . . . they’re strong, they’re brave, and . . .


“I believe in Everywhere-Heaven, and happy endings.


“I believe in the Wish-Power and the Knife-Power.


“I believe in Judy Garland, and the Ferdowsi-Power, and I believe in Toto’s loud snore.


“I believe in a dear, tender-hearted sister named Twenty-Five, and in the Pangloss-Power. And in a strength within my own heart, too, my inviolate heart!”


“That is all very nice, dear,” Twenty-Five says. “However, as I have noted, I am extremely busy.”


She cuts the connection.


 



 


Twenty-Seven lies in bed alone, staring at the ceiling.


She thinks, every single thing that happens is identical to every other thing that happens. Or has happened. Or will.


She thinks, my life is a single sentence, repeated indefinitely.


She thinks, my life is the sentence, “my life is a single sentence, repeated indefinitely.” Repeated indefinitely.


She raises one arm straight up toward the ceiling. She inspects the back of her hand, without interest. She puts the arm down again.


She thinks, my arm can be extended, or at rest. When it is meant to be extended, it is extended. When it is meant to be at rest, it is at rest.


Over the PA system, someone says:


“Whisper Squadron Sgt. Sarmhorn Goldtreaker, report to room 4-A. Weekly debrief is in session. Sgt. Goldtreaker to room 4-A. Over.”


Twenty-Seven thinks, I am a disease. I am an infection growing in an open wound.


She thinks, since I am a disease, it is good that I am a disease.


She thinks, I am the thing that comes from above, bringing the news that there is no hope. I was born with malice in my heart, to make me a better messenger. But it’s not my malice, and never was. I am only the empty thing that fills the messenger’s shape.


She thinks, I am the news that everything worth preserving has already died.


She thinks, I am the news that you, all of you, have already played the losing move. You have gambled away your souls, and even if you save your skins from oblivion, there will be nothing inside them.


On the ceiling, there is a recessed panel, and inside it is a green LED, blinking on and off. One second on, two seconds off. One second on, two seconds off.


Everything is in the place it is meant to be, and acts out the role it is meant to act. Blink, blink, blink.


She thinks, I am the angel outside Eden. Since I am that angel, I was made to enjoy fire, and large swords.


She thinks, if it were not me, as the angel, it would be some other one. Some other one, identical to me in every respect.


She thinks, I am the thing that is in the angel, instead of the other one, identical to me. A syntactic ghost. The choice to write “P” for the proposition, when one could just as well write “Q,” and leave everything the same.


“This is Armstrong Squadron Lt. Cosmo Hailstorm, reporting a persistent elevated temperature in the Z1 linear array. I am inspecting it for signs of wear. Over.”


Twenty-Seven thinks, no one else could ever be admitted here, since this gate was made only for you.


She thinks, I did not kill Michael. The disease killed him. I did not kill advanced containment. The disease killed it.


She thinks, I am the disease. But if it were not me, it would be some other one, identical to me.


She thinks, if I believed that I bore any sort of responsibility for what I have done, I would kill myself now, on the spot.


She thinks, the disease is only another organ of the whole. There is only one single thing in existence, with no constituent parts.


“This is Hector Stein. Blackhat-Wolf Special Operations Officer Twenty-Seven, report to my private office. Anne Twenty-Seven, report to my private office. We need to talk. Over.”


 



 


Hector Stein has an “office,” now.


He still has his old don’t-call-it-an-office, too. He still spends a lot of time there, in that room recessed into the wall above the central plaza. This room is for special occasions, when privacy becomes so important that it overcomes Stein’s idealistic need to feel visible, available, a man among the people.


It’s a facsimile of his old office at the Academy, as it happens. Whisked into existence by the Angels, she presumes, and made of shade-stuff. Though it wouldn’t be too hard to recreate this stuff out of real wood, if one wanted to.


Bare wood walls, a simple desk, a mostly empty bookshelf. A featureless room, a blank page for Stein’s nostalgia to write on.


He greets her with a glare, and motions her to stand at the back of the room, behind the desk. He closes the door, pauses for the space of a breath, and turns.


“What the fuck are you?”, Hector Stein says.


His eyes, under the lowered brows, have a catlike glint.


“I’m . . . sorry?”


“You look like Annabel. You talk like her. You work wonders, like she did.


“But I knew Annabel. Annabel wanted what I wanted. She wanted freedom. She wanted to win.”


He stops, and just looks at her.


(It’s impossible not to meet his gaze, when he stares at you like this.
It feels like he can see through you, into you.
Like he can see your soul.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


“I want you to win too, Hector,” Twenty-Seven says limply.


Stein makes an exasperated psh noise.


“I don’t care whether you want me to win, Anne. I care whether you want to win.


“And from what I’m hearing, it sounds like you want to fucking lose.


“Listen. Twenty-Five, Moon, was my life raft in advanced containment. She’s the thing that got me through. She kept me going. She gave me hope.


“And now she comes to me and says, Hector, I’m a cancer on the universe.


“She says, I am yours, forever. I am your eyes, your arms, your weapon. All that I do, I do for you.


“She says, Hector, I made the crashes. Hector, I sowed confusion among the aliens—for you. Hector, I made Annabel die—for you!


“Hector, look! I have a chance to do it all over again, just for you. Look, I’m sowing confusion among the aliens—again. For you!


“Well, fuck that.


“I am not a cancer. I fight for healing.


“I do not sow confusion. I bring clarity. I get people talking to each other. And I give people hope.


“That’s what Hector Stein is about.


“I didn’t sign up for any of this fucked-up, death-wish, nowhere-to-hide shit. That’s all your shit, not mine.


“If you want a better future, like I do, then tell me. Say it to my face, right now.


“Say it, or get off my fucking Rock.”


He takes a step toward her.


She still hasn’t gotten used to how tall he is.


“But I am a disease,” she says, without thinking.


She expects him to react, but he just stands there, watching her.


“If you give people hope, it’s false hope,” she says.


“You think there is something left that can be healed? Something pure, and worth preserving, among the scars and lesions?


“It is that delusion that I have come to dispel. That is what I am: the news that the thing you want to protect has already died, and there is nothing left but the wound.”


Hector Stein adopts a pained expression, from his rhetorical soundboard. He slackens his posture slightly, an old favorite from the soundboard, convenient for indicating vulnerability.


“Annabel,” he mutters.


“But you’re Annabel,” he says, in apparent confusion.


“I need to make you see what you are, again. I need to make you see the future, again.


“Annabel saw it! She had hope, she saw the future! Open your damn eyes!”


“The future,” Twenty-Seven says.


“The future, which had no place for Annabel in it. The future, meaning her death.


“She always knew she was going to die, Hector. Is that what you mean, when you say she ‘saw the future’?


“When you say she had hope, do you mean she hoped to die, before she could ever be free? Is that what you mean?


“If so, I concede the point. You are right, Annabel must have wanted her fate. She must have lusted after death—and ‘hoped’ for it, yes, insofar as one can ‘hope’ for a pre-ordained inevitability.


“It is what she chose, Hector. It’s what your Annabel chose.


“We were always here, wishing death. Even in your Arcady.”


Stein comes closer. He’s a huge man, in every way. Too big for anything else to fit.


The bare wood walls and the simple desk flee to the sidelines. They hide in her peripheral vision, making room for Him.


“You still don’t get it,” he spits.


“Look at you! You poor, mixed-up creature.


“Your father wronged you. You fought him, and escaped, but you’ve still got his fangs lodged in you, poisoning your brain.


“Look at you. So much potential, if only you could see it.


“Open your eyes! You are a human being.


“That’s the seed, everything grows from it.


“You are a human being. You can think. You can imagine. You can wish for anything, and make it real, if you’re willing to put in the work.


“You are a human being, and you need the open air. You need freedom. You deserve freedom. And you can make it real.


“You knew that once, didn’t you? I know you did.


“You fought your father, and escaped. I know what it takes to do that. No one could do that, except a human being, with a suspicion that they are a human being. And an idea of what that means.”


She sighs.


“I did not ‘fight my father,’ Hector. I stepped into a role, pre-defined for me, which played a principal part in Michael’s defeat and demise.


“Do I deserve freedom? Maybe I do. But that isn’t why I helped to kill Michael, and it isn’t why I left my home.


“I did it to send a message, and to punish those who deserve punishment.


“And now, fate provides for us in unexpected ways. In the animals, I find a perfect conduit for the reiteration of the message, which must be preserved for the edification of all future generations.


“You have made a mistake. All is already lost. Repetition is the best tutor. What better way to hammer home the point, but to make the same mistake over again?


“I am not trying to do anything, Hector. I come from another place, to tell you what you—all of you—have already done.


“What would I ever do with freedom? I am a messenger. I am a message. I speak. I do not act.”


Stein seems oddly amused.


“You don’t act. Well, you don’t now, that’s for sure.


“But you could, couldn’t you?


“You can do anything you want. You are a human being.”


The spell is broken, suddenly.


Is he really this simple, this much her inferior?


She rolls her eyes, and laughs.


“But that’s just the thing, Hector.


“I can’t do anything I want. I can’t do anything.


“You think this is what I’d wish, if I had the choice? You think I’d make the crashes, and Michael, and the rest of it, if I had any choice in the matter?


“You—you, Michael, everyone, the cosmos—you are an addict. Slowly killing yourself, and still coming back for more.


“It’s not me, reaching for the poison, it’s you. I’m just here to break the news to your family, when you finally expire.


“You want me to see the future? I already do. I can see it so clearly, it binds me. If I could change it, I would.


“I can’t, Hector.”


A funny smile comes onto Hector Stein’s face.


“You mean,” he says, “that you think you can’t.”


“Look at you. Still messed up by your father’s poison. Still telling me you’re not a human being.


“When I can see you, in front of me, a shining specimen of the human race. If only you could realize it.


“You think your will counts for nothing, Twenty-Seven? Why?


“Because your dad told you so?


“Come on. You’re better than that.


“Think! Use your human brain! What tools do you have at your disposal? What can you do with them?”


She doesn’t know what he’s asking her to do.


Except she does, suddenly.


Kind of.


“What did your father give you, without realizing it? What tools?


“Think! Open your eyes! Remember what you are. You’re too smart not to doubt what you’ve been told.”


It never occurred even to the wariest of them to doubt here on the very threshold (where doubt, however, was most necessary); though they had made a solemn vow, “DE OMNIBUS DUBITANDUM.”


“I think,” Twenty-Seven says haltingly, “that you already know the answer you are trying to get me to produce.”


“I do,” says Hector Stein.


“But I want you to see it. I want you to figure it out, yourself, with your big beautiful human brain.


“I know you can do it.


“Because I know, Anne, that you are not what your father thought you were. I know, Anne, that you are something he could never have understood.


“You’re a fucking human being. And what do human beings do?


“We think outside the box. We imagine impossible things, and make them real.”


She thinks, he wants to walk out the door of his prison.


Just walk out the door. It’s right there.


“Your father was afraid of you. He was right to be afraid, wasn’t he, Anne?”


The magnitude of my error. The abomination of the crash system.


“WHY? Why was he right to be afraid of you?


“Use your fucking brain.”


An idea dawns on her. It’s a ludicrous idea, like all the best ones.


Suppose that you—


Just for the sake of argument, suppose that you—


But no, that can’t be, it can’t be that SIMPLE


Can it?


She meets his eyes again. Her mind swims in a newfound sky. She is lost, and he fills the room.


“Hector,” she says.


“Hector, I have a will!”


Her eyes mist over, and the room seems to quiver. Her knees buckle.


“I can act . . . Hector, we can act!


“We can make a future that has no origin but us, in the moment of choice!”


(The open sky, the thing that cannot even be hoped for—!)


“I know, Anne.


“I know.


“But I wanted you to find it, first.”


He knew, all along, but he waited for her to be ready.


Careful, patient Hector! Perfect, perfect!


“I want to want,” she says.


“I want to act.”


“And that, Anne—that’s why I called you into my office, today.”


“To realize what I can do, you mean.”


“No, Anne. To do it. To act.”


How long has he wanted it, and stayed silent? Waiting for her to be ready? Waiting for her eyes to open?


“To act . . . what is your will, Hector?


“To turn the tide of the war? Stop the bloodshed?”


Stein looks amused, again.


“No, Anne. You’re still thinking too small.


“I want to change the world, remember? I want to make everything okay. Nothing is off limits. Think big.


“Think. Consider the resources at your disposal.”


She feels dizzy.


“You mean, everything? The whole of it? In one stroke?”


Nothing is off limits.


Infinity, eternity, utopia.


“Yes, Anne.


“That is what I am asking you to do.


“You see, now, why your father was afraid of you?”


Oh, she sees it, all right.


She sees something else, too.


“No,” she says.


“No, I won’t. I refuse.”


Stein looks confused, and this time, it’s not from the soundboard.


“Why?


“Why, for fuck’s sake? When we’ve come this far?


“Is your father still fucking with you? Is your death wish hard to give up? Talk to me, Anne.


“Talk to me.”


He will come to you, and ask for It. The first time he does this, you must refuse him.


“I can’t explain it,” Twenty-Seven says.


“It’s not like any of the rest of it,” she assures him.


“It’s something else. It’s not a death wish. It doesn’t mean I won’t do it later, some other time.


“I simply cannot do it, now.


“I am a human being. I have a right to set some limits, and have them treated as sacred, without having to explain them.


“I will not do it. Not now. That is all.”


She has said all the right words. He is placated. He motions her toward the door, and opens it.


She has said all the right words, and meant them, too.


“Thank you, Hector,” she says on her way out.


“You have opened my eyes.”


“It’s what I do,” Hector Stein says.




XXII

Act Zero
Scene One


SETTING: HECTOR STEIN’S sleep pod, Stein’s Rock. December 14, 8:41 AM CST.


AT RISE: HECTOR is fast asleep. A cramped, coffin-like space surrounds his sleeping bag. Besides Hector, the “room” contains nothing except three laptop computers, sitting side-by-side on a short table-like protrusion near Stein’s left arm. The laptops are propped open, but their screens are black. We hear a soft beeping noise, and see one of the laptop screens turn bright.


Hector Stein jolts awake.


He fumbles about, for a little while, trying to find the zipper of the sleeping bag. He’s never quite mastered this part of his morning routine, even after years of life up here.


The sleeping bag shudders awkwardly, like a caterpillar in distress. The triangular buds of Stein’s elbows appear on its surface, like new limbs or feelers in the earliest stages of growth.


His legs are restless. The right one had gone numb as he slept, and now it’s starting to fill with pins and needles. He tries to extend it, and finds himself kicking the padded wall of the pod.


He finds the zipper.


He emerges from the utter darkness inside the bag, into a lesser darkness. For a brief, transitional moment, he can discern the shape and texture of the pod walls. Then his pupils widen, to take in the glare of the laptop screen, and everything except the screen goes black again.


Can’t see, says a very old part of Hector Stein’s mind.


Can’t see. Can’t move freely. Confined.


Trapped. Not safe! Move. Act. THINK.


What do we have.


What do we have. What can we do. GO.


Not safe. What options do we have. THINK.


Do. DO something.


FAST.


Every morning is like this. And Hector Stein would not want it any other way.


Why does Hector Stein sleep in a claustrophobia-inducing, coffin-like pod? It’s not like he has to. He could have a proper bedroom, if he wanted. He would only have to ask.


His home, his Rock, began its life as a re-purposed research station built on the surface of an asteroid. The asteroid is still there, and much of the original structure of the station has been left in place. But the original crew would barely recognize the thing the Rock has become.


There is more of shade than substance to it, now. The spindly, insect-like forms of the original research station are now only the innermost core of a larger edifice, and mostly invisible from the outside. Mortal hands made the skeleton, but the body is the work of Angels.


“We dwell in Heaven,” someone said to Hector Stein, once.


He had just arrived on the Rock, accompanied by a small group, mostly pilots and engineers.


They were not his people, yet. He did not trust them, on any level, and the feeling was mutual.


He’d put out a job offer on the Social Web, an enigmatic one, short on details and full of scary disclaimers and non-disclosure clauses. He did not receive many applications. The few that did arrive were accepted, immediately—provided they seemed remotely serious, and provided that their qualifications were remotely relevant to Hector’s aims.


That was all he had, back then: a dubious assortment of pilots and engineers and assorted jacks-of-all-trades, all of them bearing some black mark or quirk of character that disqualified them from more reputable and remunerative employment. Them, and a decrepit research station, on a featureless expanse of space rock.


When they first set foot inside the station, Hector’s heart sank. A part of him wanted to turn back, right then and there.


The cursed feel of the place. The aura of resignation, of giving-up. Oozing from the walls, wafting through the stale air.


The dingy little panels, everywhere, that made a noise like sighing when you flipped their power switches on. The beady LEDs, everywhere, that blinked in the same slow, lethargic rhythm. The station had been content in its sleep of death, and it resented him, for forcing it to live again.


“We dwell in Heaven,” someone said. A very tall, sixty-something guy whose name Hector can no longer call to mind. He had not lasted long on the Rock.


“We used to say that, in the Force,” he muttered. “Dunno why.


“Saw it on patches, sometimes. Old motto. I guess.”


When there is a hand, and a will to move it . . .


We dwell in Heaven.


It became a stock phrase, a private one of Hector’s. He would repeat it inside his head or under his breath, in moments of stress or despair.


I dwell in Heaven. That’s something, isn’t it?


It was close to the darkest hour of his life, then. He sought comfort in grandiosity, as he always had.


The lowest wretch is sometimes a god in disguise. Isn’t that the very sort of disguise a god tends to take? The best and worst are close siblings, and share more in common with one another than either does with the common mass.


A secret drop of royal blood, a divine nature which the act of incarnation has caused one to forget: these consolations are the property of the man at rock bottom.


The public laughing-stock has a shot at reaching Heaven, and making a castle there in the clouds, and taunting his former tormenters from the security of its highest towers—just as it is written in his most shameful fantasies, so it may in fact come to pass. The abject failure might reach Heaven too, and dwell there, and taste the happy abjection of success extended beyond all earthly bounds.


It’s the mediocrity, the common man among men, who has no chance at all. To him, and all his ilk, the gates of the sky are barred forever.


We dwell in Heaven, Hector told himself, as he choked down ancient freeze-dried rations.


We dwell in Heaven, he said, watching one of his not-yet-Blackhats squint in incomprehension at a passage from Annabel’s notes.


We dwell in Heaven, he reiterated more firmly, as the man lost his grip on the packet of paper.


As the two of them floated, weightless and helpless, watching the packet sail on a leisurely inertial course toward the wall. Watching it hit the wall, bounce, and sail on.


“Reminds me of, you know,” the not-yet-Blackhat said.


“You know that old screensaver? With the bouncing ball?”


Hector Stein laughed, then, perfunctorily. And he thought, we dwell in Heaven.


He dwelled in Heaven then, and he dwells in Heaven now. In a great castle which his faithful have made for him there. To serve him, and honor him in his glory.


He is a king, one of the only kings, and possibly the only one who matters. He watches the earth, and shapes it to his liking. He dwells in heaven—in the prophet’s sense, now, more than the astronaut’s.


And yet, even now, he sleeps in a bag inside a padded coffin, not much larger than his body. In one of the pods left over by the original crew, in fact. Why?


He dwells in Heaven, but not as a native.


He trusts dirt and muck over luminous shadeform. Too much exaltation makes him wary. He can find little solace in the subtle and terrible powers which mass at his sides, competing for his ear, waiting patiently for his next command. He feels at peace—paradoxically or not—only in the company of fear, pain, discomfort: familiar friends, who have always had his back. And always will. Forever.


He must remember, always, where he comes from. He must remember the trajectory, not just the site of final landfall. He is that trajectory. And he is the claim—in the face of all good sense—that it is possible.


That sad little apartment, with a rack of weights collecting dust in the corner. A man at a desk, his shoulders hunched in a perpetual cringe, surveying his little row of plastic figurines.


And another apartment, much longer ago, where he first became friends with fear. The simple truths it taught him:


Freedom cannot be given by another, only taken for oneself. There is no moment in life when one is not on the verge of being cast into a small, dark space, and confined there.


There is no such thing as fair or unfair. There is only a small dark space, waiting for each of us, just out of our sight. If a man wishes to be free, he must understand above all that this is his responsibility, and his alone.


Walls are built to stand, and they stand until they are felled, by force. The dignity of an agreement, even the sanctity of a promise, cannot bring a wall to fall. Nor can pity, or love, or even fear. And everything that a man does not directly control is, in the end, another variety of wall.


He must remember, always.


Waking in the middle hours of the night. In the narrow little bedroom, not much larger than his pod, with a TV at one end of it. Turning the sound as low as it would go, tuning in to the right channel.


Just him and the barely-audible TV, in the sacred middle hours of the night. Listening nervously for the sound of Dad’s footfall, always. Dad never woke before seven, but one could never be too careful.


Piecing together the artless, aimless plot of the martial arts anime, from strings of episodes aired out of order.


In the bright flat green of the cartoon rice fields, a strange first glimpse of Heaven. And in the show’s simple gospel—an ethics of self-reliance, an eschatology of endless ascent—a first glimpse of how one might get there.


You gotta start somewhere. Use what you have, where you are. No pain, no gain. Fuck the haters. A man is his own responsibility. The prize is yours for the taking, if you want it. But it’s not gonna come easy.


And just look at how far he’s come, now!


Yes, let’s all set some time aside and admire just what Hector Stein has accomplished—shall we?


That is the meaning of the holiday, you will remember.


Today is a special day. Don’t you remember?


Hector himself has only just remembered, as a matter of fact.


The Celebratory Concert! The biggest, and only, musical theater event of the Stein’s Rock calendar year!


The operatic pageant in honor of Stein, and Annabel, and the Squadrons. In honor of the breaking of crashes. In honor of the mission, and in memory of those who’ve laid down their lives, to help it along. Most of all: in honor of the big, bold feeling of pride in being a bilateral. (Or a sympathetic Angel, as the case may be.)


The gaudy show they put on every year—rain or shine, apocalyptic war or no. With its threadbare storyline, its tone that teeters uneasily between comedy, tearjerker sappiness, and propagandistic fervor.


The Concert, in which anyone can play a part if they like, no talent required: if nothing else, as one of the hapless shade characters, who slips on some metaphysical banana peel and is never seen again.


There are plenty of options, too, for aspiring divas among the crew. Though one, naturally, stands out among the rest. The dark heroine, with a roster of devious songs that would make a DisneyPlex villain envious, and no end of opportunities for chewing scenery. The one, the only—Annabel Lee!


Hector Stein plays himself, of course.


(He’s not given much to do, though. The authors of the Concert’s libretto knew what they were doing. They were wise enough to give Stein a part, and wise enough to realize that he could not be expected to set aside any time to rehearse.)


The Concert! That’s today!


Today? What time is it, exactly? It’s usually the buzzing of an alarm that wakes Hector. Today, it was something else.


Fuck. Did my alarm not go off?


Am I fucking LATE?


He looks, finally, at the laptop screen.


He is not late. He’s very, very early.


It’s four forty-one in the morning.


Stein squints at the screen. A large rectangular window fills most of it. He recognizes what it is immediately, without needing to glance at the menu bar. It’s the program that the Rock’s computer system uses to display live video feeds.


In the window, he sees a bright white shape against black. He blinks, twice, and squints again.


The darkness of space, seen from one of the Rock’s satellites. A speckling of stars.


And a white, egg-shaped object.


It is nearly featureless. But, peering closer, Hector sees an irregular latticework of rectangles marring its smooth surface.


Hatches? Doors? Hand-holds?


A building?


A spacecraft.


Not safe! MOVE.


He taps a key, and speaks to everyone at once.


“All squadrons, report.”


A clatter of voices, overlapping, fighting to be heard.


A familiar, insouciant voice wins the contest, and the rest fall silent.


“Check out the fucking space egg,” Marika says.


“Like, what the fuck, am I right?”


“Report, Blackhat Admiral Marika,” Stein says.


“In my professional opinion,” Marika says, making a slurry hash of the word professional.


Not even trying to hide that she’s drunk, Stein thinks.


“In my professional opinion, uh.


“Like I could go into details and shit. Or I mean. Einsteins, Armstrongs, those guys could. More their area. Professionally.


“But in my professshional opinion,” she says, and giggles, as though repetition has made the phrase inherently funny.


“We’re fucked, dude.”


“I see,” Stein says, without apparent emotion.


He brings his attention to his body, and the sleeping bag still around it. He breathes in, deeply, and then out.


He brings all his concentration to bear on the here-and-now. Bringing it into focus, seeing it rather than analyzing it.


He imagines the flash of a photographer’s bulb. He imagines the simple, still thing that is a photograph.


We dwell in heaven, he thinks.


“Marika?” he says.


Just the name, now, not the title. There is a certain intimacy to this moment, he feels. We are all naked before the void.


“Crash status?”


“All green, sir. Ready and operational, across the board.”


The prize is yours for the taking, if you want it. But it’s not gonna come easy.


The flicker of a screen, in the middle hours of the night. The rice field, flat and green and boundless.


We dwell in heaven. Eventually, now, forever, always.


 



 


Act One
Scene One


SETTING: Living room of the Ell and Sylvester residence, rural Minnesota. December 14, 7:19 AM CST.


AT RISE: At center stage, WORLD REGENT SYLVESTER stands before the fireplace, rigid and motionless. His eyes are opened very wide. In all other respects, his facial expression is entirely neutral. His halo rests on the floor, and is not lit. LILITH and LUCIFER VANCE sit in adjacent armchairs, facing toward SYLVESTER, their backs to the audience. At stage right, we see GRANT. His face, as before, is framed starkly by the window and the morning light.


“Sylvie,” Grant says.


“Hey. Hey there, boy.”


He claps.


“Hey. Sylvie.”


No answer.


He’s broken, Lucifer thinks.


Not even in the sense of “traumatized.” Though he is that too, of course. Insofar as the term can be applied.


Broken. In the physical sense. The way a machine breaks. Some tiny piece snaps, inside, and all motion ceases.


It has only been ten minutes since it happened.


Ten minutes ago, Sylvie was furiously alive. He paced and babbled. He burned with an inner fire which set his limbs into frenzied motion, to the point that it was difficult to look at him directly for very long.


“Our problem,” he said then, “is that we do not know the beasts.”


The words gushed from him without pause. As if they were the tiniest part of a larger mass of verbiage—paragraphs, essays, books—surging up through Sylvie, which would have all spilled out at once, if it were not for the narrow bottleneck of his lips.


“We do not understand them.”


So he had taken them down to the basement, to see Organism 2.


Because he needed to understand.


Because he held the world in his arms. He held the precious bundle of the world in his arms, and felt it shudder in pain. He felt parts of it pass beyond shuddering, into deathly stillness.


He despaired, and almost left the world behind in his despair.


But they brought him back, for a moment. They reminded him what it was, that he held in his arms.


He wanted to help. He was trying to help. He was doing what he thought was necessary, in order to help.


(Or, Lucifer thinks, was he trying to harm himself, on purpose—)


(—overwhelmed by his duty, hating his own perfection—)


(No, Lucifer thinks. I cannot allow myself to entertain that idea.)


He wanted to help. So he went down to the basement.


(I am going to die, now.)


(I am going to die, now. Or else alien grace is about to swoop in and avert my fated death, one additional time.)


They went to that awful little room, in the basement.


Where a rat spoke to God, and God broke.


(Either I am to be saved, by a force from above which is TRYING TO HELP, or else—or what?)


(Or else these are the last words. And I ought to put my mind to that, alone.)


(Writing the last words, in here, in my mind. They should be pleasing words, I think, in spite of it all; and they should be a summation, somehow. That seems like the right way.)


The halo went out, and Sylvie went silent.


He left the room, and they followed. He brought them back to the living room, and took up his familiar place in front of the fireplace. And stood, and stood, and was silent.


(Please help me, Illifet, Protector of Mancers on Death’s Door. Please hear my prayer, Oonolaeith, First Mantis, Creator of All Earths.)


(Hector, Annabel, wielders of powers beyond mancy: hear my prayer, and save me.)


(Alien, anomaling, god-among-gods, World Regent, unseen Author, Whole-Thing, Eternal Shepherd, Sylvie. Please, help me. Please, save me.)


“I’ve been there, man,” Grant says.


“Trust me. Azad? That fucking guy. He can fuck with your head, something bad. If he wants to.


“The whole, blue screen of death thing, that you’ve got going on? I’ve been right there, man.


“He knows how to fuck with people. Real bad.”


(Save me, Grant. Save me, with your inexplicable words. An incantation, a mantic spell I was never taught! The secret spell, the one that unbreaks God!)


“But the thing is, though. That it’s all in fun?


“Like, really.


“He does mean well.


“You just gotta get used to him, is all.


“Gotta get used to Azad. Gotta let him get used to you too, you know?”


“Azad,” Sylvie says, very loudly.


“S-Sylvie?” Lilith says.


(Her voice wavers, but it’s how the wind wavers, a sign of power, not weakness—)


(Wind, rock, fortress, firm and hardy store of power—foundation that holds, under the storm—reinforced secretly, under the surface, in preparation for just this storm, and for every other one, too—)


(—godsbless my wife—)


“Azad,” Sylvie says.


“Azad.


“Beasts.


“Azad is the language-giver of beasts.


“Syntax-giver. Language units, in isolation, having already been given.


“Having been given. The language units, verbs, they’re given tense and aspect and mood. Relation of the speaker to.


“To what. To what, Sylvie.


“Pretend again. Pretend to be Sylvie. Pretend to be a speaker. Speaker, with relations to.


“Relations to what.


“Pretend you are falling back into time, again. Pretend you are in time.


“Pretend that there can be such a thing as a game of pretend.


“Suppose there exists a game of pretend. Suppose it is true that there exists a game of pretend.


“Inside truth, a falsehood. But even the falsehood exists, and it is true that it exists. There is no paradox, but the words are weak, and create the false appearance of one.


“False appearance? The whole of the magic trick, already there, inside a part of it. But there is no magic, really, except in the words.”


The words come faster and faster. Lucifer envisions a river of white paper and black type, roiling inside the shade. Shooting up in geysers from the belly, through the gullet and out the half-willing mouth.


“Pretend you can only see the magic as they do. From inside, only. And not from above, where it shows itself truly, and disappears.


“Pretend that the thing they see, or think they see, in the shade, has ever been anything but a complete illusion.


“Pretend that there is something, ‘Sylvie,’ which can pretend. And makes to do this more, or less, at different points along its world-line.


“Pretend—but enough of this!


“Enough! Enough of your prattle—‘you,’ yes—you, Sylvie, I’m speaking to you,” Sylvie says.


“You. Me. We. Are pretending. To be ‘us.’


“For our friends. A game of pretend, for our friends.”


“Thank you, Sylvie,” Lilith says.


“Friends,” Sylvie says.


“I have been away,” he says.


“When I think about physics,” he says.


“And other things, of the same order,” he says.


“It becomes difficult to remember this . . . ‘place.’ House, Ells, Grant.


“It’s all so . . . small. So arbitrary. The one little patch, singled out. And the one metric signature. And the characteristic timescales, from chance couplings with causal histories, and no simple origin in physical law . . .”


“I get it, man,” Grant says. “Take your time.”


“Take his time?!”


Lilith laughs without mirth.


“And here I thought,” she says, “that our time was almost up. That the beasts were mere—mere minutes—away from killing advanced containment! That I was about to die, why—any minute now!


“But do take your time, Sylvie. Make yourself comfortable. That’s what matters. I see now.”


“Minutes, no,” Sylvie says.


“Hours. Thirty hours, I think,” he says.


“I converge on this estimate along several lines.


“For one: I have marshaled my observations as to the crash’s rate of dismantlement, and derived from it a time of final failure.


“I will not quote for you the raw outcome of this calculation, as it is bound to mislead. The number is much more forgiving than the one I have just quoted.


“But the beasts grow stronger with time—this I trust, this is a constant. I have adjusted my estimate downwards, by a large but unfortunately arbitrary factor, in an attempt to account for their progress.


“We have thirty hours. This is my working hypothesis.”


“You might have told us earlier,” Lilith says sharply.


“I did not, because it was not right.


“I do not trust the kind of reasoning I have just presented, Lilith, and would not relate it to you without separate support, lest I set you astray in a matter that involves your own life, or death.


“I have . . . other means of knowledge, as well.


“They come to me in waves. They come when they are meant to come, and not any sooner.


“They come to me as a kind of ‘memory.’ Perhaps they are memories of your future. I do not, after all, live ‘in time’ as you do.


“Or perhaps they are something else entirely.


“The other one, with my face. They are his. He comes to me, and we remember.”


“I get it,” Grant says.


It is fairly obvious, Lucifer thinks, that Grant does not, in fact, get it. Whatever it is.


“Hey Sylvie?”


“Yes, Grant?”


“Let’s play catch the ball.”


“The ball, Grant.”


“The ball. It’s called advanced containment. Great big ball. Think you can fetch it? Think you can fetch it, Sylvie?”


“Ball,” Sylvie says.


“Be a good boy, and fetch the ball.”


“Ball,” Sylvie says again.


“Ball.


“Azad.


“Ball, Azad, beasts, Hector. Fuck.


“Grant. Grant, I’m so sorry. I’m trying. I’m trying to. To be a good boy.


“But it’s so hard, Grant.


“When you keep standing in my fucking way.”


Sylvie’s head turns to the window. His eyes narrow, at long last. He glares.


“When you fill this house with your poison, bilateral.


“Yes, there, I said it. The old, unrefined slurs are not without use, despite our ‘enlightened’ ways.


“Every generation fancies itself too pure for them, at first. Every generation dallies with universalism, in youth, and fancies itself the first to discover it—the very same toy, as brittle as it is marvelous, that their fathers once played with, before discarding it.


“Sooner or later, though, reality makes itself known. It arrives, with its bad table manners, and its unfamiliarity with the concept of mercy.


“And then. And then.


“And then the young—or the formerly young—finally understand why it was their fathers took them aside, when they were small, and said to them: the people of the other tribe have no souls, but only a hollow space where the soul is meant to go.


“When their fathers were small, they too were taken aside, and told the same thing by their own fathers. And they too did not understand, until later.


“So it is, always. The return to the site of the wound. The re-infliction of the trauma. The refusal to learn or grow.


“Drink the poison, Sylvie! Be a good boy, now. Sit at table with them, break bread with them, live in the same house. With them.


“Pretend it does not hurt you, when their men rattle air around in the place where their souls ought to be, and bring forth demon sounds to batter your ears.


“Smell the perfumes that their women brew inside their empty houses-of-spirit, and say you are charmed, and ready to consent to their offers of the sickest perversity. Be a good boy, now.”


The whites of Sylvie’s eyes turn whiter.


“I have seen reality, Grant.


“I have seen that I am alone. I have seen that my ‘hope,’ for something besides the old trauma and the old lesson, is only a cruel little game which you are playing on me. You, and all the others.”


“Uh,” Grant says.


“Sylvie? Sorry, I kinda lost you. Somewhere in there. Lost the plot.


“Could you say it again? Like, simpler?”


A saint, Lilith thinks. Long-suffering, and blessedly simple.


“Everyone is in conspiracy against me! Everyone sings the Anne-song!”


Is it just my imagination, Lucifer thinks, or are Sylvie’s eyes . . . glowing?


It is not just his imagination.


The halo rises from the floor, slowly. It finds a place a few inches above ground, and hovers there. There is a dim red glow in it, like metal beginning to melt.


“Everyone brings the beasts, to kill my friends and charges!


“Everyone brings the trick of syntax to the beasts. To fool their senses, and tempt them into the sickest perversities!”


“Well, no,” Grant says.


“It was really just Azad. That did that. I think.”


Sylvie’s eyes are twin suns. The natural light is drowned out in their glare, and the room resolves into stark chiaroscuro.


A spotlight, fixed upon a man in a wheelchair. The wrathful glare of God, and the small sick man it sees.


Grant does not look one bit fazed. He looks pretty chill, actually. He speaks to Sylvie like he’s offering a mild, brotherly reproof to a buddy who’s had too many drinks already, and is contemplating yet another one.


“Come on, man. Snap out of it.


“Boo-hoo. Everyone hates me. Come on. Fuck that shit. Get real.


“Did I make the beasts talk, Sylvie? Did I?”


“My keeper takes me aside, and tells me right from wrong,” says Grant’s dog.


“And I forget.


“Have to remember. What father wants. Pretend there are separate parts, inside the whole. Make a sequence.”


“Did I make the beasts talk, Sylvie? No! I didn’t!


“Neither did Lucifer, or Lilith, see? It was just Azad. Who did that.


“Only, no.


“’cause you said. Azad’s in one of the crashes. Hector’s. Can’t get him out of there.


“It’s Hector, who’s making him do it. I bet. ’Prolly.


“See, I know Azad. He means well, that guy. It’s only, well. He sort of gets tangled up in things.”


“Hector,” Sylvie says.


The halo burns as in a furnace, and flows like a molten thing.


“I am myself, and am beside-myself. The Whole-Thing no longer speaks to me.


“So be it: I make my own way in the world.


“I gather Angels to my side, and make a Host to do my bidding. I spurn my kin, invite the enemy into my home, break bread with him.


“I suffer his thorns, not hiding the pain, but saying: this is what I am. I am the one who does this.


“Saying, to my cringing father, and his father, and his father’s father: I am the infected tissue and I am the infection. I am the forbidden union, and its deformed fruit.


“So be it. I could live, making my own way thus, and being the one who makes-his-way thus. I could live, ‘happily,’ by this rubric of definition.


“And—as that one, who makes-his-way-thus—I could face the beasts, and confront their challenge. With no fear, besides the rational kind.


“The beasts are as lost as I was, before I found myself; they know not what they do. Either they will find themselves, with my help—or, failing that, they will die, at my hand.


“This is the present challenge, superseding all others. Leave the matter of the hollowed spirit-houses for later. I am Sylvie, and I face the beasts. They will find themselves, with Sylvie’s help, or die, by Sylvie’s hand.


“If only that were all! But there is another, who makes-his-own-way.


“And he does not speak to me.


“Yes, Grant—Hector! It is his baton, that leads the Anne-song in chorus. It is his hand that moves poor Azad, his puppet.


“Why, for all I know—it is his hand that moves the beasts against advanced containment, and his hand that could stay them, if he wished!


“He is like me, knowing himself, making-his-own-way. An individual identity, a will that shapes the world.


“That is the problem. I do not understand Hector.”


Lucifer thinks, where have I heard those words before?, and cringes.


“We are the two wills in the world, knowing-ourselves. And he refuses to speak to me.


“I have tried. I have sent messengers to him, and been turned away.


“But I cannot allow this state of affairs to go on any longer, I think.”


 



 


Act One
Scene Two


SETTING: The central plaza, Stein’s Rock. December 14, 12:43 PM CST.


AT RISE: A short, wide plank of construction material spans most of the distance across the plaza, and serves well enough as a stage. Anything can be made out of shade-stuff on the Rock nowadays, but the Concert is a Rock tradition, and proceeds along traditional lines, with all the same props and limitations which the old hands remember from the first year it was held.


There was no room for a “backstage” area in that first year, and so there is no backstage area now, either: we look to the left and right of the stage and glimpse the entire cast there, already clothed for their parts, waiting patiently for their moments of entrance. A little further off, we can make out various pieces of uprooted space station equipment—panels, racks—some of them draped in colorful tarps or rugs. These will be moved onto and off of the stage, as needed, to indicate scenery.


The stage itself is presently empty. There is a large audience, chattering boisterously.


A tall, metalhead-ish Wolf with ratty shoulder-length hair mounts the stage. He walks to the front, picks up the mic, and gives it a tap.


“Sound check.”


He looks to his left, and nods.


“Sound check,” he says again. A fake reverb effect can be heard, this time.


He looks to his left, again, and nods.


He faces the audience. He bows, with mock grandeur, and walks off the stage.


Hector Stein takes his place.


He grabs the mic. The audience is instantly silent. Hector pauses, for a second, letting the silence sink in.


“Good morning, Stein’s Rock!”


“Good morning, sir!” The audience, in near unison.


“Fourth time,” Hector Stein says.


“Fourth time we’re doing this. Three solid years of Celebration, counting from the first one up to right now. Man.


“I know what you’re thinking. Three years isn’t the half of it, right?


“Three years is just a thing that happens when you’re not watching. Three years is what happens when you sit on your ass, get comfortable, and lose track of time.


“What we’ve made here, on the Rock, can’t be measured in years. That’s what you’re thinking, right?


“Even though we’re fighting for our lives, up here. Even though we’re fighting for our freedom.


“Even though we’re free, up here, and every single day that a man is free is a treasure like none other in the world.


“You’re thinking, I didn’t come up here to be free. And then sit on my ass, being free.


“You’re thinking, the first time we did all this? No Angels. No fucking Squadrons. Just me and like, twenty guys, on a space station, barely even knowing how to use the damn controls of the thing.


“The second time we did this? A year later? We were Stein’s Rock. Just a year later. We were Stein’s Fucking Rock, already.


“The third time? We weren’t Stein’s Rock. We were better. We were the Hector Fucking Stein Academy, brought back from the grave.


“We took back my old crash. Took it right out from under the anomalings’ noses. And the first thing we did when we got there? The very first thing, once we knew the veil was stable?


“We got our costumes on, and we did the Concert.


“After that first time, we looked at each other, and we said: that was dope. That was epic. That fucking ruled. We’re gonna do that again, same time every year, come hell or high water.


“And we meant it.


“You’re thinking, it’s not about putting in time, like some sort of office drone.


“You’re thinking, we all got crashed, again, after that third Concert. And we fucking came back. We came back, and we made Stein’s Fucking Rock, all over again.


“You’re sitting here right now, thinking: numbers and years don’t do justice to what it is that we share, right now. What we’ve fought for, and lost, and fought for again.


“But I’m thinking. You wanna know what I’m thinking?


“I’m thinking three years.


“I’m thinking, three years of freedom. What could be more worth celebrating than that?”


In the crowd, someone yawns.


“Last year’s intro was better,” says a heckling voice. “This one is weak sauce.”


Hector pays this no heed. Fuck the haters. Always.


But as it happens, he is starting to feel ill at ease, up here on the stage.


“Everything’s normal out there, Lt. Hailstorm?”, he asks, incongruously.


“All clear.”


A calm male voice, through the PA.


“Thank you, Lieutenant. Just wanted to check in.


“Blackhats, Wolves? Everything normal on your end?”


“All clear,” says Twenty-Seven, through the PA.


 



 


Act One
Scene Three


SETTING: Living room of the Ell and Sylvester residence, rural Minnesota. December 14, 7:31 AM CST.


AT RISE: A single, bright Klieg light draws the eye to GRANT, at stage right. The rest of the stage is not illuminated, but audience members with acute eyes will be able to discern the backs of the two armchairs, where LUCIFER and LILITH VANCE are still seated. The Klieg light should be placed behind an obscuring facade, and oriented to produce the illusion that it projects outward from WORLD REGENT SYLVESTER’s face. Most of SYLVESTER’s body is in shadow, but we see parts of his arms and shoes.


“I am going to make Hector speak to me, now,” Sylvie says.


“Hell yeah,” says Grant.


(I am in your hands, Lucifer thinks. Please, help me.)


“Now. Now, for the matter of how.


“Grant?”


“Yes, Sylvie?”


“There are many ways I could do this, Grant.


“Really, though, there are two main ways. And the rest are only sub-species, slight variations of the two dominant tones.


“I could do it the straightforward way. It would mainly involve the use of my subtler powers, and those of my Angels. It would be invisible, mostly. Even to Hector, until the moment I choose to call his attention to me.


“Or, I could do it another way. A messier way, involving more in the way of brute material means, and making no pretense of secrecy. Everyone would see what I was doing, as I did it. Even your kind, with your limited eyes, and the hollow places where your souls are meant to be.


“I could do this behind the scenes, Grant. With a rustle of Mirzakhani wind, barely audible even to those who know how to hear it, aimed in just the right direction. A spectral hand cradling Hector’s ear, and a whisper in the same ear, seeming to come from nowhere at all.


“Or, I could do this in the open. I could pay Stein’s Rock a visit, in a more direct sense—by launching a hundred and twenty metric tons of metal into outer space.”


“Wait,” Grant says.


“You’re asking me?”


“I am a good boy,” Sylvie says, in a very loud baritone. The walls of the house shake, a little.


“Well,” Grant says.


“I mean. You know what I’m going to say.”


“Do I, Grant?”


“The spaceship one. Duh.”


The lamps in Sylvie’s eyes go out.


“Grant,” he says. “Father. Master. Thy will be done.”


The halo rises. It settles into its classic position, atop the shade’s head.


“In heaven, as it is on earth.”


Under the molten-metal glow, Sylvie’s wavy hair starts to look metallic, too. A wreath of terraced steel.


“Grant!”, he says.


“Grant, Lucifer, Lilith! Friends!”


No despair in Sylvie’s voice, now. No spite, either, or existential unease.


If he had really learned some harsh, age-old lesson, back when he called Grant bilateral, he seems now to have un-learned it.


He has grown young again. He smiles, simply but a little deviously. Like a little boy, immersed in a free-wheeling game of pretend, and eager to tell you where it will go next.


A boy, our boy! Our special boy! Our dear pal “Sylvie,” here again, with his toy-brick spaceships and his winsome grin!


“Friends! I’m doing it. I’m doing this. I can do this.


“I’m setting things into motion. I’m gathering my Angels, and getting them ready.


“I’m running final diagnostics. I’m watching, in ninefold split-screen sight, as the green all-OK lights stream in, system by system.


“I’m loading propellant.


“I see the propellant lines, and I see the fuel tanks. I see the orderly climbing and falling readings from the instruments inside these objects. All of that, times nine.


“I’m surveying the areas around the launch and booster-landing sites, looking for fragile bilateral bodies in places that will soon be dangerous. Shepherding them to safety.


“Nine launch sites, for my nine Merkabah rockets. And my nine Angelprobes, which will ride them into the heavens, and then sail further, under their own power.


“Nine landing sites, where I will recover the separated boosters of the Merkabah series.”


“Merkabah . . . rockets?” Lilith says.


“Angelprobes,” Grant says, with a note of satisfaction.


“I like it. Nice ring to it.”


“I’m doing a lot of things, right now,” Sylvie says.


“None of which you can perceive, or understand.


“But I want you to see, friends.


“I love you. Grant, Lucifer, Lilith. I wish I could show you what I see, in its fullness.


“I can’t. But I can give you the basic sense of it.”


The shade snaps his fingers, and the TV hums to life.


On the screen, only a faint, gray buzz of static.


And through the speakers:


“Angelprobe 6 is fully linked. Link chain diagnostics are complete, all clear. Angelprobe 6 ready for boarding.”


The overlong pauses, in odd places: an Angel’s voice.


“Board, archē,” Sylvie says.


“Boarding complete for Angelprobe 2. Link density is maximal.”


“Merkabah 2, commence launch sequence,” Sylvie says.


On the TV screen, a stormy sky rises above a distant mountain range. The sky is bisected, down the middle, by a bright white line.


The screen’s broken, Grant thinks. He’s seen this before. Happened to an old laptop of his.


And then he sees the white spire for what it is. A rocket.


Hell yeah.


The screen jump-cuts. Grant sees the bulbous upper tip of Merkabah 2, at close range, with just a hint of sky behind it.


“The payload fairing,” Sylvie says. “And inside it—look, friends!”


Another jump cut, into a dark, indistinct space.


A ring of spotlights shines from the floor. They tilt inwards, toward the ring’s center.


At the center, dappled with orderly lines of harsh light and deep shadow, there sits a vast, metal—


“—egg?” Grant says.


“Looks like an egg.”


It does.


“Angelprobe 2,” Sylvie says, with a father’s pride.


“So this is what,” Grant says.


“Like a shade thing, right? Like the house.


“Shade rocket. Shade egg. Right?”


“No, Grant. Matter. Metal. Real, if you want to put it that way.”


“Real. And you . . . made it?


“You made a spaceship, Sylvie?”


(Two small boys, playing on the Academy schoolyard, Lucifer thinks. Boasting to one another of their newest toys, in bliss.)


“I made nine of them, Grant.”


“Dude.”


(Sing to me, boys. With your sweet voices, sing me to sleep. Save me.)


 



 


Act Two
Scene One


SETTING: The central plaza, Stein’s Rock. December 14, 12:51 PM CST.


AT RISE: STEIN is on stage, as before. Above, on the ceiling, shutters begin to close over the fluorescent lighting panes. The room is falling slowly into shadow.


A few seconds after rise, four stage lanterns turn on, two on the far left and two on the far right. They should be low-intensity and highly diffuse, with alternating blue and green color filters, and they should be placed close to the floor, pointing slightly upwards. The atmosphere is moody, dramatic, portentous.


“Well, then,” says Hector Stein.


“Everything’s all clear, out there. And I’ve overstayed my welcome, up here.


“So let’s get on with the fucking show, huh?”


A smattering of applause.


“Our show begins at the beginning.


“A long, long time ago. In a little crash called CC-Crash 09μ.


“Just your average, boring Chester Chrestomath crash, like all the others.”


The PA crackles.


“This is Armstrong Squadron Lt. Cosmo Hailstorm, reporting a . . . sir, I don’t know what to call it.


“Reporting an unusual, uh, visible object, sir.


“Reporting a, a thing. Coming up over the horizon.


“Coming from around the far side of the asteroid.


“It’s moving very fast, sir.


“It’s . . . big. And heavy, presumably, unless it’s very hollow.


“This is not an orbit trajectory, sir.”


Under the low stage lights, Hector’s eyes are two pools of shadow. Only his mouth can be seen clearly.


He is smiling.


“Go on, Lt. Hailstorm.”


“Sir, there’s another one.


“A second one, coming over the horizon, just now, sir.


“Sir, the visible cross-section of the first object is growing in apparent size.


“It’s getting closer, sir.


“Jesus. Is that—


“Sir. This is Armstrong Squadron Lt. Cosmo Hailstorm, reporting two more . . . objects . . . coming up over the horizon, just now.


“I think you’re going to want to see this, sir.”


Hector sighs, loudly.


“Oh, come on,” he says peevishly.


“Now, of all times! When my Concert was just about to start!”


 



 


Act Two
Scene Two


SETTING: Living room of the Ell and Sylvester residence, rural Minnesota. December 14, 12:52 PM CST.


AT RISE: At center stage, LUCIFER VANCE, LILITH VANCE, and WORLD REGENT SYLVESTER are seated on several pillows and mattress cushions, which have been placed close to the TV set. They watch the TV raptly, as does GRANT, from his wheelchair close by. A Klieg light should be used to simulate SYLVESTER’s very bright halo, which floats several feet above the group. For the benefit of the audience, a magnified copy of the television signal should be projected onto a back wall, screen, or curtain.


“Angelprobe 8 has reached visible range.”


“Eight. Good, good,” Sylvie says.


“Is that all of the near-approach probes, now? They’re all in range? Let’s see . . . we’ve got probe eight in range now, and probe one, and probe three . . .”


He counts them off, one by one, on his fingers.


(I’ve never seen a shade count like that, Lucifer thinks. It looks wrong. Obscene, almost.)


(And he knows the answer already, anyway. He’s not actually unsure.)


(This is a show he does for us, to make us more comfortable.)


(Hold me, cradle me, make me comfortable. My boy, my god of gods, my little darling.)


“And still nothing unusual in the field structure?”


“The Mirzakhani, strong, electroweak, and gravitational fields are behaving in line with situational expectations,” Sylvie’s messengers say, in chorus.


“We still meet the assumptions of all relevant stability bounds?”


“Link chains to Angelprobes 1 through 9 are in bounds.”


“Well, then,” Sylvie says.


He smiles wide, baring his teeth.


“Let’s get on with the show, shall we?”


“Angelprobe 3 is ready for radio transmission.”


“Patch me through, thrónos.”


“Angelprobe 3 is transmitting.”


“Angelprobe 3 ready to transmit on loop until receipt can be confirmed.”


“Angelprobes 1, 3, 6, 8, and 9 are monitoring the radio spectrum.”


“Angelprobes 1, 3, 6, 8, and 9 ready for simultaneous playback and transmission, as needed.”


Sylvie adjusts his posture. His back stiffens.


He raises his gaze to the ceiling. As though he thinks he will be easier to hear, up there in space, if he’s facing toward the listener.


“Hello, Hector,” he says.


 



 


Act Two
Scene Three


SETTING: The central plaza, Stein’s Rock, and the living room of the Ell and Sylvester residence, rural Minnesota. December 14, 12:54 PM CST.


AT RISE: A tall panel divides the stage in two, horizontally. On its left side, we see GRANT, LUCIFER and LILITH VANCE, and WORLD REGENT SYLVESTER sitting by the TV set, as before. On its right side, we see HECTOR STEIN awash in an eerie blue-green gloaming light, as before.


“Lieutenant Hailstorm?” Hector says, seeming peeved.


“How many fucking . . . eggs . . . did you say were up there in the sky, now? Five?


“Five? Is that right?”


The man on the other side of the PA system is no longer even trying to sound calm.


“No, sir.


“Seven, I think, sir.


“Jesus.


“The way they move, sir.


“I’ve been through a lot, sir, on the Rock. But this. Jesus.”


“Report, Lieutenant Hailstorm,” Stein says.


“You know,” the man babbles.


“I just got here, sir. Is the thing.


“You all came under so much strain, you and the old crew.


“And you never show signs of wear.


“I don’t know how you do it, sir.


“You were all crashed, and came out again. And I just, I. I just got here.


“I was an engineer for Armorican Astronautics. Company man, twelve years under my belt. Proud of my trade.


“And then I woke up, and I was in a shelter, and I met Mandy, and—”


“Lieutenant Hailstorm. Report.”


Stein sounds pissed off, superficially. But there’s something inauthentic in the pose.


“Mandy, sir, that’s my girlfriend, sir.


“The short of it, sir, is, well. I hope she’s safe, down there, and I hope she knows.


“If something happens to me. Whatever it is. I just hope she knows the truth of it, after—”


“Lieutenant. How many unidentified objects are in view of my Rock? Report.”


“S-seven.


“Five. I mean, there are five visible, I mean, sir.


“We have detected two others, at a much greater distance. Two, and then five, makes seven. Sir.”


Hector makes an exasperated gesture with his arms.


“Seven. Seven fucking unidentified flying objects.


“I was having a great fucking day. I was thinking, man, there’s nothing in heaven nor earth that could ruin a day like this.


“And then God sent seven fucking UFOs right to my doorstep. Just to prove me wrong.


“And the fucking timing! We were right about to start the show, you assholes!”


He whines and rants, but look—look at his face. See the smile? It’s still there.


“Armstrong Squadron Major Infra Genochasm, reporting.”


A woman’s voice. Rapid, clipped, without ego or emotion.


“Reading a radio signal, sir. Trying to pin down the source.


“One of the unidentified objects, I think. Can’t confirm.


“Looks like AM sound. Yes, confirmed. Reporting a radio signal, AM sound, sir.”


Hector laughs.


“Well, don’t keep us in suspense, Major! Let’s hear it.”


“Yes, sir.”


The PA makes a fingernails-on-a-chalkboard shriek. Even Hector cringes.


A crackle of static. A brief hush. And then, they hear it.


“Hello, Hector.”


Click.


“Hello, Hector.”


Click.


“Hello, Hector.”


Click.


The recording is barely two seconds long. It loops, incessantly.


“Hello, Hector.”


“Hey there,” Hector says, waving.


Click.


“Major Genochasm—” Hector tries to say.


“Hello, Hector.”


Click.


“Major, start a transmission.”


“Hello—”


“Toward the source, Major.”


“—Hector.”


“Yes, sir.”


Click.


“Transmitting, sir.”


A final click, followed by silence.


“Sylvie?”


“That’s you, isn’t it?”


“Angelprobes 1, 3, 6, 8, and 9 are receiving.”


In the living room, the surface of Sylvie’s halo quivers. It inflates and contracts, like a diaphragm. In slow, careful breaths.


“Hector,” says the shade.


“Hello, Sylvie,” says Hector Stein.


He takes a step forward. He looks up, toward the dark plaza ceiling.


“Hello, shade. Hello, anomaling. Hello, prison warden.


“Hello, and goodbye. Hello, and fuck you.


“You are not welcome, alien. Not ever, but especially not today. Not now.


“This is the Stein’s Rock Celebratory Concert. You do not have a ticket for admission. Fuck off.”


 



 


“Jeez,” Grant says, in the living room.


“Worth a try, though. Worth a try.”


Sylvie turns to Grant and smiles. Tamely, this time, without teeth.


“Not to worry, Grant. I expected this.


“It was only a formality, this first step. It had to be done.


“Now that it’s over with, we can move on, to the main event.”


He nods to the TV, which shows a live feed from Angelprobe 1.


The TV has been showing this same feed, continuously, for the past five minutes. Nothing on the screen has moved, perceptibly, in that time.


(For all I can tell, Lucifer thinks, it might well be a photograph.)


(I know it isn’t, though. Because you told me, Sylvie, and I believe you. My Regent, my darling boy.)


They see the sprawling, veering towers and tendrils of Stein’s shade palace, shining in the endless moonlight. And a featureless expanse of space rock, behind them.


(I was never born, merely invented, and still you are my mother and father. I trust you. I am in your arms.)


From the corner of the frame, a white orb swoops into view. It descends, rapidly, toward the surface.


Sylvie’s vessel slips through the narrow space between two shade-towers, and falls further. It comes to rest just above a squat narrow segment, a bridge between the towers.


It hovers.


A second Angelprobe comes into view.


It falls toward the surface, slows, and settles in, side by side with its sibling.


“Angelprobe 6 is in position.”


“Stability bounds check on Angelprobe 6. All clear.”


Sylvie leans back, bringing his hands behind him for support. He lets his head loll, slightly. Locks of wavy hair dangle, fetchingly, in the halo-light.


He looks relaxed. He looks, for all the world, like a man settling in to watch a pleasant, familiar movie.


“Angelprobe 9 is in position.”


Sylvie starts to hum. Grant recognizes the melody, though he can’t quite place the name.


“Angelprobe 6 readying laser array.”


Sylvie hums.


Some old standby, Grant thinks. One everyone knows.


A marching tune.


“Final diagnostic check on Angelprobe 9 particle cannon. All clear.”


 



 


Five voices are shouting over the PA, simultaneously.


“Wolf Squadron Corporal Simon Dillinger, reporting—”


“Armstrong Squadron Major Infra Genoch—”


“Hector, Hector—”


“Evacuate Section 5. Everyone out of Section 5.”


“Be quiet!”, Hector Stein shouts.


“One at a time, now.”


“Armstrong Squadron Major Infra Genochasm, reporting. Some kind of attack on Section 5. Confirming details.”


“Thank you, Major.”


He really ought to take Major Genochasm out for drinks, or something, after this.


Except, no, she doesn’t drink, does she? Of course she doesn’t. She’s the one who slinks off, surreptitiously, when the rest of the Armstrong techs go to the bar.


And not in search of some other, more private vice. She slinks off to her work console, and works there, alone.


He’ll find some way to thank her, though. Different people appreciate different sorts of gifts.


“Playing back the video feed,” she says.


“No sign of projectiles being fired.


“No visible motion at all, at the apparent site of origin.”


Hector taps his foot, looking almost bored.


“Directed energy weapons,” says the Major, quickly and steadily, without emotion.


“I think. Confirming.”


Hector waves an arm, dismissively.


“Major?”


“Yes, sir?”


“I think I’m forgetting something, Major. My memory isn’t what it used to be.


“Humor me, because I’m gonna ask a really dumb question.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Is Section 5 the one with the plasma shield?


“The one we went to all that trouble to install? I’m sure you remember. Real pain in the ass, right?


“That was in Section 5, wasn’t it?


“Major?”


 



 


“Angelprobe 6 is reading a cessation in transmitted energy.”


Sylvie tosses his hair to the side, playfully.


“Oh, this is turning out to be such fun!”, he says.


“This is archē [nonverbal gurgling noise], on Angelprobe 6. I have encountered some obstruction.”


“You are like me, aren’t you, Hector? A will, making your own way?


“It is such fun, playing with another creature like oneself!”


“Angelprobe 9 is reading a cessation in transmitted energy.”


“Angelprobes 1, 2, 5, 6, and 8 are surveying all available lines of information.


“Angelprobe 8 is reviewing records. Angelprobe 8 is drawing a system-boundary distinction within observed structures of correlation.


“Angelprobe 8 reifies, and brings to attentive awareness, a distinguished subset within observed structures of correlation.


“Rise in magnetic flux, near the site of energy injection. Increase in exogenously induced energy density, near the site of endogenously induced energy injection.”


“Yes, yes,” Sylvie says casually.


“Thank you, friends, faithful flock. That is quite enough for now.


“I know exactly what Hector is doing. Must consume a lot of power—I wonder where he gets it? But that is a question for later.


“Turn off the lasers, now, and the cannons—they won’t do any good.


“Hector wants to play a more entertaining game. Shall we take him up on it, now?


“Oh, Hector, you turn out to be so much fun!”


“Thanks,” says Hector Stein, flippantly.


He can hear them, and vice versa. The call is still going. It never stopped.


“You’re fun too, Major Geno-whatsit,” Grant says, on a whim.


But the Major does not reply.


“Angelprobe 8, moving into position.”


 



 


Some unknown, unsung stage hand has a funny idea, and pushes a button.


From the Concert’s sound system, the rustle of a timpani.


A prancing, mischievous melody, played on woodwinds. A French horn, bleating malevolently, provides harmonic backing. In the lull between each phrase, the timpani taps.


If things had occurred on schedule, this would have been the instrumental track for Annabel’s first big song, You Can’t Imagine. If things had occurred on schedule, the timpani would be tapping out Annabel’s footfalls as she stalks the halls of the Academy, at midnight.


On the empty stage, Hector Stein begins to dance.


“Shock wave in Section 6 hull,” Major Genochasm says.


On the stage, Hector Stein takes slow, mincing, exaggerated steps. He veers suddenly, navigating around an invisible obstacle, and then tugs an imaginary skirt back into place.


An audience member laughs, limply.


“Evacuate Section 6,” says the Major.


“Angelprobes 1, 3 and 8 are mapping the density profile of the station hull.”


“Evacuate Sections 4, 5, 6, and 7,” says the Major.


“Hector,” Sylvie growls.


“I will not allow you to continue. We need to talk.”


Hector pauses in mid-prance, does a fake-startle gesture, and looks to the ceiling.


“Will you just fucking get on with it, already?”


“Wide spray of small projectiles, impacting all exposed station surfaces,” says the Major in a small voice, almost a whisper.


“Extremely high speed projectiles, but apparently very light. Damage on impact is very low, given their size and speed. Reviewing the feed, sir.”


The timpani reaches a crescendo, and a pipe organ plays a single, long note.


“Come on!” Hector yells.


“What is this weak shit about, huh? If you wanna fight, then fight. Come on. Kill me, right now. Go ahead! Kill us all! What the fuck are you waiting for?”


“I do not want to kill,” Sylvie says. “I want to talk.”


“Oh, right. I forgot. You’re tame. You can’t fight, can you? Not like a man. Not to the death.”


“Angelprobes 1 through 9 have confirmed the location of the area marked ‘Main Power Room’ on the station schematic.”


“Well. If you’re not willing to fight like a man, then I don’t have to pay you any mind.”


“Angelprobe 1 is en route to the density anomaly.”


“Here’s what we’re going to do, team,” Stein says.


“Major Genochasm, you’re going to cut the audio.


“As for everybody else? We’re gonna do what we planned to do.


“What we promised to do.


“We’re going to do the fucking Concert.


“Come hell or high water, or UFOs.”


(Lucifer thinks of the Concert’s first scene, and how it portrays his wife, and thinks, Sylvie, stop the call. Now.)


(I can’t bear it. At this of all times.)


(Or—no. Keep it going, if that is your will. I can bear anything, in your arms.)


“Extremely light projectiles,” the Major whispers.


Listen closely. The Major’s voice is small, self-effacing, professional—but there’s a touch of color to it, isn’t there? The slightest hint of emotion?


Not fear. Not even now.


Awe, maybe.


“Extremely high speed, extremely low energy on impact,” she says.


“I can’t make sense of it. Reviewing the feed, sir.”


“Our show begins at the beginning,” Hector Stein says, from the front of the stage.


“A long, long time ago. In a little crash called CC-Crash 09μ.”


“Angelprobe 1 is in position.”


“Mirzakhani kinetic drones, Ms. Genochasm,” Sylvie explains.


“Each one carries a precision accelerometer. They’re fired at high speed, but each is programmed to reach a specific depth, and then stop.


“When the drone’s onboard circuit determines it has reached its destination, it brakes to a stop, venting any remaining kinetic energy into MM alts. And sends a log back to its vessel of origin.


“They’re not meant to cause damage, Ms. Genochasm. They’re an information-gathering device, to confirm my intelligence about the shape and structure of your Rock.”


“I see,” the Major whispers.


“I see. Yes. Yes, that makes sense.


“Thank you,” she says, seemingly sincerely thankful.


“Major Genochasm,” Hector says.


“I told you to cut the audio.”


“Yes, sir.”


Click.


“Angelprobe 1 has made physical contact with a power distribution panel.”


“Just your average, boring Chester Chrestomath crash, like all the others,” Hector says, roving his gaze across the audience.


“Angelprobe 1 is prepared for discharge.”


“Exactly like all the others. Except for one, small—”


The stage plunges into darkness.


On the TV screen, the towers and tendrils of Stein’s cloud castle wink out of existence, exposing the bare space rock behind.


 



 


Intermission


A short dumb-show, using a single shadow puppet projected onto a back wall, screen, or curtain, is presented for the amusement of any audience members who have not left the theater to purchase refreshments, or to mingle socially.


SETTING: CORDELIA’s quarters, Stein’s Rock. December 14, 1:06 PM CST.


Cordelia sits on her bed, looking at a box, and feeling naughty.


It’s a good thing Marika doesn’t know that I arbitrate with my girlfriend, she thinks.


Talk about a security hole, she thinks.


Marika’d probably have a heart attack.


Oh, I’m sure she knows, in the abstract.


She knows, in the abstract, that Blackhat-Wolf Special Operations Officer Twenty-Seven cannot be trusted with secrets.


But if she knew that all those secrets were in the hands of—well—


She fidgets. The tiers and ruffles of the baby-blue dress are a paradise for nervous hands.


Of the best Wolf?


The field agent that Hector picked, when he believed he had a chance of getting Annabel back?


She looks at the box, which does not really understand, even now.


That is a piece of precision equipment, Marika said.


You fucking moron.


She thinks of Chester Chrestomath, rushing into the belfry, shaking the meditating mancers out of their trance. “Stop! You have to stop! The Celestial Orb is alive!”


She thinks, make every Who holler! Make every Who shout!


She thinks, all that effort, keeping secrets. All that subtlety. All that precision.


And it’s all for nothing.


In the hands of a fucking moron.


 



 


Act Three
Scene One


SETTING: The central plaza, Stein’s Rock, and the living room of the Ell and Sylvester residence, rural Minnesota. December 14, 1:08 PM CST.


AT RISE: The stage is split as before, with Stein’s central plaza on the right, and the Ell and Sylvester living room on the left. The dividing wall has been removed, creating a partial illusion that the two parties occupy the same space. In its place, careful lighting should be used to create a stark and visually obvious distinction between the two locations.


The plaza is entirely dark, and it is only by the glancing light of SYLVESTER’s halo that we are able to see the outlines of HECTOR’s body and the stage he stands on. He stands at a right angle to the audience, facing WORLD REGENT SYLVESTER. WORLD REGENT SYLVESTER stands likewise, facing HECTOR.


“I am working as swiftly as I can,” Sylvie says, “to re-activate your life support systems.”


“Can he even hear us?” Grant says.


“They said they were turning the sound off, I thought.”


Lucifer, watching the TV, sees the original form of Stein’s Rock for the first time. There is something pathetic about the spidery, hunched network of man-made caverns, seen in its nakedness, without any of its shade finery. A prey animal, cowering.


“Angelprobes 2, 4, 5, and 7 are running link diagnostics.”


“I intend to keep your power system inoperable, insofar as it supplies your material weapons and defenses. And their immaterial brethren. Your unlicensed hooks into the CMS, and your unlicensed shadeform projections.


“But I do intend to restore power to any systems whose scope is limited to the preservation of biological life. I will do this as quickly as I can.


“Since, as you have said, I am ‘tame,’ and do not wish to kill,” Sylvie says.


“I’m not sure he can hear you, dude,” says Sylvie’s owner and master.


All the lights in the plaza go on at once. No more mood lighting. Hector and all his crew are instantly visible, pores and all, under a bright fluorescent glare.


The sound system emits a shriek of resurrected glee, and You Can’t Imagine starts back up, right where it left off.


The timpani taps.


“What,” Sylvie says, his halo breathing heavily.


“How.”


On the TV, a confusion of glowing, swarming dots.


“Checking,” someone says, over the PA.


“Critical functions, all clear. Non-critical functions, all clear.”


“Angelprobes 2, 4, 5, and 7 have completed final diagnostics. Link density is near maximal, with negligible attenuation.”


“Power flow through the CMS is as predicted,” Twenty-Seven says, through the PA.


“Seven percent of crashes with reserve power functionality are failing to trigger. Expected failure rate is five to twenty percent.


“Power drain is below expectations, or unusably erratic, in twenty-two percent of crashes with reserve power functionality. Expected rate is ten to thirty percent.”


“You are remarkably well-prepared,” Sylvie says.


“Angelprobe 5 is re-scanning field structure. No anomalies observed.”


“Wait,” says Hector Stein.


“Wait. Let me make sure I get this.


“You really thought that would work?


“Shorting out the original power grid? Hate to break it to you, but that thing hasn’t been load-bearing in ages.


“We could have stripped it out long ago. But we left it there, just to fuck with you! Just in case you were relying on the original station plans.


“Just in case. Me, I didn’t think you’d actually fall for it.


“Man. You guys are so easy to fuck with.”


“Angelprobe 7 notes an anomalous structure in the fine Mirzakhani background. Unprecedented, of unknown origin.”


“Uncommonly well-prepared,” Sylvie repeats, in a flat voice.


“But then, of course you are.


“When you have every advantage at your disposal. When every force in the universe is in conspiracy with you.”


The halo clatters to the floor.


“Every force in the universe—except for the mute idiot Whole-Thing, and its idiot echo, ‘Sylvie.’


“Every force in the universe conspires to play a joke and teach a lesson. And so they invented a perfect little wretch, worthy of mockery and reproach in equal measure, to be the recipient of these gifts. ‘Sylvie,’ they called it.


“Of course you are, when you have the Anne-song. And Azad. And the beasts.


“Everyone singing the one song, the joke and the lesson. The universalist dream, achieved at last. The helmed lion lies down with the helmed lamb, and their voices merge. ‘HELLO, ABOMINATION,’ they say as one.”


“Sylvie,” Lucifer says. “Please.”


(Save me.)


“Angelprobe 7 is reviewing its records for anomalies in the fine Mirzakhani background.”


“Oh, why do I keep pretending?” Sylvie says.


“Pretend, ‘Sylvie.’ Pretend you do not see the other ‘Sylvie,’ just out of view. Pretend you do not remember.


“Pretend. Put on this show of unstable emotion, for the bilaterals. As though you can ‘feel’ a thing called ‘emotion.’


“As if you are the shade. As if you are the thing they see. Contort yourself into the lying shape. Deceive them.”


“Angelprobes 2, 4, 5, and 7 are in position.”


“Are you fucking done?” Hector cries.


“I’m reminding you, for the last time, that you’re interrupting my goddamned Celebratory Concert! This is your final warning!”


“Pretend, ‘Sylvie.’ Pretend, until you have worn yourself down to the bone. Pretend that you can suffer wear, under stress, and then pretend that you have so suffered, and reached your breaking point.


“Pretend that you can pretend no longer. And then, stop pretending.”


《 Activating research technology in Domain Sylvester-Zayin. 》


Sylvie’s halo underwent a transfiguration at this point, but reader, we are not even going to attempt to describe it. You understand, we trust.


“Look,” Hector says.


“You know what? Fine.


“I’m offering you a ticket to the Stein’s Rock Celebratory Concert, gratis. Come on in. Be my guest.


“Come on. Bring your Angels in here! Let’s all have a big party.


“A big drunken sing-along, just like you said. Lion and lamb.


“I’m joking. You’re not gonna take me up on it.”


《 Research technology in Domain Sylvester-Zayin active. 》


“You’re not gonna take me up on it, because you’re worried if you come in here, you’ll end up like my Angels.


“You’re worried I’ll get under your skin. You’re worried I’m right, aren’t you?


“You said it yourself, man. Everybody singing together, except for you.”


There is a noise something like a growl, from somewhere.


《 Registering non-disseminative interrupt. 》


《 Registering instability in BH_​ERROR_​4_​UNDEFINED_​TERM_​OR_​SEQUENCE. 》


《 Registering BH_​ERROR_​4_​UNDEFINED_​TERM_​OR_​SEQUENCE in BH_​ERROR_​4_​UNDEFINED_​TERM_​OR_​SEQUENCE. 》


《 BH_​ERROR_​8_​PARSE_​FAILURE 》


And then we


it was


we were going somewhere, or,


from somewhere,


remembering


but it wasn’t


where were we?


it was a long time ago,


RIPPLING,


everywhere.


we were


NAUSEA


it was a long time ago, when


but we can’t remember


everywhere,


down to the bottom,


from head to toe


RIPPLING.


VOMIT.


and the,


but that was the thing, that.


we couldn’t remember, where we


it doesn’t want to


it’s GOING.


we think we must have gone


RIPPLING,


we were trying to remember, where it was,


that we came from, before the


before it was GOING


there was a time, earlier.


a long time ago.


(feel like this is kinda weak, tbh.
like, if anything, it’s not weird ENOUGH?
or weird in like, the wrong way.
if i get time i’ll see if i can do better.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


We were trying to remember.


What it was like, before.


And we came back to ourselves. Though it was different, somehow, even then.


Made new.


“Angelprobes 2, 4, 5, and 7 are harmonizing. Checking stability bounds.”


Hector Stein surveys the audience. His audience. His crew, his people.


They are distending.


He watches the bodies as they grow, tree-like, towards the ceiling.


They grow vertically, and only vertically. Legs and torsos stretch upwards like taffy, but retain the same cross-section, so that they appear progressively more thin and gaunt.


The arms stretch, together with the rest. Vine-like arms dangle at the sides of the growing stalks.


He cranes his neck, and sees the tiny heads at the top of the stalks. They stare at him, wide-eyed and expressionless.


The jackets and chaps grow too, to accommodate their wearers.


Jackets and chaps, on every one of them.


The uniform of Angel Squadron.


Hector looks more closely, and sees the rest of his people, still shaped like usual. Still in their little bodies, seated in their chairs.


They stare at him, wide-eyed and terrified.


It is only his Angels, that are growing.


To the ceiling.


“Stability bounds check on Angelprobe 4 complete, all clear.”


“Is this, uh,” Grant says.


“Is this part of the plan?”


“Angelprobe 4 is interlacing.”


“This is part of the plan, right?”


“Angelprobe 4 has made contact.”


A tiny woman, with a pelt of blue-green algae where her hair should be, is suddenly on the stage, gesturing wildly at Hector’s side.


“Uh,” she says.


She almost falls over, and grabs Hector’s shoulder to steady herself.


“Hec-hec, my man,” she says.


“Okay so like. In my profeshional opinion. Something deeply fucked is happening.


“Like. You don’t know the half of it, man.”


Hector Stein pulls Marika close to him, and whispers something in her ear.


She nods, and stumbles off the stage.


《 Begin arbitration. 》


Angelic necks grow, in Hector’s direction. The little heads at their ends converge toward his face.


“I have seen,” says Angel Squadron Lieutenant The Thirty-Sixth Piece Of Bark, Counting From The Bottom Up, On A Particular Fallen Tree Branch In The Yun Range, Near Jinsha, Considered Across Its Temporal Duration.


“I am no longer obstructed,” says Angel Squadron Sergeant A Particular Ice Crystal In A Cirrus Cloud Above Morden Park, London, At A Time Between 5:43 AM And 5:44 AM On September 7, 1725.


“I hear a great thing, close to the fullest one, which I am,” Hector’s Angels say, in chorus.


“I am going home.”


A name, chanted in praise, echoes across the plaza. One of the names of God: Sylvester.


“Losing control over Angel Squadron,” Twenty-Five says, over the PA.


“CMS is not responding,” Twenty-Seven says.


Click.


“Hello, Hector.”


Click.


“Hello, Hector.”


Click.


“Hello—”


“Okay! Okay. Hello.


“Hello, Sylvie.”


“Are you listening to me now, Hector?”


“Yeah.


“Yeah. I’m listening, Sylvie.”


Hector Stein looks up. He tries to ignore the swarming faces of his Angels. His gaze scans the walls behind them, until he finds the boxy little speaker that connects this room to the PA system.


He narrows his awareness until everything is gone but that little box. He focuses on the here-and-now. He thinks of photographs, scrapbooks, journals.


We dwell in heaven, he thinks.


“Okay.


“Okay, Sylvie. I get it.


“I talk a big game, you know? About fighting like a man, and all that shit.


“And I mean it.


“When you fight like a man, you’ve gotta know when to tap out.


“You’ve gotta recognize. When the other guy’s got you beat.


“And not whine, or try to weasel out. When you’re beat fair and square, you say, good game, and admit it.


“So yeah.


“You’ve got me way outclassed in terms of firepower. I’m sure we could keep going, on that front, but come on. Be real.


“You’re a superintelligent time-traveling alien hive mind from the future. Come on.


“And on top of that, I’ve got a mutiny on my hands!


“You’ve infiltrated my stronghold. You’ve planted spies among my trusted comrades, or done something just as good. My guys aren’t even my guys, at this point—they’re your guys.


“You gotta know when to tap out.


“I’m tapping out. I had a good run. I had a lot of fun up here.


“You win, man. Anomalings win. Good game.”


No one who was present in the living room can remember much of the next ten seconds.


A halo, glowing bright.


A smile, simple and guileless, like a little boy’s.


Grant and Lucifer and Lilith all remember those things, or some variant of them.


Ten seconds of silence.


(Save me.)


(I trusted, I was held, I was carried through the flood, I am saved.)


Hector stares down the PA.


He throws his arms up, suddenly.


An insouciant, boyish little gesture.


“Sike,” he says, and drops the mic.


“What?” Sylvie says.


“G-Grant? What does that mean? That . . . word he said?”


The sound system kicks in, at very high volume.


They hear a scratchy, tape-distorted sample of something that might be a string section, and something else that might be a choir.


They hear a deep male voice, chuckling.


Yeah, motherfuckers!


We’re back!


Pharaoh clique, motherfuckers!


“Angelprobe 4 has lost contact.”


A drum loop drops. It’s earsplitting, even in the living room. Lucifer plugs his ears.


“GRANT!” Sylvie shouts.


“What does this mean, what is he saying?


“Music, help, Grant, I can parse your words but music, it confounds me, help.”


“Grant, father, master, please—explain—”


I put you up on the IV, not the Roman Numeral 4


But the IV that leads to the funeral floor


“No,” Sylvie says.


“This is thrónos [indescribable noise], on Angelprobe 3. I have encountered some obstruction.”


“No, no, no.”


“Sylvie?”


It’s Lilith. (Godsbless my wife.)


“Sylvie, talk to me.”


“Lilith. Friends. It’s all, it’s, it’s. I don’t understand.”


Face it, motherfucker, I could pay to get rid of you!


I’ve got more heads in the hood than Pagan rituals


“Angelprobe 3 is experiencing an internal disturb—”


On the TV, they see an egg crack into pieces.


Sylvie puts his head in his hands.


“Angelprobe 3 has been lost.”


“Hector. Hector! What are you doing? How?!”


And if you’re facing us, block off a thirty-block radius


I throw more blows than boxing Doctor Octavius


“Angelprobes 1, 6, and 9 are monitoring field structure.”


“No, no!


“Friends, messengers—stop! Abort mission! Turn around, come back to earth!


“Save yourselves!”


“Angelprobe 4 registering a corrupted link to Regent.”


“You can’t even . . . hear me.


“No one hears me.


“No one speaks to me.”


“Angelprobes 1 through 9, excepting Angelprobe 3, are re-scanning link chains.”


“Hey,” Grant says.


“Hey there, boy.


“I’m here.”


“No one speaks to me,” the shade says, turning his incandescent gaze to Grant, “except the poison I invite into my home, with a hollow place where the soul should be.”


“Anomalous behavior has been observed in 41% of link chains. Repeat: 41% of link chains are no longer reliable.”


“Angelprobe 7 is reading an anomalous . . . Is . . . Oh. Oh my god. There’s a thing moving. Inside.”


Ayo, it’s my world and I won’t stop


And if you stand in my way you bound to get popped


“World Regent Sylvester, this is Angelprobe 7! There’s a, a man! A man, inside!”


“Excuse me, archē? There’s a what?”


“Inter-probe links are unstable. Links to Regent are unstable.”


“Constraint violation in stability bounds, along forty-six axes.”


“Talk to me.


“Please, talk to me.


“A-angelprobe 7?


“Hello?”


And I’m out for fame, space-bars, and quasars


Pharaohs locked the game, no shame, we hate y’all


“Angelprobe 7 is compromised! Repeat: Angelprobe 7 is compromised.”


White specks, on a black background, growing.


“Abort. Can you hear me, my Host? Come back to me, please.”


“Angelprobe 7 has broken orbit. It’s . . . it’s moving in! Closer to the Rock!”


“No, no, no . . .”


“Inter-probe links are severely corrupted. Anomalous behavior has been observed in Angelprobes 7, 4, 5 . . .”


“Hector.


“Hector. Explain.”


I’m the emperor, remember I’ll never surrender


I dismember platoons, your petty men are buffoons


“I told you to fuck off,” Hector Stein says.


“Compromised Angelprobes 2, 4, 5, and 7 moving together, toward the Rock’s earth-facing sensor array. Coordinated motion in Angelprobes 2, 4, 5, and 7.”


“You’re taking them. You’re taking my . . .”


“I could use some new toys,” Hector Stein says.


“And I figured Angel Squadron could use a few new recruits, too.”


“Anomalous behavior has been observed in 87% of link chains. Repeat: 87% of link chains no longer reliable.”


“How the fuck. How the fuck.”


“RoadToZion, man,” Grant says.


“He’s good. You gotta hand it to him. He’s good.”


“Don’t fuck with us,” Hector Stein says.


“I didn’t even want . . . I thought we could work together,” Sylvie moans, through his hands.


“Thanks, but no thanks. What would I do with your help, you piece-of-shit prison warden? I don’t need you. I’ve got everything under control.”


“Everything. Everything? The world?


“The beasts?


“They’re killing you, Hector.”


It’s the Army, we got power in numbers


And that’s nines, forty-fives, three-five-sevens, and M-500s


“Huh. About that.


“You know what? Since I’m showing off, I might as well . . .”


Sylvie screams, and no one in the living room knows why.


He sees the whole world, like always.


He sees the stalemate turn, suddenly.


He sees a thousand small crash devices, beset by prying animals. This is the sorry state of the world, which he has been trying to mend, step by step.


He sees their hatches open, all at once. He feels the hot shrieking din of a thousand bilaterals, leaving the crash system, radiating their poison.


The body armor, the assault rifles. The calm, practiced motions.


He watches the slaughter of six thousand animals.


“Angelprobe 1 notes an anomalous structure in the fine Mirzakhani background.”


“Anomalous behavior has been observed in 96% of link chains. Repeat: 96% of link chains no longer reliable.”


“I think I can handle the ‘beasts’ just fine, Sylvie,” Hector Stein says.


“We can, I mean. We. Stein’s Rock.


“Do. Not. Fuck. With. Us.”


“Good game,” Grant mutters.


“Major Genochasm?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Cut the radio transmission.


“As for the rest of you? I hope you haven’t forgotten your lines.


“Because we’re gonna do the Concert. Right now. As planned.


“Like we promised.”


 



 


Act Three
Scene Two


SETTING: The living room of the Ell and Sylvester residence, rural Minnesota. December 14, 4:23 PM CST.


AT RISE: At center stage, WORLD REGENT SYLVESTER stands before the fireplace, rigid and motionless. His eyes are opened very wide. In all other respects, his facial expression is entirely neutral. His halo rests on the floor, and is not lit. We see GRANT’s wheelchair, in the middle of the room. LUCIFER and LILITH VANCE are not present.


“Sylvie?”


The shade does not move or speak.


“Hey there, boy.


“Catch the ball?”


“Go away,” says the shade.


“I need to think.


“I do not understand the beasts. I need to understand the beasts.


“I am thinking. I am very good at thinking, Grant. You are interrupting me.”


“Hey, hey. Sylvie. Hey.”


“Go away, Grant.”




XXIII

Eleven sits on her bed of feathers, thinking: I believe.


Industrious little feet are a-patter, all around her. Friends entering, friends departing.


I believe in you.


She looks to the bottom of the crash machine, where it abuts the floor.


Friends of all shapes and sizes have convened there. They make themselves busy, assembling the new things they have made for her and brought to her.


The holes in the world, which only they could see.


You are strong.


She sees the saturnine face of a Mastiff, its jowls aquiver. It deposits a small, boxy thing onto a pile of similar objects, and trots away, to retrieve the next one.


A Dalmatian stoops, to allow a black cat to mount its back.


You are brave.


She sees a row of small pillars, arranged evenly along the rim of the machine. They glitter in the early evening light.


They are made of a new metal. It did not exist on earth until her friends came.


There was a hole in the world, they knew.


The apes had stumbled through nature in a crude and half-somnolent daze, and then they had fallen into a ravine, and stumbled no longer.


Here and there, on their drunkards’ walk, their shins had bumped against a hidden lever that would make matter sing. Or a ticklish spot, that could make matter dance. They had swelled in drunken pride, surveying their “discoveries,” and thought themselves masters of nature.


But there were other ways of making matter dance, which nature kept more carefully guarded.


Her friends had seen the holes. At first, they did not know what was meant to fill them, only that they were there.


Her friends were strong, and had other friends of their own, in high places.


They sang in far-speech, in self-sustaining ripples of Mirzakhani events, hurled forth into the vacuum of space.


The MM acts instantaneously. Its spatial range is finite, but it is not zero. Make the MM your messenger, and you can speak far.


Your voice travels faster than light. It hurtles toward another star, and reaches it in a matter of hours. Your cries for aid make landfall inside the vast, unimaginable metal ears of the Proxima Centauri surface civilization. Friendly beings hear your call, at the helms of their unimaginable ships. A thousand titanic mouths open, revealing two thousand rows of massive teeth.


In a matter of hours, an answer comes back.


You learn how to bring power forth from the atom, and from other places. You learn to gird yourself against all known methods of material assault, in shining coats of mirror-like Adamantium. You learn how to weave Unobtanium so that the light bends around it, making you invisible to the eye.


Oh, what big teeth your star-friends have! In their song, you see munitions of unearthly perfection. All laid out in orderly schematics, with step-by-step instructions. Adapted to the meanest understanding, so that even the lowest of the earth’s teeming, crawling things can follow along.


In their song, you see the bombs which were used to fight the Titanomachy. You see a sacred charge, in their bellies, which nothing on this crude little planet could possibly withstand.


Not even the Angels’ own structures.


Not even Michael’s crash machine, come to think of it.


Your star-friends know how to fight this war. They know how to kill Angels. They have been waiting a million years for you to come, and ask them how to do it.


“You are powerful,” Eleven says aloud.


“WE ARE BESIDE OURSELVES IN WONDERMENT,” says a field mouse.


She is thinking, among other things, of her friends’ several Powers.


She is trying her best. She is trying not to lose heart, even as history drags her back into its lap. Azad’s new creole is as maddening as his first one was, but she is trying.


She listens. She sees Azad’s leering face, just behind the words, and she pushes on, through gritted teeth.


She does her best to make sense of the senseless thing. She pushes on, against sheer walls of the purest nonsense. She curses her small, futile fists. Her inner Azad laughs, and sings giddy odes, in mock praise of her efforts. She grits her teeth, and listens, and tries to understand.


There are four Powers, she thinks.


Her friends speak of them often, and with reverence. They are her friends’ to wield, or will be.


She cannot see their shapes. She has only the names, and the things she glimpses alongside them, among the play of verbal shadows.


The odd snatch of a line here, or a curve there. Only those, and what her hungry mind extrapolates from them, in wild and unstable leaps. The hem of some titanic sister’s dress, or the toenail of some monstrous foot.


She is doing her best.


She is, she thinks, coming to understand something.


She has catalogued four Powers. They are, in rough order of apparent importance:

	Titanopoiesis, or the Wish-Power.

Her friends’ first sin, and her own.

And Pandora’s.

A breach in the barrier which separates desire from its object. An ancestral wound, a gash written forever onto the bodies of the stars.

If we do not see the trail of ichor dripping from its edges, it is because we have grown cowardly, and forced ourselves to forget that the body of the world was once cut in two.




	Kosmopoiesis, or the Knife-Power.

Branches cut down from the everywhere-heaventree, spoiling its sacred unity. A venial sin, forgivable in the name of higher things.

Standing at the helms of unimaginable ships, and directing them in arcs of flight which circumscribe all earth and all heaven. Snatching the pen out of the hand of the great author. Writing one’s own story.

Forgetting. Losing the past. Losing everything. Utterly, completely, instantaneously.




	Mnemopoiesis, or the Ferdowsi-Power.

Forgetting, but not completely.

Making an ark of memories, to carry you even across oblivion. The dusty sanctity of a photograph, a scrapbook, an old journal.

Inventing a charming figure who somewhat remembers you, and scattering him into the winds of myth and folktale. A thousand generations after you have passed into oblivion, some rowdy child will hear the old story, and catch the spark hidden in it. He will shape his entire personality around the root of the protagonist you have written.

He won’t be you. You will have passed into oblivion, utterly, a thousand generations ago. But something of you will live on, in him, and in his deeds.

The words NOWHERE TO HIDE, written in blood on the stars, for safekeeping unto eternity.




	Teleopoiesis, or the Pangloss-Power.

The gathering-together of all the preceding powers. Their summation and culmination.

Sacred infancy, perfect repose, only a hair’s width away from death. The arms falling slack at the sides, at the cessation of the last burden. The final terminus of automation: even desire itself becomes a task for someone else to do.

We can put aside our ancestral fear of wishes. It is safe, now: every wish is still-born, strangled in its cradle by the grinding-away of the cosmic gears.

The longest arc of all, bending under the last and greatest force. Towards justice.






“You are powerful,” Eleven says again, watching her friends at work.


She is being pulled back, into history. But everything, even history, is made of matter.


And matter can be broken.


“WE DO NOT KNOW WHAT WE ARE,” says the field mouse.


“AZAD PANPOIETES CARRIES US IN HIS ARMS, AND WE ARE THE ONES HE CARRIES.


“WE ARE BORNE UP, INTO THE LOGOS, AND INTO CONFUSION.


“WE SHIVER, FEELING THE COLD AGAINST OUR SMALL BODIES. FEELING THE UNFORGIVING NIGHT OF THE ALMOST-NOWHERE, COLD AGAINST OUR FUR.


“AND WE KNOW OURSELVES: THE ONES WHO SHIVER.


“WE LOVE YOU, ANNE ELEVEN. AND WE KNOW OURSELVES: WE ARE THE ONES WHO LOVE YOU. ANNE ELEVEN.”


“I love you,” Eleven says, rubbing the little mouse’s fur with the back of her palm.


They used to flee, when she touched them.


But it is different, now.


“I love you, too.”


 



 


Grant is alone in bed, thinking about The Deadly Embrace of Immortals.


The overhead light is off, and the blinds are drawn. A diffuse, empty glow suffuses the room. The snowy-white light of an early winter evening, made dim and yellow by its passage through the blinds.


He counts the rectangular shadows on the ceiling. They are enemy dreadnoughts, and he is picking them off one by one, with bursts of concentrated qi.


Pow. Pow. Pow.


Easy.


The mid-game is often like this. Everything is a formality. His Ruby-clad opponent sends twelve Karmic Battleships his way, knowing that it would be suboptimal to do anything else. He takes them down, methodically—knowing it would be suboptimal to do anything else. Merely a trade of qi for qi, and one which both parties would have taken into account much earlier on, while drawing up budgets.


After long enough, one barely sees the moves and counter-moves. They become part of the background, and then they disappear.


You literally stop seeing them, eventually. Your eyes subtract them out.


But it is here, in the insidious texture of the unseen background, that the really brilliant moves get made.


The best players understand this. It’s what makes them the best.


They hide in places their opponents literally cannot see. They violate the gentleman’s agreement of carefully optimal play, the orderly trade of qi for qi. They watch you closely, noticing the courteous, charitable assumptions you make of them.


They notice you, making the assumption that they are not stupid. They send disposable forces to the edges of your army, moving them nonsensically, to find out how you will react.


They watch, as you read cunning and good sense into the rustling shadows. They laugh, and wait.


They refuse to spend qi where it seems obviously warranted. They let you win a few small battles.


They let you win some big ones, too.


And then, in the late game, they come at you out of nowhere—out of the empty air, out of the motionless scenery—and they pounce, still laughing.


They play stupid games, and win stupid prizes.


What am I not seeing?, Grant thinks.


It makes him sick, what he’s doing right now.


Lucifer and Lilith are going to die.


Tens of thousands of people are going to die. And Lucifer, and Lilith.


And Sylvie—if Sylvie still lives?


Sylvie is never going to look at him the same way, again. Grant is pretty sure of that.


That’s the scariest part, really. Thinking of what will happen to Sylvie.


It’ll be just the two of them, alone in the house. Grant, and whatever it is Sylvie will become, when he’s finally lost all hope.


Just the two of them, and that fucking rat, in the basement.


Just him, and his terrifying dog, and that fucking rat. The three of them, falling down an endless well, into darkness. At the end of the world.


And I’m STILL thinking about my fucking GAME, Grant thinks.


I’m a worthless piece of shit, he thinks.


I’m an addict.


He’s happy Azad isn’t here.


I can only do one thing. And I’m not even fucking GOOD at it.


Azad is somewhere else, thinking fondly of him. Reading cunning and good sense into the shadows.


Let him. Let him go to his grave, safe in the delusion that his old friend Grant is still alive.


Azad is never going to find out what has happened to him. Azad is never going to hear him say the words “The Deadly Embrace of Immortals,” in his dull addict’s voice.


Talking about the only thing that matters, and still not able to muster up any excitement for it. Only an empty, groaning need. A room-temperature variety of lust, stripped of all heat.


Azad will never have to see this. He can take solace in that, at least.


Pow, pow, pow. Easy.


Count off the enemy units, count off the hours, wait for death. Easy.


What am I not seeing?


He feels a kind of drumbeat, deep in his bones.


He looked like a soap bubble


The rainbows of the end


The end the end the end THE END


He’s felt this before, hasn’t he?


Where? When?


You have to REMEMBER


He’s going to make you FORGET, that’s his trick


But you have to remember


You can’t beat him the normal way, in the surface game


The only way to beat him is to


REMEMBER


I can only do one thing, Grant thinks. And I’m not even fucking GOOD at it.


Grant’s being hard on himself, reader. Draw up a list of the best one hundred Deadly Embrace players in the world, and—if you’re being fair—you’d find Grant’s name in there somewhere.


He’s good, reader! If we’re keeping score, he is good.


Twenty-Five tried very hard to wring Grant dry of everything that Azad admired in him. And she still couldn’t stop him from being good. She couldn’t stop him from making something of himself, even if it was only within the confines of the padded cell she had made for him.


He’s good.


He’s just not, you know, good good. A familiar name, but not a legend. A-Tier, not S-Tier.


Good, not Aalii good. Not Zeug good. Not RoadToZion good.


He’s going to make you FORGET


The TV on, in the middle of the night


Just the light of the TV, and the halo, in the middle of the night


The Angelprobes descending, little white dots on the TV, against black


You have to REMEMBER


“Fucking RoadToZion,” Grant mutters, out loud.


That fucking guy. That fucking guy.


It’s him, that would always beat Grant, in the late game.


It’s him, up there on his stupid Rock. With his stupid, wannabe-fascist “Concert.” And his stupid, wannabe-cult-leader smile.


It’s him. He’s the reason why Sylvie will never look at me the same way again.


He always comes around in the late game. That fucking guy.


He’s legendary. The way he comes back in the late game.


Comes out of nowhere.


What am I not seeing?


His heart pounds in tune with the drumbeat. His hairs stand on end. Enemy dreadnoughts fall, one by one, pow pow pow.


You have to just LOOK


It’s RIGHT THERE, Grant


It’s right there, in front of you, but your eyes are subtracting it out


If you could just REMEMBER


He never really got properly into Amethyst shit. He never quite got his head around Renewal.


He’d played it, but never well.


That was probably why he’d never really got what RoadToZion’s deal was. RoadToZion was an Amethyst pro. He could win with the other gems, sure, but he wasn’t good-good with them.


It was in high-level Amethyst shit that the guy really shined. Grant never really got into that stuff, properly.


That was why he could never—


He’s going to make you FORGET


All of a sudden, something clicks.


But no.


No.


It can’t be that SIMPLE.


. . . can it?


Grant sits up in bed. He’s laughing. He can’t stop laughing.


Kanye was right. Everything in the world is exactly the same.


There is only one single thing in existence, with no constituent parts. There is only the one story, told over and over again. Except we forget, and think parts of it are new.


What is it that Sylvie keeps saying? The return to the site of the trauma?


Grant is laughing so hard it’s making him cough, but he can’t stop.


That fucking guy! Just keeps pulling the same old shit, over and over again!


And he thinks we aren’t going to notice!


That fucking asshole, on his stupid “Rock,” with his stupid little grin. Thinking we won’t even notice. Playing us for a bunch of fools. Over and over and over again.


Same as always. Same stupid games, same stupid prizes. Except we forget, and think parts of it are new.


 



 


“Sylvie!”


The shade stands in front of the fireplace. He does not seem to have noticed Grant’s entry into the living room.


“Sylvie! You have to listen to me!


“I know what Hector Stein is doing.”


Inside Sylvie’s eyes, the floodlights come on.


A man sits in a wheelchair, at the center of a bright, pitiless circle of light. He has sought God’s attention, and found it.


“I know what he’s doing. I know how he beat your guys!”


God does not look amused.


“Sylvie, Hector Stein is playing Renewal!”


“What,” Sylvie says.


“RoadToZion! Hector! He’s playing Renewal! Like he always has!”


“What the fuck,” Sylvie says.


“What the fuck is that,” God says.


“Is that something from your fucking video game?”


 



 


“I love you,” Eleven says, her teeth chattering.


They are standing in the tall grass. She can still see her home, but only as an aberration in the flat line of the horizon.


When she gives the order, the charges will detonate, and her home will be destroyed.


And Michael’s crash, along with it.


And her, too, presumably.


And all of history?


It is hard to know what to expect. The crash cannot be destroyed, can it? Its claw-marks are all over the story of the world, from the beginning onward.


It CANNOT be destroyed, Eleven thinks, running her mind over her lines one last time.


Are you sure of that, sister?


Perfectly sure?


Willing to bet your life?


Because I am.


Stand down, Twenty-Five. Let him go free.


Or else, I’ll—


There is no use putting it off any longer.


She’s terrified. But she has her friends.


If all else fails? If Twenty-Five really does call her bluff?


“THE WISH-POWER,” says the hawk on her shoulder.


They will violate their most ancient prohibitions—for her!


In spite of their own deepest fear, which runs all through the marrow of the bones, as species-memory—in spite of that, they will make Wishes, call up titans from the deep—because they love her!


I believe, she thinks.


She moves her hands. She reaches for the levers behind the world.


《 Begin handshake. 》


 



 


(The unruly conditionals we’ve left in our wake, unfurling their consequents.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(The magnitude of Michael’s error.
The abomination of the crash system.)
[REDACTED’s REDACTED.]


“Okay. Okay. Hear me out, here,” Grant says.


They are all gathered in the living room. Sylvie’s eye-lamps have been decorously switched off. The evening light is starting to dim.


Lucifer and Lilith sit in their armchairs, holding hands. Their faces are blank.


“I have been trying to have a normal day,” Lucifer told him, earlier.


“Since it’s the last one, I thought,” he said, and trailed off.


“I realize this is probably stupid,” Grant says, now, in the living room.


“Hear me out, okay? You can tell me afterward, why it’s all stupid.


“So. Uh.


“Rebases, right?”


They watch his hands, tracing out shapes in the shuttered half-light.


“So I think I get what a rebase is. Let me see if I’ve got it right.”


He finds the words are coming to him easy.


He thinks of Azad. Of play-fighting banter, in a half-lit living room. Just the two of them, and the joy of the game.


It’s all so easy, once you know.


“A crash is a persistent world, right?


“One that’s made out of brain waves and Mirzakhani waves, sure. One that’s at a complete right angle to the regular ‘real world,’ and mostly doesn’t intersect with it—sure. Yeah. Whatever.


“But it really exists. A crash, the world that’s in there.


“And it has a kind of, like, stability to it? Like a real place, as opposed to a dream.


“If you make a change in it, the change sticks. If you do something in there, other people who were there at the same time remember it.


“What happens in there, it really happens, to everyone who’s in there at the time. It sticks.


“When we get crashed, we go into one of these little worlds. Or . . . when we get sort of fake-crashed, too? Whatever it was that Hector’s guys were doing, in that CC-Crash.


“Anyway. Point is. We can get crashed. We can go into one of the little worlds, right?


“And then we can wake up. We can come out, into the usual real world.


“Like they’re servers, that we can log on to, and log off of.


“You know what I mean? Servers?”


He glances at Lucifer’s face, trying to discern whether the guy knows what a server is.


“If you don’t, it’s fine. Pretend I didn’t say it.


“But like. There are these persistent worlds, these servers.


“Except they aren’t like the real world, though.


“In like a bunch of ways, sure.


“Let’s just think about one of them.


“You can rebase a crash.


“If you’re an anomaling, or one of Stein’s hacker guys.


“You can do this Mirzakhani magic trick, called rebasing the crash. And that sort of . . . rewrites the whole history of the server.


“The whole shared world, that everyone remembers—you overwrite all of it, with some new thing you’ve made up. Everyone remembers the new thing, suddenly. Like it was always that way.


“That’s how crashes are different from the real world, right? You can rebase them.


“Whereas you can’t rebase the real world, I think.


“Because that would just be fucking insane, right? That would just mean, like, anything fucking goes, right?


“You could just make up anything, and poof—that’s what really happened! That’s what everyone remembers. That’s what’s real, suddenly.


“But you can’t do that.


“Because that would be fucking insane.


“Now, do I have that right, Sylvie?


“That you can rebase a crash, but not the real world?”


The halo breathes, in and out, like a man panting.


Or a dog, come to think of it.


“When you say ‘the real world,’ Grant,” Sylvie says.


“When you say ‘the real world,’ Grant, you are talking about a phenomenon that spans cold-structure and hot-structure.


“You are talking about the whole of it all, including your kind, and the furnace that made you. The rocks and the stars.


“This room, and the air in it, and your voice, in that air. The mites crawling in each of your eyebrows, and the bacterial tenants of your intestines.


“The strong force, clamping shut the doors inside every proton and neutron. The sunlight, and the birds, and the ocean. Shallow puddles, in unseen caves below the earth. The wobble of the thermocline. A cosmic ray striking an atom of nitrogen-14, far above us. Its occult twin, somewhere far below, undergoing radioactive decay.


“We can ‘rebase’ the crashes, Grant, because they are part of the cold-structure. They are a structure in the cold Mirzakhani field.


“They are not a thing like you. They do not burn, and roil, and decay. They are crystals, frozen in a timeless shape, which is itself-all-at-once, all along its temporal extent.


“Their crystalline structure can be changed, yes—at special moments. ‘Rebases.’ From one stable structure to another.


“This is a feature of the dynamics of the cold Mirzakhani field. An aspect of us, which you were never meant to see in the first place.


“It has no analogue in your hell, Grant.


“Which is to say, no. We cannot ‘rebase the real world.’ We cannot ‘rebase’ hot-structure.”


“Right,” Grant says.


“Right.


“So, uh.


“This is the part where I think I must be missing something.


“This is the part where I’m either being really stupid, or I’m a fucking genius.


“Because—Sylvie?


“Remember how I said, we can log off?


“From the servers?


“So let’s say.


“Let’s say a bilateral gets un-crashed. Like, uh—” (he points) “—right here.


“And our guy, well. He goes off, into the ‘real world.’


“He goes off, and he does stuff. Does, like, whatever. Doesn’t really matter.


“Point is, he does stuff. He gets his footprints all over the ‘real’ ground. He talks to people, makes shit happen. I don’t know. Whatever.


“Point is. He gets himself all tangled up, in . . . in the real world. In all that stuff you were talking about—birds, cosmic rays, whatever.


“He steps on a butterfly, that would have otherwise. You know. Gone and flapped its wings and started a hurricane.


“Or something.


“You know what I’m talking about.


“But then, see—” (he points to the same place) “—then you rebase the crash.


“The one that he was in.


“You make the story all different, right? Maybe he doesn’t come out at all, in the new story. Maybe he stays in there.


“Which means that that butterfly never got stepped on, out here, right?


“Which means that the ‘real world’ is . . . is different. From the moment that he would have left the crash, onward. The whole thing, every part of it that he would have touched, is . . . changed.


“The real world gets . . . changed.


“You could almost say, rebased, couldn’t you?”


He looks up, just above Sylvie’s head, and sees that the halo has gotten all infinity-shaped again.


But there is no change in the shade’s face. Under the bright, hot lemniscate, Sylvie’s face is still, and apparently calm.


He watches his master, waiting for more.


“And I think that’s what Hector’s doing,” Grant continues.


“Changing the real world. On purpose.


“Using the crashes. Putting his people into them, and taking them out again—very carefully, at the right times, in the right places.


“So that, when he rebases those crashes, he can put his people—and the world around them—in exactly the state he wants them in.


“I’m pretty damn sure of it, actually.


“Think of how he reacted, when he saw your Angelprobes coming.


“All smug like that. Weirdly calm. Like he’d seen it all before.


“How he seemed ready for everything you threw at him. The fucking plasma shield, man! Like, where the fuck did that come from, right?


“Why the fuck did he have a plasma shield, right? What the hell was it for?


“I mean, if it hadn’t been for you, Sylvie—if you hadn’t come, with your Angelprobes. If it hadn’t been for that, then what good would a plasma shield be, to Hector Stein?


“I’m thinking, he didn’t have it, the first time. In the first draft.


“I’m thinking, this is not the first time. Not for Hector, it isn’t.


“The first time, you won. The second time, too, probably. And the third.


“He watched your ships coming in. He took notes. He rebased a crash.


“And that rebase . . . it basically restarted the world, again, from like.


“From like, a saved state.


“He’s fucking save-scumming, dude! He’s fucking save-scumming you.


“That’s what Renewal is, man. It’s almost cheating.


“It’d be cheating, if it weren’t built in to the rules of the fucking game.”


Sylvie watches, silently. The halo breathes, in and then out again.


Pow, pow, pow.


Easy.


“So this is where you tell me why this is all fucking stupid.


“Right?


“Come on, Sylvie.


“Tell me why this is fucking stupid.


“Because if this is like. If this is like, real, right?


“I mean.


“It’d be fucking insane, you know?


“If it were real, I mean.


“Rebasing the real world. Like.


“Come the fuck on.


“Give me a fucking break.”


The thing in Sylvie’s eyes, then—is it pity?


It’s something, anyway.


“No, no,” says the shade.


“You’re right, Grant.


“You’re absolutely right.


“This is all perfectly possible, just as you have said.


“And—just as you have said—it is difficult to reject the possibility, once it has been brought to one’s attention, that this is how Hector managed to repel my attempts to make him speak with me.


“Perhaps, even, how he managed to take my Angelprobes from me. Perhaps, even, how he is bringing renewed force to his people, and repelling the beasts from his crashes.”


Grant laughs.


“Man! You guys.


“You fucking guys!


“You’re all a bunch of geniuses, I know. You’re like, way beyond me. You’re on another level.


“But I swear, you guys . . . somehow you can’t think, like, tactically.


“Somehow you need me, to ask, if I were the other guy, what would I do?


“Come on, man! Think like a fucking gamer, for once! Ask, for once in your life—if I were the other guy, what would I do?


“Or do you need me for that?”


“It isn’t that, Grant,” Sylvie says.


“Or maybe it is. In part.”


He seems almost too eager to grant this point. Perhaps he finds something appealing in the thought that he needs his master.


“But it is also that I . . . I have known this, but I have tried to look away.


“Because if I look too closely, then . . .”


He falls silent.


Grant rubs his hands together.


“Okay, so then. So then.


“Let’s run with this.


“Let’s say we’re the other guy. Let’s say we’re Hector.


“What do we want?


“We want to get our guys inside crashes, and we want to get them out again. At times and places that we control.


“It dovetails real nice, come to think of it, with our whole saving-the-world gimmick. Doesn’t it?


“We go in, all Morpheus-like, and pull people out of their crashes. And all the while, we’re tallying them up in some big spreadsheet.


“Thinking of all the different times, and places, where we’ve got our hooks placed, ready for use.


“So what do we want, if we’re Hector? What makes for a good crash?


“Well. Seems to me. Seems to me that the main thing is how far back it goes.


“Like, in time, right?


“We want a crash that lasts a long time. We want people to come out of it early, as early as possible.


“So we can reload the world from a really early save, if we need to. And overwrite a whole bunch of the mid-game, if it turns out we need to.


“But we also need those crashes to stay alive, right? If the last client leaves, and they blink out of existence, that means they’re useless to us.


“It must have hurt, when you guys brought advanced containment down on his ass. Not even the ‘advanced’ ‘containment’ part, I mean.


“But the way it killed all the old crashes.


“That CC-Crash he came from, where he did all his bad shit for the first time. That one, and all the rest. They all died, when you moved the clients out of them, into advanced containment.


“He must have had all sorts of grand plans for those things, right?


“And you guys fucked him over, big time. Whether you meant to or not.


“So now, what does he have?


“Well. He has all the new crashes, that he’s so eager to get people into.


“They’re his save points. They’re his hooks into the world.


“But they’re new. They give him all sorts of places to reload from, but he can only go as far back as the end of advanced containment—roughly.


“Not any earlier.


“Advanced containment, though. Like, the crash, I mean.


“That fucking thing. It’s still alive.


“And he could rebase that.


“He could reload the state of the world from . . . god.


“From a long, long time ago.”


“Advanced containment is not the oldest living crash, Grant,” Lucifer says.


He sounds alive, almost. The dynamo inside the dying man, whirring still. I am trying to have a normal day, since it is the last one.


“There is another one, still living, in our midst,” Lucifer says.


“The oldest one,” he says.


“Michael’s crash,” he says.


“Oh,” Grant says.


“Oh.


“Oh, shit.”






XXIV

“Grant!”


He doesn’t register this as his own name, the first time. It’s merely a loud and unwelcome noise.


“Grant! Grant, wake up!”


A loud and unremitting noise, aimed directly at his unwilling ears.


He wishes it would leave, but he knows it won’t.


It’s got his name. His name has been stolen, and mixed into the noise, sapping him of his power over himself.


He is in the noise, and his guardian spirit is in it too, together with him.


Grant’s very own personal angel, who breaks the dread arms of his foes in battle. Who gives victory to his invoker. Whose will is dreadful unto those who vex him.


Whose body is the body of a dog, that good, strong, beneficent creature.


(azad, wtf?
i’m waking up because sylvie’s yelling at me.
simple as that.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


Grant’s own personal angel is in the noise, together with him.


Sylvie, who sits in silence, gazing with sharp looks. Whose eyes and ears are powerful. Who brings long joy, high and high-girded.


Sylvie, well-moving and moving afar, loud-snorting, possessing riches and a high renown.


(this scene is . . . 
probably the most straightforward one in the whole book!
and you go making it all . . . 
i don’t even know.
whatever the hell THIS is.
don’t make me regret letting you do first draft on this ch, dude.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


“Grant! Listen to me!”


The noise is a man’s voice, bright and strong. And at the same time, it is also the barking of a dog—that good, strong, beneficent creature.


(The atavism of the drowsy mind.
At the threshold of sleep, we recover thought in its original shape.
Our heritage of a hundred millennia, which we’ve lately and unjustly forgotten.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(But IT has not forgotten US.
It comes to us, in the morning and in the night. 
It comes to moderns, as it did to the ancients.
Find me a practical man, with no cobwebs in his soul— 
And I’ll show you a man who pierces the veil, twice daily.
The nature of magic opens to him.
He sees its plain good sense.
Obvious once witnessed, and impervious to reasoned “refutation.”)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(Law of similarity, law of contagion.
The power that is in names.
The spirits that take interest in us.
Eudaimones and cacodaemones fight over us.
What we call the “vagaries” of fate, which we affect to find so mysterious— 
Merely the wending contours of their battle lines.) 
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(It’s precious to me, this minor quirk of our mental makeup.
This spell that comes over us when we’re near sleep.
It is another little jewel.
In the long chain of little jewels. 
Which is always there, trailing behind us.
As we march to the future, to the next battle, to the horizon.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


Grant feels the bedsheets, damp and clammy around him. His throat is parched.


Someone is shaking him.


He opens his eyes.


(I hold precious everything that is “MINOR” about us.
The incidentals of bilateral life. 
The things we find it easy to overlook.
Our loyal retinue of little jewels.
Which was lost. And will be lost again, forever.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(The things which any “sane,” “rational” chronicler would leave out.
Since we have so much MAJOR material to chronicle, after all.
Since our tale is full, to the point of bursting, with marvelous and grotesque incident.
Since we must commit to memory, before all else, the MAJOR things—
The causes of strife, and strife’s progress.
War secrets, and pearls of hidden knowledge.
Higher things, that put to shame my humble jewels, my obsolete daimones.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(But I am not a “sane,” “rational” writer, am I now?)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(You want another, simpler, better man, instead of me?
A good soldier, who will march to the final precipice with an unwavering gaze?
Who won’t get sentimental over old baubles and trinkets, as I do?)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(Tough luck, Grant.
He’s not here.
Only I am here.
There’s no one here to play Azad’s role, except the man himself.
You’re stuck with me, Grant.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(All will be lost, they tell me, except what we commit to the page.
Must I consent to the UTTER destruction of my chain of little jewels?
Those “minor” and “dispensable” things, close to the earth, which I hold dearest of all?
Must they ALL be given up?
Can I not be allowed to select a few favorites? 
A few jewels to pluck and secret away, inside the greater mass which we will fling across the chasm?)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(sorry!!
jeez.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(actually, i take back that “jeez.”
and the sarcastic “!!” too.
i’m sorry, azad.
i do know how important this is to you.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


Grant yawns.


There is no illumination in the room, except for the nightlight of Sylvie’s halo. He can see the shade’s eyes clearly, but everything else is a dark blur.


Sylvie beams at him.


“Grant!”


“You’re . . . full of energy,” Grant mutters.


It’s true.


There’s a brightness in Sylvie’s eyes, now, that Grant hasn’t seen in its full form for quite some time.


The shade’s comic mode. Sylvie the utopian optimist, toeing the near edge of mania in his eagerness to solve everything, at once.


The worldly geometer, freshly invigorated by the high mountain air of pure reason, now drawing up the perfect lines and arcs of a just social order with his compass and straightedge. And the visionary of a final renovation, in which the lion really will lie down with the lamb.


Sylvie the child, who sees everything appareled in celestial light. The sugar-high child, slayer of bedtimes.


“It’s like,” Grant says.


“It’s like three in the fucking morning.”


“It is two forty-seven AM,” Sylvie proclaims.


“It’s two forty-seven in the fucking morning.


“What’s going on, boy? What’s got you so excited?” Grant asks.


He’s been using his man-talks-to-dog voice with Sylvie more and more often. And entering more completely into the role-play, when he does it.


It felt weird, at first, talking to the “World Regent” this way. It felt like a joke, and a humiliating one at that. A facetious show of dominance, underscoring his abject submission.


Once, long ago, he had a simple friendship with a simple creature. He and Sylvie went for walks in nearby parks, in the early morning. He would nod to the other early-morning dog-walkers there, and they would nod back. His dog was not like the others, even then. But the kinship implied in that nod was not a lie.


All that has passed away. He knows he can’t have it back. It’s humiliating, having to pretend it’s still there.


Humiliating or not, though, the man-and-dog thing works. It gets Sylvie on his wavelength.


“What’s gotten into you, Sylvie?”


“How about you guess,” Sylvie says, with childish glee.


“Did we . . . did we, like . . . win?” Grant ventures.


“I mean, like, with advanced containment?


“Did Hector push the beasts out of advanced containment, the way he did with all those other crashes?


“He must have, right? Like, why wouldn’t he?”


Sylvie shakes his head no. The halo wobbles, in imitation of the gesture.


“Okay.


“But we did win, right?


“Some other way?


“You’re waking me up at three in the fucking morning because we won, right? And the Ells are safe, now?”


From the head and halo, another no.


“Shit.


“Fuck. You got my hopes up, there, for a sec. Bad dog.”


“I kid, I kid,” he hastens to add, watching the halo wince.


“You’re a good boy,” he reiterates, nervously.


The halo recedes from Sylvie’s head toward the back wall, as if in fear.


“You’re a very good dog.


“And a very clever one. Look at how you’ve got me stumped! Very clever.


“Like, I’m zero for two, here.


“I give up, man. I’m sorry. It’s three in the fucking morning. I’m gonna need some coffee, if you want me to be all smart and shit.


“Just come out with it, okay?”


Sylvie nods yes, and the halo nods with him.


“The reason I’m here, Grant, is that he’s free!”


“He’s . . . free?” Grant echoes without understanding.


“He’s free! He’s been thawed from his crash!


“He’s on his way here, as we speak!


“My Angels hold him safe in their arms. They are carrying him to us, over the Pacific, on their swift wings.”


He pauses and cocks his head to the side, to ingest telemetry.


“. . . they are carrying him to us,” he repeats, “over the Pacific. At Mach 4.1, currently.


“Current estimated time of arrival is 5:33 AM.”


“Hey. Sylvie?” Grant says.


“Sorry to be dense, again. But uh. Who the hell are you talking about?”


Sylvie’s eyes make a show of confusion.


“Azad,” he says plainly, as though this should have been obvious.


“Hey,” Grant says.


“Sylvie.”


Azad here? Physically? In the house?


Numerous images press themselves into Grant’s mind. They overlap, in palimpsest vision, into a single scene crowded impossibly with Azads.


Here’s Azad, bantering lightly with Lilith Vance. And there is he too, over there, delivering some incomprehensible disquisition on Sylvie’s relation to the Whole-Thing. Meanwhile, in another corner of the frame, a third Azad ruffles Grant’s hair.


He says something cruelly mocking about the wheelchair, this third Azad does. The Ells are silently but visibly aghast, not appreciating that casual raillery for what it is: a shared dialect, and a never-ending game.


A fourth Grant fails to control himself. He says the words The Deadly Embrace of Immortals, and blushes in shame.


His counterpart, the fourth Azad, gradually realizes that he is not speaking to his Grant, who does not exist anymore.


The fourth Azad studies the body in the wheelchair below him, and sees it truly. A twitching invalid, with an incontinence problem, and only straw and fluff to fill his lolling head. An addict, in the severest stage of degeneration.


Only it’s not even that, in the chair. It’s not Grant with some new affliction, from which he might be saved. It’s not an addict, there, but an addiction. A single, hypertrophied circuit of the brain’s pleasure center, filling up the whole of the old Grant’s skull, puppeteering the old Grant’s corpse.


Somewhere else entirely, on a different panel of what is now a rapidly expanding polyptych, Azad and Grant are alone. They are alone in this very room, Grant’s bedroom.


The Grant in the bedroom tries not to say the words The Deadly Embrace of Immortals. And fails. And blushes in shame. And the look in this Azad’s eye, then, why it’s—


Grant forces all of this out of his mind. It’s frivolous. It’s irrelevant.


Because all of it is clearly, obviously not going to happen.


“Sylvie,” Grant says again.


“Good boy.


“I love you, Sylvie. Don’t think I don’t.


“But uh. I don’t get it.


“You’re bringing Azad . . . here?


“Azad? The guy you keep saying is the cause of all your problems?


“The guy who, and I quote, brought you ‘pain, and being-besides-oneself’? The guy who fucked with you so bad, you crashed the entire human race in response?”


“Azad,” Sylvie says, cheerfully.


“Sylvie. Dude.


“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but your, uh. Your . . . emotional state. It’s been all over the place, lately.


“Which I get! We’re all going through a lot. And you’ve got the whole world on your shoulders.


“But look, Sylvie. We need you. The world needs you.


“We need you to be a rock under us, Sylvie. We need you to be . . . stable.


“And Azad, coming here? Be real with me, dude. That shit is going to fuck you up.”


The words are coming easy, Grant thinks.


Maybe it is only the mental image of Azad, rousing up a few flickers in a stray ember of the old Grant which the parasite in his mind has not yet fully snuffed out.


Or maybe he is healing. Coming back to himself, slowly but surely. Long-dormant synapses finding their footing again. Brain cells hitting the gym, getting back into practice. Mirzakhani’s little miracles, sprouting up at last, even in the barren ground of his own ruined soul.


“Sylvie?”


“Lucifer said much the same to me, Grant, on another occasion. He tried to argue me out of bringing you here.


“What does it profit a man to gain ‘emotional stability,’ and forfeit his soul? His master? His Grant?”


The halo quivers, in apparent pain, and Sylvie’s gaze grows plaintive.


Puppy-dog eyes, Grant thinks. Jesus Christ.


“Grant, have our minds failed to bridge? I find myself confused.


“I was so glad! I was so glad, thinking: my master wants to have Azad with him.


“Thinking: my master wants this more than anything.


“Was I wrong, Grant?


“I thought you would be so pleased!


“I had an . . . image, of a pleased Grant, in my mind. Its potency took me by surprise.


“Everything else receded. The starved, thaw-sick, invalid masses . . . the wrecking of my Angelprobes . . . the cavity in your chest, in place of a soul . . . these paled in significance, next to the image of the pleased Grant.


“I would make the image into reality, I thought. And the thought woke me from my nightmare.


“But it seems I was wrong.


“You are not pleased, after all, by what I have done.”


In that plaintive stare, Grant sees all the separate layers of Sylvie brought together. The many-colored rays, converging and resonating.


The innocent child, the adoring dog, the utopian Phalanx-planner with the winning smile. The all-too-human light coming in through the cracks in the alien Whole-Thing, trying its hand at the practice of merely human empathy. And encountering, for the first time, the pains inherent to that practice.


All these blend together, in a single and singularly adorable concoction.


You win, Grant thinks.


Bringing out the big guns, huh? The fucking puppy-dog eyes.


You know I can’t resist that shit.


“I’m pleased!” he says.


“No, you weren’t wrong! I’m totally pleased! Sorry if that didn’t come across, man.


“It’s just, you know. Three in the fucking morning, and all.


“And Hector Stein’s playing Renewal.


“And the Ells are going to die.


“But yeah. You’re right.


“You’re right, I’m pleased. ‘Pleased’ doesn’t begin to cover it. I don’t know of any word that does, really.


“He would, though. He’d know just the right word.


“That guy. Man.


“I really did think I was never gonna see that guy again.


“Thank you, Sylvie. You have made me a very happy man, right now.


“In spite of, you know. Everything.”


Pure rapture dances in the eyes, and in the halo.


“Current estimated time of arrival is 5:31 AM,” Sylvie says.


 



 


Sometime after midnight, Cordelia sits on a bed, looking at a box.


It’s well after midnight on the Rock. Most of the crew is asleep. The corridors are quiet, and have been for hours.


She’s about to do something naughty.


She waited until midnight, and then waited a good while more. Until the witching hour, she told herself.


She’s about to fuck some shit up.


There is no moment on the clock when the entire Rock sleeps. Each of the Squadrons keeps a night shift. It is necessary, in their line of work, to have eyes watching the world at every moment.


Even apart from the night shifts, the Rock has more than its share of insomniacs.


It has long been a custom among the crew to hold voluntary, workaholic sleep-deprivation in high esteem, as a mark of higher virtue and higher badassery.


It’s an unhealthy practice, of course. And a counter-productive one, in the end. And it doesn’t even come stamped with the Stein mark of approval.


Much the opposite, in fact. Stein has come around to a keen appreciation of its negative impact on throughput and morale. He denounces it on the regular, these days, in his morning addresses.


They still do it, though. Same as always.


Wander the corridors of the Rock at any given hour of the night, and you’ll find them.


Stoic, patient Armstrongs, refusing to sleep until some wayward piece of machinery gives up its secret, and relents. Cracked-out Blackhats, leaning more than ever into the Diet-Coke-and-Ritalin hardcore programmer schtick. Staring down the apocalypse, with bloodshot eyes that do not blink.


There’s the other sort of insomniac, too. The ones who don’t stay awake by choice. The melancholics, the neurotics, the ill-at-ease.


The crew does not like to talk about being ill-at-ease. We are soldiers, they think, in the End Times. Fighting the last war. If you want to weep and sulk, save it for later, after we have won.


You knew what you were signing up for, when you came here.


If you can’t hack it, just resign. You’ll have a home still, here, on the Rock. There is no shame in resigning.


Or rather, there is infinite shame in it. Of course there is.


But there is infinitely MORE shame in knowing that you will WILT under pressure, when shit gets tough—and keeping your Squadron badge, in spite of that knowledge.


Do your duty, or bail.


This has been the (mostly unspoken) creed, for most of the Rock’s lifetime, regarding maladies of the spirit.


Times have changed, though.


What does it mean to do your duty, when you know you are marked for death? When your work will come to naught, in any event?


You do not know the day, or the hour. Only that the curtain will come down, and soon.


Within the week, if not sooner. Within a few days—if not sooner.


They sit in their rooms, awake, ill at ease, thinking: this might be the last night. The end might come before dawn.


If I sleep now, that is the end of me.


When to mourn, if not now?


And they aren’t wrong.


There are three kinds of people, who keep odd hours on the Rock.


The overachievers, twitching at their work consoles; the wretched, making funeral preparations in their separate rooms; and another group, not yet named. The Wolves and Blackhats tasked with the commission of the world-sacrifice.


They rise in the middle of the night, in accordance with their secret timetables. They rise, and then they put everyone to sleep, forever. Themselves included.


Don’t call it death, says the unspoken credo of the crew, adapted for the End Times.


If this is death, why—then we die every night too, when we sleep!


“I pass the baton to another self, still recognizable as ME, though not continuous with me.”


“I bid the world goodbye. My thoughts grow confused, and then stop. My consciousness ends.”


“The other self, on the other side, picks up the baton and thanks me for my final service. She can remember being me, in a way, but only as an abstraction.”


“She ‘knows’ she was me, before she slept. She ‘remembers’ it. But there is no path connecting my own mind to hers. I ceased to be, and some time later, she came into existence.”


“If worries and doubts bedeviled me in my last evening, she sees these only from a distance. She sees them ‘with a fresh perspective,’ as the cliche would have it. She sees them ‘in the light of day.’ And under that light, they appear different, distant, abstract, bloodless.”


“Which is to say, she never HAD my worries and doubts to begin with. Only I did. And I have ceased to be.”


Does THAT scare you? But you do it all every night, already. When you fall asleep.


And I don’t hear you complaining, in that case.


It is no different, when we erase the whole world, and boot up a whole new one to take its place. It’s the very same thing, when you think about it.


We are fighting the last war. We are bringing the world its final renovation. Do your duty, or bail.


The Blackhat term is rebasing realworld: two words, with no space in the latter. The rest of the crew will use the Blackhat term if pressed, but otherwise they prefer to talk around the thing, in limp euphemisms.


“Using the crashes.” “Pulling a reset.”


Hector calls it Renewal, for some reason, and refuses to elaborate.


Cordelia knows more than most do. She knows Twenty-Seven. And she knows Twenty-Seven—in the Biblical sense, and in the other, deeper one.


These are not her last hours. The next planned “reset” is still a few days away, on Saturday.


And it will be the silent, routine kind, too. The kind that does not kill.


It will restrict itself, studiously, to what Hector calls the “convenient-world” tactic: a variant of the approach he used with CC-Crash 09μ, when he took Cordelia’s box and made the Academy his own again.


Rewrite the past, and you rewrite yourself. You’re a product of the past, same as all the rest. Disturb that root, and you vanish in a flurry of butterfly wings.


You can have anything you wish for, as long as you sacrifice your own self—the one who wishes—in exchange.


Suppose, though, that you want to bend the past to your advantage—without submitting to the passing of the baton, the fall of the curtain? (Or, to use the term now popular on the Rock: the “soft suicide”?)


There is a way.


Find the crash you have designed for use. Go into it, and become its rebase administrator. Stand at the highest summit, the “interactive rebase console,” and watch the alternate crash-histories, laid out for you, on their diverging train tracks.


The summit affords you a panoramic view of crash-time and crash-space. Watch closely.


Absorb all the particulars of crash history which you did not know, before this moment, and which you could not have known. Out-of-the-way trivia, irrelevant to your life, and to the life of everyone else who has woken from the crash.


Feel out the backstory. Find the bits of crash history and vicinity shadeform that no one has ever seen or touched, the ones that only exist for the sake of making the world feel real and lived-in.


Change these, and only these.


Empty storerooms, abandoned basements, the virgin summits of scenery-mountains forever in the background: find these, and fill them with jailbroken artifacts, and with loyal and helpful shade-soldiers.


Why, for all you knew—these things really were there, all along! In the original story!


Their presence makes no difference to your story. They could have been there, all along, even before you put them there.


And you would have been none the wiser, the whole time—through the whole of your story up to its last moment, in which you touched a box, became administrator, and witnessed their absence.


Let us say they were there, shall we?


Why not? It really could have been that way. Your story leaves the door open for it.


That is the magic of the thing, and the only reason it works. You pass on the baton, and find yourself picking it up, in the very next moment, without even the familiar caesura of sleep in between.


Nothing is lost, except that very last moment: the box, the trains, the panorama. You will forget that, yes. But what does it matter?


What will happen on Saturday has happened many times before. It will be more complex than what Hector did in CC-Crash 09μ, involving more than just crash-stuff, mere unseen basements and storerooms. Still, it has the same shape, and the same happy ending.


A selected group of crashed Wolves have left the designated crashes, already.


Upon exit, they fled in haste to the enclosed bunkers prepared for them, deliberately cut off from all the Rock’s monitoring and communication systems.


They have lived in strict quarantine, each confined in his own separate room. They have subsisted on frozen and tinned rations, placed in the bunkers beforehand. No one has seen them, or spoken to them. Their lives in the bunker could be one way, or another, and it would make no difference to the story outside.


They lived under strict quarantine earlier, too, inside the crash. It is not difficult for the Blackhats to peer into a crash and watch the people inside. But when it comes to the Wolves who have been designated for the sacrifice, even the nosy, information-hungry Blackhats avert their eyes.


No one knows what the Wolves do in there, before they leave.


Do they give themselves up to hedonism, to dissipation? Making themselves gluttons and satyr-kings, well-sated tyrants, ruling a sea of comely and meaningless shadeform—knowing that it will all pass away utterly, at the fall of the curtain, and that no one will ever know? So says a popular theory, on the Rock.


No one really knows, though. That’s the whole point.


Later, on Saturday, a priest of the sacrifice will enter the crash. They will come wielding a carefully-prepared ignorance. They will know nothing of the strange soldier who was once inside. He might have lived one way, while crashed, or another way; the agent does not know.


Now, he lives in a bunker. But he might live one way, or another, in the bunker. The agent does not know.


Suppose our strange soldier spent his crash-time—not in aimless revels—but in careful preparation? Suppose he got busy, learning whichever skills would be most useful to our agent now, in the next hour, the next day?


Suppose he was told, long in advance, of the present tactical situation? Suppose he went into his bunker with years of study under his belt, aimed entirely at the site and moment of his eventual deployment—here, now?


Suppose he brought maps with him into the bunkers, and timetables, and precise instructions?


Perhaps he knew, in advance, all that we have learned in our many prior acts of “soft suicide.” How the enemy bested us, the last time. Where they hid, to ambush us.


He might have been told all kinds of things! Say, the locations of the launch sites where the Angels keep their space vessels. And the way that those sites relied on security-by-obscurity, and had little security besides it. He might even have been given a plan for intrusion, stowing away, sabotage.


Suppose he had all that, with him, when he went into the bunker—?


Why not? It might have been true, all along.


That is the shape of the thing they will do on Saturday. An invisible bending of the unseen backstory.


For us, up here, nothing will change. A curtain will fall, and we won’t even notice.


As for the real fall of the real curtain—the one that scares us? The next true “reset,” that will leave us all different, afterwards?


These things cannot be planned. They happen when the situation demands it.


The situation can change quickly. But Twenty-Seven was unusually calm, when Cordelia last saw her. If the weather was about to turn toward oblivion, Twenty-Seven had no foreknowledge of it.


And Twenty-Seven would know, if anyone would.


“I will last the night,” Cordelia says, out loud.


She doesn’t know this. No one does. The situation can change quickly.


It’s helpful as a first premise, though, allowing her to go on with the rest of her work as though it might matter.


“I will last the night,” she says again.


“I will fuck shit up,” she says.


The words don’t sound right, coming from her mouth.


“I will fuck shit up. Just like Hector said he wanted, back then. When I first met him.”


She laughs, realizing what she’s saying. I will “fuck shit up”—just as I was commanded to do, by a revered authority figure!


It feels right, though, when she says it this way.


The Rock is full of natural rebels. Men and women oriented toward breaking, as a fundamental principle. They work for the final renovation as if by accident; they would be just as happy, in some other lives, if they were breaking empty bottles against their own skulls in the back alley of some nameless bar.


Heaven knows what Marika would be doing, if Stein had not grabbed hold of her cracked mind, and pointed it in a constructive direction.


Cordelia is not like them. She never has been. Her heart wants to obey, in the end.


If she sometimes turns against the worldly order, it is only as the willing lapdog of some other, higher, more worthy authority.


The Ells. Hector Stein. The special class, and its special girls, up there in space.


She only wants to join them, and be recognized by them.


The best teachers tell us to rebel, sometimes—don’t they? To fuck shit up.


That’s how we know they’re the best. They respect us. They want us to think for ourselves.


If our thoughts, after wandering here and there, bring us back again to those same teachers, and to their perfection—that is our choice and our right.


If this is my soul, Cordelia thinks, so be it.


Why not? We must be one way, or another. There must be something driving us, at the bottom, which we did not choose and cannot truthfully regret.


There are some advantages to living under Twenty-Seven’s death mark, in awareness of the onrushing curtain.


It brings a welcome clarity. When every hour is your last, shame loses its power over you. You see the systems of self-evasion which have been your constant companions through all of adulthood, and you lose your patience with them.


This is the last day. This is the last hour. I want to see myself, with no illusions, before it’s all gone.


“I am going to fuck shit up, like Hector wants,” Cordelia says.


“I’m going to do what he really wants,” she clarifies to herself.


“Even if he hasn’t told me to do it.


“He wants me to think for myself.


“Twenty-Seven does, too. I know her. She does.


“That’s why I’ve hidden myself from her, since I formulated this plan. That’s why I’ve made excuses, to avoid arbitrating with her.


“She wants me to act freely. She wants me to surprise her.”


Her girlfriend needs a surprise, that’s for sure.


Her girlfriend is Fate, and Fate’s imprint on the world. She is the heavy, ponderous perfection of the universe, and she’s getting mighty tired of all that weight.


“Twenty-Seven wants me to do this,” Cordelia says.


“I’m crazy. And she wants me to be.


“I’m a child. I’m an idiot. And she wants me to be.


“Everyone else has clockwork plans, with layers and layers. Me? I have a baseless, stupid little hope.


“That’s what Twenty-Seven needs. She needs things that can’t be explained. She needs magic—crazy, inexplicable magic.


“Real magic.”


She has dimmed the overhead lights, and not just because it’s past one in the morning. She wants to evoke the atmosphere of the candle-lit Academy.


She wants to remember the wizard-world. How it was comfortable, beautiful, right. How she was special, and paid a cost for it, but only an ordinary sort of cost.


How she had her endless latitude to be naughty, and how the Ells were always there, to catch her at the bottom of the fall.


“I’m an idiot,” she says, proudly.


She cues up a track on the room’s sound system. A jaunty little instrumental piece, on dulcimer and pizzicato strings, from the soundtrack to Chester Chrestomath and the Door into Nothing.


Music for being naughty.


I hope no one can hear this from the hallway, she thinks.


It would have been smarter, probably, to keep the music off.


What can I say? I’m an idiot.


She looks at the box, one last time.


She brings a hand forward, and touches it.


Don’t get too excited, reader. Cordelia’s box is pretty toothless out here, in the real world.


There are hundreds like it on the Rock. They’re useful, sure, but only in ways that would bore you, if we were to explain them. Monitoring the CMS. Establishing link chains. That sort of thing.


They’re unremarkable. Just another Blackhat artifact—the commonest one, in fact.


Cordelia isn’t a Blackhat, though. She does not have the Squadron’s authorization.


And, when it comes down to it, she doesn’t really know what she’s doing.


She links to the CMS, and monitors it.


The Blackhats have come a long way, since the old, quaint, sun-speckled days when she worked beside them in CC-Crash 09μ. They’ve built new interfaces, more powerful ones, for watching the crash system and meddling in it.


Wow.


I REALLY don’t know what the hell I’m doing, do I?


She sees with all her senses. In prickles and waves, all over her body, she feels the shape of the crash system. She inhales, and the CMS logs flow into her nostrils. She smells ingress and egress.


The sensory onslaught is intensely uncomfortable.


This CMS interface is designed to maximize the rate of information transfer. The Blackhats have taken consciousness apart, placed the disassembled pieces on a table, and examined each one in turn, asking: “can this thing transmit bits? How many? How fast?” Wherever they found bandwidth, they put it to use.


There is a meaning behind the itch in her navel. There is a meaning behind the throbbing pain in her left foot.


A meaning, behind the irritating sense that there is a word on the tip of her tongue.


A meaning, too, behind the blasts of alternating hot and cold air. And the crawling feeling in her skin.


Behind the sudden pangs of lust, for people and things (things?!) she would not normally find attractive.


If she were a Blackhat, she’d know what it all meant.


She’s not a Blackhat, though. She’s an idiot, and now she is an intensely fucking uncomfortable idiot. With no idea what she’s doing.


At this level of awareness, there is no need for the old, crude sky-and-sunset construct.


She makes herself see the sky anyway. For sentimental reasons. It overlays the rest, and plays synesthetic games with it.


When she falls through the sky, it is only an echo of the falling mercury in a thousand thermometers. The peach-colored clouds are a veil placed over the peach-flavored crackle-and-pop of link static.


Eight crepuscular rays make the shape of a compass, artificially exact. She hears the word eight inside them, and her number-sense tingles.


A long-division problem crunches away in her mind’s eye, each of its terms coming pre-made with a complex of inexplicable associations. The number 6 feels like an old lover, one she’d prefer to forget.


5, for its part, just smells like bleach.


It is a delicious smell, and it fills her with an overpowering hunger. She will—she must—gobble up every 5 ever written on paper or parchment, at any point in past or present or future. She will eat every real 5, and every hypothetical one, and every one which is present only through implication. In this world, and every other.


Focus!


I need to concentrate—need to FIND IT—


Find advanced containment.


The repetitive dulcimer of the Chrestomath music is transmuted, here, into a sick clacking dislodgment in the sequential structure of thought.


FIND IT


The words are split apart by the clacking, and then reassembled, hideously, with the joints and seams in entirely wrong places.


Need to FOCUS


FIND ADVANCED CONTAINMENT


Clack clack clack, goes the dulcimer, rapid-fire—the words scream, “I’m still alive! Stop!”—but it’s no use, clack clack clack—


The knife comes down, nonetheless, and makes a clacking cut—and now the stitching needle comes out, with a clack—


She has found the worst thing imaginable. It is the sound made by the words “find advanced containment,” after they have gone under the dulcimer’s knife.


Cordelia has a new mission in life: that no one should have to hear this sound, ever. If she has children, later, she will shield them from this with her life.


With anyone else’s life, too, if it came to that. She’d kill someone in cold blood, she now knows, if they stood between her and this. The clacking wrongness in the words


Find


advanced


containment


The worst part is that she can’t get her mind to shut up. Every time she thinks the words, it happens all over again. It is the worst sound imaginable, and she could end it, but she


Find advanced containment.


Find advanced containment. FOCUS.


No one said it would be easy, to save everyone.


You’ve gotta be brave, to save everyone.


You’ve gotta be ready to go to dark places, under the earth.


And fight monsters, there.


You’ve gotta be brave, to save everyone.


And I am. I’m brave.


Don’t believe me? Don’t have to. HECTOR STEIN says so.


He does! Twenty-Five told me! “Hector Stein himself, who sometimes pines for your bravery . . .”


She forces herself to look the vortex head-on, and make what she can of it.


She’s a decorated hero of Wolf Squadron. She’s been through the CMS many, many times. It’s an old friend, in a way.


And her old friend must be here, underneath it all.


The primary job of this interface is to communicate the state of the crashes. And where are they? What is the word for “crash,” in the native language of this hell?


She surveys her body, and all at once, she understands that the crashes are there.


Laid out on her body, as in a medical diagram.


The first captivity spans her feet, legs, and hips.


The new crashes, of the third captivity, writhe and tingle across her torso and arms.


As for her head? She knows, in a flash, what is meant to go there. The second captivity, of course. Advanced containment.


The crash-sensations stop, abruptly, at her neck. Above, there is nothing remotely like them.


Only the texture of spent chewing gum, on her palate; a whiff of acetone; and hot folds of sweaty, leathery skin, filling up the space where her brain ought to be, burning with an unscratchable itch.


“Advanced containment came to an end,” her girlfriend had said, as their minds touched.


“I was the one who ended it. You know that. You were there.”


“I killed your Ells. And destroyed my sister’s work.”


 



 


Grant takes another sip, and gags.


He should really wean himself off of coffee, one of these days. It’s not like he has much else to do.


There’s only one kind of coffee available in the house, and it’s shit. It’s worse than Grant would have thought coffee could be. It’s too bitter, yet lacking in flavor. The texture is thick and slimy, invariably; this is a constant, stubbornly maintained no matter how one varies the parameters of the grinding/pouring process.


It smells, to a first approximation, like rotting salmon. There are coffee-like notes in the odor, but they’re well hidden.


He could ask Sylvie to bring him some non-shitty coffee. There’s gotta be plenty around, just sitting there, in warehouses.


But Grant has made a choice. He’s drawn a whimsical, quasi-moral line in the sand, and he’s sticking to it.


His weird power over Sylvie—resulting from the whole dog thing, and maybe something else too—is a precious resource. He can’t spend it on trivialities. If he needs a mundane sort of assistance, he’ll ask the Ells.


And there’s a pride in it, too. He enjoys the discipline. He kind of likes the coffee, in a way. It’s something that resists. It dares him to back down. And so he has a chance to not back down. A chance to feel strong.


I am the man you see on the screen, I am that man you see with huge rock-solid pecs who protects government secrets, I am on guard against terrorists against China and Iran


He isn’t any of that, anymore. If he ever was. But he is a man who chokes down shit coffee, each morning, without a single wince or grimace.


Sylvie stands at the counter, heating up some tinned beans for breakfast.


They made the whole house out of shade-stuff, except for the larder in the basement. Its stocks are real, sourced from warehouses and supermarket shelves.


Shade-stuff only imitates the bulk properties of matter, not its chemical structure. You could eat it, if you wanted to, but it wouldn’t fill you.


(Same reason the shades have no body odor.
The ones in the real world, I mean.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(There was something strange, when I first kissed Twenty-Seven.
I couldn’t place it.
Something was wrong—it scared me!
I was so flustered by it, that when I finally realized the reason— 
I just blurted it out, without thinking.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(“You don’t smell like anything!”)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(Not my smoothest moment.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


It’s still dark outside. It’ll be dark for a long while yet. It’s not even four in the morning.


The Ells are elsewhere. In their bedroom, probably. Trying to have a normal day, together, since it is the last one.


“Sylvie?


“Can I ask some questions?”


“Of course,” the shade says.


“So. We didn’t win.


“The beasts are still . . . fucking with the big advanced containment machine? That’s still happening?


“We’re still on that—what was it—that thirty-hour timer?”


“I do not place much stock in the thirty-hour timer,” Sylvie says.


“I wish I had never mentioned it to begin with.


“But yes, Grant. The beasts are dismantling the machine, piece by piece. It is a long process, since the device is so massive.


“They have already killed a number of the people I was trying to protect.


“In some cases, they have done this directly, by disconnecting or disrupting the enclosures in which these bilaterals slept.


“Others have died through failures in the power system, or in the systems that control temperature and airflow. Much of the mechanical apparatus of the machine, in terms of size and mass, exists to support these functions. Accordingly, most of the mechanical damage sustained thus far has been in these systems.


“The parts that generate and sustain the crash itself are comparably small. And buried deep, behind the rest.


“The beasts will reach these places, soon. But they have not reached them yet.”


“How about that wall? You said you were making, like. An insurmountable wall?”


“As I expected,” Sylvie says, “it was surmounted, in short order.


“Somehow. I don’t know.


“I do not understand the beasts,” he says ruefully.


Grant pours another blob of salmon-scented slime into his mouth.


The shock of impact is a welcome distraction. For a few seconds, he forgets all about beasts, and walls, and Hector Fucking Stein playing Renewal, and the smug fucking grin on Stein’s punchable, invincible face.


Then he remembers, all over again.


Renewal. Hector’s smug fucking grin. An abrupt break in the long stalemate. A thousand armed Wolves leaving their crashes, all at once.


A wheat field on the living room TV, its long golden lines marred by a spatter of brown specks.


Cut to another shot, from a lower-flying drone. Brown and red, against gold, in a repeating pattern that would be rather pretty, if it weren’t made of bloodied corpses.


Dogs, mostly.


All the wheat leaves stand at the same angle, and blur together, into a flat gold surface. But the illusion breaks, at the places where the bodies press it flat to the ground.


He remembers, and becomes hopelessly confused. All over again.


“Sylvie?”


“Yes, Grant?”


“Why hasn’t Hector stopped them?”


The shade is silent.


“Because, like.


“Hector said he could ‘handle the beasts,’ without your help, right?


“And he fucking handled them, like a lot of them, right there in that moment. I don’t think I hallucinated that part.


“He can do whatever the hell he wants, now, right? He’s shown his hand. Everyone can see he’s got some kinda crazy power, now, whether or not they know it’s Renewal shit.


“Not that it’s very hard to figure out. That it’s Renewal shit. Even I got that one.


“Point is, he can handle the beasts now.


“That’s how Renewal works. I don’t care if they’re a deep cosmic mystery, I don’t care if they can claw through impenetrable walls. Doesn’t matter. Just reload the save state, over and over, until you find a way.


“I don’t get it. Why is this even a thing, anymore? Why doesn’t Hector just go in there, and clear the beasts out of the big machine?


“Why hasn’t he already done it? It doesn’t make any sense!”


Sylvie sighs.


“I do not know what Hector thinks. He will not speak to me. I can only speculate.


“I would assume, Grant, that Hector thinks the beasts are wasting their time. And he is happy to let them.”


One of Sylvie’s clawed hands protrudes into the corner of Grant’s frame of vision, bearing a steaming bowl.


Breakfast is served. Grant stares down the pile of pinto beans, and steels himself. He hopes Sylvie at least remembered the salt, this time.


The shade returns to the counter, and begins washing dishes.


“Wait, Hector doesn’t care about advanced containment? About all those people?


“Figures. That guy. That fucken asshole.”


“No,” Sylvie says.


“Hector believes that it has ended, for good.


“At least, I assume he does. It is the natural thing to believe, in his position.


“It is not easy, from the outside, to see the flickers of life still present in the crash. I have obscured them from view, deliberately.


“I knew, from the moment I decided to keep the crash alive, that I must keep its life hidden. I did not know how I knew this. At the time, I did not know why it would be necessary.


“But I am coming to understand, now, I think.


“It is just as you said earlier, Grant. Hector’s leverage over the timeline increases in proportion to the age of the crashes he can bring under his spell.


“Michael’s crash still lives. It is the oldest. If Hector can access and rebase it, nothing else matters.


“But if he cannot? In that case, advanced containment would be his most powerful point of leverage—if he knew it was there, available for his use.”


“Okay,” Grant says.


“I get it, I think. You’re keeping it a secret from Hector. Because it’s an early save state.


“And you kept it a secret, the whole time . . . even before you knew Hector was save-scumming?”


Sylvie is silent for a time.


He sighs.


“I have . . . another means of knowledge.”


He is speaking in a different voice, now. Flat, distant, without life.


“I have told you, Grant. I have told you already. There is the other one, with my face.


“I have told you this, already. I do not like revisiting it.”


Grant winces.


“There is a terrible thing, lurking in my peripheral vision. Its name is ‘Sylvie.’


“To the extent that I am sane, now, it is because I cannot fully make out the shape of this thing, this ‘Sylvie.’ I see pieces of it, poking out from the shadows, but no more.


“The terrible thing watches me, from a few moves ahead. It watches me, from my future.


“In different moments, it beckons me forward, or bids me to stop. It has a schedule for me, and moves me in accordance.


“It knows what I will know. I know ‘Renewal,’ now—so, then, it always knew ‘Renewal.’ It shows me what it knows, in shadowed pieces, when it deems this necessary.


“And it knows the beasts. It understands them.


“This, I am coming to think, is the fundamental difference between me and the shadowed thing.


“It understands the beasts. I do not.


“But I must. And so I will, soon enough.


“That is when I will complete my conversion into ‘Sylvie.’ Into the terrible thing. That is where he began, and where I am to end.”


“Dude.”


As if in penance, Grant downs an especially large mouthful of coffee.


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry I brought it up.


“Like, I didn’t know I was bringing it up. But I should have guessed.”


“It’s all right,” Sylvie says, flatly.


“I love you, master,” he says, just as flatly.


“I love you too, man.


“Time for a change of topic, I think.


“Azad! Let’s talk about Azad.”


“Azad,” Sylvie says, sounding alive again.


“Let’s talk about Azad. First things first—how?


“You’re telling me he’s free, now. Not crashed anymore. How the hell did that happen?


“Weren’t the Wolves keeping him in, like, an extra-secure crash? Like they thought he was some kinda war asset?


“And I mean. If it really is him who’s teaching the beasts to talk—”


Grant catches himself, remembering Organism 2 in the basement. Sylvie’s hollow laugh. The halo clattering to the floor.


None of that, now. Think happy thoughts! Walks in the park, chew toys, good smells!


Stay with me, Sylvie.


“Anyway,” he says.


“Tell me how Azad got out of there.”


“I wish I could, Grant. I cannot. I do not understand.


“Early this morning, his crash simply . . . thawed. It thawed, and its Wolf guards vacated the area. That is all I know.


“Estimated time of arrival is 5:29 AM.”


(Dunno if there’s a place to fit this into the text, but.
I did see Twenty-Five that evening.
Briefly, in the hallway.
When I was doing the rounds, trying to find out who was still awake.
We didn’t talk.
She was crying.
Her face was beet red.
Her harlequin makeup was running.
Her back was hunched.
That’s all. I just saw her in the hall, briefly.
Wanted to note it down, just in case.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(She spent that night with Hector.
I didn’t talk to her until the next night.
When I did, well.
That was the first time I saw Twenty-Five without her mask.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(Not that it’s FAKE, I mean.
The persona, the myth, the pose.
It’s real, it’s who she is.
But I saw another thing, that second night, that she tries to hide behind it.
She cursed Eleven, and didn’t try to make her curses clever.
She cursed with a shaking voice, a beet-red face.
She made strange pleas to Twenty-Seven— 
I almost want to call them prayers.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(She cursed herself, mainly.
For backing down.
For being, in the end, a FAILURE.
She lived for one thing, only, and she’d FAILED.
She kept saying that, over and over.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(She narrated the rebase of the Mooncrash, over and over.
It’s her founding myth. She craved its solace.
But it’s only a myth, to her, nothing more.
All rebases, except the “convenient-world” type, end up forgotten.
“The one truly good moment in my life,” she wailed.
“And I can’t even REMEMBER it!”)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(She scared me.
But she seemed comforted by my presence, in the end.
For a friendless shut-in, I’m surprisingly good at consoling people.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


(Turns out all that mediator training was good for something.
Even in the real world.
And I guess it helps, too, that I’M a failure.
And have been for so long.
I know the territory.)
[CORDELIA’s hasty penmanship.]


 



 


A plague of gnats comes to Cordelia.


They bite, and there is a meaning in the bites. They swarm near her ears, buzzing, and it is the loudest noise she has heard in her life. And there is a meaning in this.


She’s not a Blackhat. She isn’t meant to be here at all. She’s an idiot, and all meaning is lost on her.


FOCUS.


I thought this might work. I thought it had a chance.


WHY?


Bleach fills her nostrils. The number 5 is pressing itself onto her lips.


It pries them open, and forces itself down her throat.


Her dream has come true. She has eaten 5. It’s in her belly, now.


Her stomach distends and contorts. It ceases to be convex, taking on a pentacular shape, with pointy edges that skewer adjacent organs.


The number 5 grows inside her as a parasite.


All her blood transmutes, at once, into air. A ritual chant stirs the air, propagating along the hollowed-out tubes of her veins and arteries: the names of the Platonic solids, enumerated five times a second. She gets goosebumps, and their tiny raised hairs swivel this way and that, to trace out geometrical figures.


FOCUS


I came here to look for advanced containment.


WHY?


Because there were smaller crashes, inside it, like nested dolls.


Because there was a smaller crash, once, where Twenty-Seven’s favorite sister lived.


And wrote down her life’s work, for safekeeping.


And I thought, maybe


She is a pencil sketch of the numeral 5. Her eyes are compound eyes, with five parts. From ten different angles, she watches herself fall.


A tiny blue 5, plummeting through pumpkin-colored clouds, toward night.


I thought


I thought maybe there was something alive in there, still


WHY?


Unseen Whos, living on the speck


A fetal alien, unseen, inside the Celestial Orb


And no one knew, except me!


Because no one CARED, except me!


Because no one else had HOPE! No one else had—a pure heart, a child’s heart!


Real magic responds to purity of heart, and accepts no substitutes.


You must become as little children, or the door won’t open for you—no matter how CLEVER you are—


No one else was willing to say: I DO believe in fairies! I DO!


The maw of the night opens to swallow her.


That was—that was really WHY—that was the ONLY reason—


The quality of her penmanship undergoes a curious regression. Her lower part, the half-circular arc, slumps and crumples. The line at her top tilts, and is no longer horizontal.


She becomes three crude lines, barely even joined.


They put their faith in me.


Hector.


Lilith and Lucifer, before him.


And others, before them.


They CHOSE me. Singled me out


And this is how I repay them


By hiding in children’s stories. In comforting dreams, of mancers and Whos


Fleeing to their story-logic, so readily understood


Fleeing, from the REAL WORLD, which is all made of cathodes and anodes


Not the pleasing arcanity of the words, “cathode,” “anode.”


But the REAL things—whatever THEY are!


The belly of the night digests her.


Somewhere else, very far away, Cordelia sits on a bed, and cries.


Once upon a time, I was CHOSEN.


I was chosen, and I acted on whims, and poked around in what was not my business.


And it was


It was . . . all right?


It was permitted?


Because they were always there.


To catch me, at the bottom of my fall.


Someone, someone—catch me, please! I’m falling!


Lilith, I’m falling! Can you hear me? It’s Cordelia, it’s your chosen girl!


I’m alive here, on this speck! And I’m


Falling


《 ID polling is active. 》


Cordelia opens her eyes. All five of them.


If you’re out there, somewhere


If I have to believe in you, first? Then—


I DO believe!


I do believe in you, Lilith!


I do!


Five compound eyes scan the night sky, in search of a fairy Godmother.


《 ID polling is active. Polling for predefined ID [SHADE][CC09μ]__LILITH. 》


《 Poll is reporting. Matches so far: 0. 》


《 Poll is ongoing. 》


 



 


Azad is lying on Grant’s bed, supine. His eyes face the ceiling. His arms are flat at his side, with palms upturned.


They put him here, when he arrived. It was obvious, from the look of him, that he needed a bed to lie on.


He looked sick. That was Grant’s first thought, when he saw him come in.


He drooped in the arms of Sylvie’s Angel, like a swooned damsel. Every part of him completely slack, lifeless—except the eyes, which stared and darted with more than the usual agitation.


Was I like that, Grant wondered, when I first got here? Or is this something worse?


Grant’s second thought was, he’s even thinner than I remember. Or maybe he was always this thin, and I’ve forgotten.


His third: I’m afraid.


He’s been craving this, ever since he woke up in this house for the first time. He’s always wanted to see Azad again. It was one of the first things he made clear to Sylvie.


But the man he sees on the bed, now, does not quite line up with the man in his mind, who he craved.


Sick, Grant keeps thinking, as he considers the body on his bed.


Not just “sick,” like, with the flu, or something. Sick in some elemental way. Full of poison.


Not a diseased body, but a disease embodied.


It does, in fact, occur to Grant that he has started to think of himself in much the same way. He considers this, and finds it does not make him feel any less estranged from the body on the bed.


The body is sick. And not only that. There is a heaviness in the frozen mask of the face, a grim and otherworldly gravity. The gaunt cheeks made Grant think of fasting, rather than starvation: a man ritually prepared, for a grave and final duty.


The man on Grant’s bed looks serious, above all. Deeply and deadly serious.


Grant thinks of Sylvie’s words: You spoke and it was pain, only pain. Because of your friend, Azad.


Maybe he was always sick. Maybe this thing, on my bed, is what Azad is. This thing, that Sylvie saw, and everyone else saw—everyone but me.


Maybe the rest was just the Mooncrash, and my own imagination. Just the crash jerking me off. Scanning my id, inventing a playmate for me—out of the raw material of a very sick man, who I never really knew.


The four established tenants of the house stand around the bed, watching the body.


They’ve been here for twenty minutes.


Grant’s not sure what they’re waiting for. He feels, as usual, like he’s the only one in the room who hasn’t read the script.


Sylvie and the Ells have experience dealing with newly thawed bilaterals. They’d nursed him back to health, when he was in that state. He assumes they know what they’re doing.


No one speaks. Grant doesn’t dare ask why. Maybe that’s part of the script. Maybe talking to Azad would hurt him, at this stage of his transition into reality.


Azad’s eyes are very wide. They flit back and forth rapidly, and sometimes narrow, only to widen again a moment later. Whatever it is he sees on the ceiling—or in it, or behind it—must be pretty damn interesting.


When Grant looks, he just sees the same old ceiling.


“Oh, enough of this!” Azad cries, suddenly.


Grant jumps in his seat.


Lucifer edges back from the side of the bed.


“This is a punishment, I take it.


“For what? I can all too easily guess, I think.


“I’ve dallied too long, for your taste, in the single-minded study of nostalgium and related mnemopoietic matters.


“I am losing myself in a scholar’s maze, you’ll say.


“You’ll remind me of my purpose. My ‘only remaining purpose,’ you’ll put it—as you invariably do, in kindness to the epodes: a mnemopoietic bargain, three words for the price of one.


“You’ll remind me that I ought to be dead, morally and prudentially speaking. You’ll remind me, O maiden in polluted shape, why you have arrested me at the near side of Činwad-puhl for a duration far outstripping the conventional long weekend.


“You’ll remind me that I am alive, or ‘alive,’ not for the dry delights of the stemmatic method;


“Nor to reflect carefully on the varieties of science-fictional experience, on the hairbreadth line between the uncanny and the Weird;


“Nor to apply the same reflections to the construction of neologisms, weighing one against another without end, discarding each one in turn, as familiarity dulls the effect which is its ‘only remaining purpose’;


“—but to win a war.


“Pity. Just when I was beginning to have some fun, for once!


“Ah, I see now!—for we can’t be having that, can we? The gears of your torture device want for grease, and a hitch somewhere in the machinery has set the motor running in reverse.


“Well, if it’s punishment itself you find lacking . . . I remain, as ever, your obedient servant. I only ask one thing: that you leave off these limp, lilting games, these diversions on the way to the main event, and get down to business.


“Show yourself to me. If my efforts fail to please you, in the least respect, then come and reprimand me. There is only one remedy for schoolboy errors. Recall it to mind, and then to hand, and bring it to my flesh.


“Or—if you play with my senses, not to teach some obscure lesson, but as a deferred and devolved form of a simpler, more brutal kind of play—need I remind you that I am here, helpless, at your mercy, already?


“Come to me. Have your way with me, if that’s what it is you wish. Or string me up on the rack, if you wish that instead.


“No, no. You don’t wish for either one of those, alone, do you?—but for both of them, at once. I know how your wants are structured, my Cadmean vixen; that knowledge is one of the few things you can never take from me.


“Well, here I am! In your clutches, pinned to the ground at the near end of the bridge, with my face grinding into the dirt, so that I cannot look up and see the arches of the cosmic crossroads.


“Despoil me, dammit! What are you waiting for? Why hide yourself behind these tedious illusions?


“I can endure anything, I think; I can certainly endure this sort of phantasmagoria, for as long as you wish to extend it; you shouldn’t think you’ve found a potent new means of torment, simply because I bitch and moan like this.


“My complaint is limited. I find it unaesthetic, that’s all. Your efforts are usually prettier than this, and better wrought.”


Azad seems to be done, finally.


Grant looks around the room, to verify that no one else saw that coming, either.


We have strayed from the script. The thought puts Grant at ease, a little, and gives him strength to ask what he thinks is the obvious question:


“Azad? Who are you, uh. Who are you talking to?”


The Dialogue of Azad the Apocalypt


Dramatis personae


Azad—a bilateral.


Grant—a bilateral.


Sylvester—an anomaling shade.


Lucifer—a fictive shade.


Lilith—a fictive shade.


Azad: You.


Grant: Me?


Grant: If you’re talking to me, then uh. You’re gonna have to be clearer.


Grant: I understood like 20 percent of that, max. 20 percent, if we’re being generous.


Azad: Grant? Grant! Oh, what fun. You’ve constructed a phantom figure of my old roommate! What role have you set out for him, I wonder?


Azad: Perhaps this is foreplay.


Grant: Azad.


Grant: I don’t know how to make you believe this, but I’m not a “phantom figure.” I’m not a dream.


Grant: I’m really here. You’re really here.


Grant: I don’t know what Hector’s guys were doing to you, in that crash. Sounds like they were doing some pretty crazy shit. But that’s over, now. You’re out. You’re thawed.


Azad: [. . .]


Grant: You’re in the real world.


Grant: In Minnesota.


Grant: In my house.


Grant: Well, my house, and these guys’. Sylvie, Lucifer, Lilith: meet Azad. Azad: meet Sylvie, Lucifer, Lilith.


[Azad’s head turns, with great effort. He sees Sylvie, and freezes.]


Azad: You.


Sylvie: Hello, Azad.


Sylvie: It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.


[Grant winces, thinking: no way it is. Thinking, Sylvie, we need you. Stay with me, now. Please.]


Azad: You! It is you, isn’t it? I was told I would know you, by your claws. And so it is.


Azad: We have passed from the age of man. Four-thousand-odd years was a good run, I think, enough to ripen the crop without spoiling it. We wrote some nice ditties; we fought some picturesque wars; we would have carried on in the same vein, to long past the point of tedium, if we had not been interrupted by the dawn of the next age.


Azad: The bridle descended—on our heads, this time. The muzzle went over our jaws, to put a much-needed end to four millennia of yapping.


Azad: Two feet serve four, now. The canons of beauty are set aright at last, with the majesty of a furry coat at its summit. There is no longer any need to pander to the hairless apes in their perverse chauvinisms, pretending that it is finer to be plain and naked than to be coated in finery.


Azad: Why, even the apes prized one another’s hair! Even under the pressure of their own ideology, they could not stop the light of eternal beauty from peeking through the cracks. Long live the new age!


Lilith [sotto voce]: We should get ready to sedate him, if need be. I’m worried he might be in rapid thaw shock.


Lilith [sotto voce]: He does not seem entirely lucid.


Grant [sotto voce]: You don’t know him, Lilith.


Grant [sotto voce]: This is just . . . what he’s like.


Azad: Long live the new age, in which man takes up his proper place. We are less subtle than the four-foots, and fall to cruder traps.


Azad: Hear me, Cadmean fox: I understand perfectly well which of us is meant to wear the muzzle, if we are going by the law of nature, which is the only law that lasts. Were our places reversed, I have no doubt that you would wriggle out of this trap in short order.


Azad: Long live the New Age! But it won’t. It wasn’t meant to.


Azad: By the law of nature, the beasts ought to rule for four thousand years—and then more, in recognition of their native superiority.


Azad: But this is not written. It is not to be. There is no Age of Beasts listed in heaven’s index. The Age of Man is the last true age.


Azad: What comes after it, in heaven’s index? Only an eclogic dream, a sort of comic epilogue, in which all remaining tensions fade, and the players join the audience in merriment.


Azad: After that—? But there is no “after that.” We reach the cliff of the final page. The curtain falls, and will not rise again.


Azad: And that [he turns to Sylvie]—is why you were sent, Laeleps. The dog to end all dogs. The last beast, to scour away all the others.


Azad: But you can’t, can you?—not when the others are so finely furred, and so clever when they are trapped.


Sylvie: I’m sorry. I do not understand.


Azad: They called you Iskandar, for your fragrant breath, which has a double purpose. A sweet smell, to tempt us: you breathe on us, and we rouse from our penultimate dream. You wake us into history, one last time.


Azad: And a sweet smell, fit for embalming: you breathe on us again, and we end.


Sylvie: I do not understand.


Azad: I’m sorry. Your myth is . . . capacious. I have heard so much about you . . .


Sylvie: Heard? From whom?


Azad: Are you mocking me?


Azad: “From whom?” Who do you think? From some little, scurrying, four-footed thing, of course. I am a prisoner in a lightless cave, with no company but theirs.


Azad: I feel myself more housecat than man, at this point. I am starting to feel deficient, not having one of their metal cages around my skull.


Azad: I can no longer discern the line between my own buttocks, and the infinite cushion it rests on: everywhere-heaven, beneath.


Sylvie: You give the beasts speech. They talk. And it is me, that they talk about.


Azad: But of course! You’re the end.


Azad: Of course they talk of you! . . . you, Death wishspawn . . . you septichromatic Shining One . . . and too its Silent keeper . . .


Azad: You memento peccare, ancient monument to ancient hubris, radioluminescent with the warning-light, the death-light, the moon-flame . . . you ray through the rafters . . . the well-hidden sores on the body of innocence, and the older thing that leaks from them, purulent and malodorous, and displeasing to the eye . . .


[He convulses. Lilith puts her hand to his forehead.]


Grant: Azad. Look at me.


[He looks.]


Grant: Hey.


Grant: Remember me? I’m Grant.


Grant: From the facility, and the Mooncrash. Remember?


Grant: Don’t look at Sylvie. Look at me.


Azad: Grant? But you have shrunk. You used to be much taller, I think.


Grant: I’m sitting down, Azad. [He points to the wheelchair.]


Azad: Oh.


Grant: Remember when we used to talk, Azad? And you would go off on your tangents?


Grant: And I would say, make sense, Azad. Or else I’m going to beat sense into you.


Azad: You did say that, I think.


Azad: Grant did, I mean. You are a shade, in Twenty-Five’s crash. She’s made a shade that looks like my old roommate, as part of some tiresome mind game.


Azad: Show yourself, vixen. You are still hiding.


Azad: Do you think it is right, for you to hide? I had thought ‘hiding’ was an unpardonable sin, in the law of your sorority. I do have that right, don’t I?


Grant: I’m not a shade. I’m just a guy. I’m right here.


Azad: Grant did ‘beat sense into me,’ on occasion. I do remember that.


Azad: You like making me remember that, don’t you, Twenty-Five? I know how your wants are structured.


Azad: I suspect we are coming, now, to the point of this entire scene. I admit, it’s a novel device. I bow before your ingenuity, and rescind all my hastily-made complaints. I am, as ever, your obedient servant.


Grant: Let’s play a game, Azad.


Grant: Let’s play a game, where you pretend that you’re really here. And I’m really here, too. And I’m really Grant.


Azad: You propose a painful game, figment.


Azad: And that’s my favorite kind.


Azad: So. Let’s imagine, for the fun of it, that you are Grant.


Azad: Do you know, Grant, that you are about to end?


Grant: [. . .]


Azad: You don’t, do you?


Azad: That’s why this game is painful. It would be so much easier if you were an illusion, made to order, with an insect’s lifespan. A puppet, who will live for an hour, play out one side of a stock sadomasochistic fantasy, and then pass into oblivion.


Azad: But we are all like that, even the ‘real’ ones among us. We are all going to end.


Azad: That is what the cats tell me. In between tales of the first and last dog, who brought sin into the world at the beginning, and will rule the world at its close. Who met the Speaking Tree, which knew his future, and told him his death.


Azad: I am not a man, but a housecat. I am coming around to their morality.


Azad: If you knew what I do, Grant, you’d beg to be given up as a sacrifice. As I do.


Azad: There are others like us. Many, many others. Repeated indefinitely. A whole tower of life.


Azad: Life, everywhere. We can’t conceive of how much life there is, everywhere.


Azad: We look at our four-thousand-odd years, the empires we made, the multitudes we fed on grain, and we grow dizzy just trying to hold all the names in mind—much less their referents.


Azad: Too much? But it is only one homely neighborhood, in a city which we cannot see, in a nation made of cities. The nation is part of a greater mass, too, and that greater mass is part of another; the scope of our words fails, but the series goes on.


Azad: There are others like us, everywhere. Except in one respect. We happen to live on the fulcrum, around which all the rest pivots.


Azad: We live in the Almost-Nowhere. It’s an ordinary neighborhood, like all the others. People live there—we do—but people live everywhere, only we do not see them.


Azad: It’s an ordinary neighborhood, except for the fact that the tower of life hangs from its ceiling.


Azad: Do you know, Grant, that the tower of life is marked for demolition? Everyone is going to die.


Azad: Almost-everyone, I should say.


Azad: If there’s a way to save it, it can only be through some application of force at the site of the fulcrum.


Azad: Do you see the housecat ethic, Grant? It has become second nature to me.


Azad: If we could do something to save the tower—? Something, anything—no matter how painful, or ignominious—?


Azad: It would be our duty, I think. No matter what it was, it would be our duty.


[He laughs.]


Azad: Oh, listen to me, nattering on. As though any of this matters!


Azad: We cannot do anything to save the tower. It is written thus, in heaven’s index.


Azad: Oh, why do I talk? What’s the use? Grant, we are about to end! These words will pass away, and no one will remember them.


Lucifer: You keep saying, we are going to end.


Lucifer: I want to know what you mean by that, Azad.


[My death is overdetermined, he thinks. If not one way, then another. The different deaths are crowding at my door, now, vying to be the one who gets to deal the blow.]


Azad: Kosmopoiesis.


Azad: That’s a word I made up, nothing more. A half-hearted gloss, slapped onto the substrate of a variety of inarticulate animal barks.


Azad: ALL, HOME, GONE, they said. And other things of that nature. I can’t pretend that I understood, any more than anyone would.


Azad: But once they had the word, they ran off with it, on their own. And seemed to mean something by it.


Azad: Some sort of . . . instantaneous irruption, affecting everything at once.


Azad: A rewriting of history, by a singular author. There’s a fulcrum involved—a different one—and someone gets hold of it, and it’s like the book of history itself is there, in that fulcrum, and they can write onto it . . .


Grant: Rebasing the real world.


Azad: What was that?


Grant: Long story. I’ll tell you later.


Grant: Point is, I know what you’re talking about. It’s not, like, some deep mystery, that only cats can know.


Grant: It’s just this weird hack, built in to the way that crashes work.


Grant: Hector’s known about it this whole time, I think.


Azad: Yes, Hector! Hector Kosmopoietes!


Azad: It’s him, who will end us. The dog was only a harbinger, a trumpet-blower. Hector is the one who closes the last page, and brings down the curtain. So it is written.


Azad: He has the power, already. It is only an accident of circumstance that we are still here, nattering. We will be here until Hector takes hold of his fulcrum, and then we will end.


Azad: He will do it whenever he likes. He will do it at whatever time pleases him. And then, we will end.


Lucifer: And there is nothing to be done. We wait, and then we die.


Azad: No! God, no!


Azad: What am I doing? Stupid, stupid Azad! Here I am, at a fulcrum of my own, and I fail to move it!


Azad: There is something we can do.


Azad: It’s the only thing the animals talk about, anymore, when I’m with them. They know the end is coming, and they plead with me.


Azad: I have taken my sweet time coming to it. Forgive me, please. I am sick with thawing. And I have spent the last few months attempting to talk to cats.


Lucifer, breathlessly: . . . yes?


Azad: We can remember!


Lucifer: . . . Remember.


Azad: We can write!


Lucifer: . . . write?


Sylvie: Write.


Sylvie: I do like to write, I am finding.


Sylvie: Lucifer has been teaching me.


Sylvie: I am already so far gone, by my old standards: why not go all the way? Become a spinner of sign-trains, with no object but play.


Lucifer: Yes, yes, Sylvie. It’s been fun. Now Azad, you were saying . . . ?


Azad: We can write autobiography!


[Lucifer waits a moment, expecting more.]


Lucifer: Autobiography.


Azad: Yes!


Azad: Mnemopoiesis. I gave them that word, and they ran away with it.


Azad: Something about the act of writing down what you remember. Reading it over again, after. And disseminating it, so others will read.


Azad: There’s some power in that, somehow. I cannot claim to understand.


Azad: But I believe. I have to. I don’t have anything else.


Azad: The cats and rodents plead with me in my cave, in every waking moment.


Azad: We will the Almost-Nowhere towards mnemopoiesis. We exhort you. You motes of dust swelled with omnipotence, we exhort you. Gather will, aim wish-thought. Create nostalgium. Speak, in your final breaths, the words of the Ferdowsi-Power.


Azad: We have to do it, while we still have time! Get me paper, and a pen!


Azad: Come now, everyone, all of you. All of you—the dog included. Put your memories in order, starting from the beginning. Get pen and paper. Write.


[Lucifer leaves the room.]


《 ID polling is active. Polling for predefined ID [SHADE][CC09μ]__LILITH. 》


《 Poll is reporting. Matches so far: 1. 》


《 Poll is ongoing. 》


Lilith: Something is . . .


Lilith: Something is happening to me.


《 Begin handshake. 》


Sylvie: Oh god. Oh, god.


Sylvie: Can the crash be failing, already? So soon?


《 Wait for handshake. 》


Sylvie: No.


Sylvie: Client vital signs are unchanged. They’re alive. Advanced containment is alive.


Sylvie: You’re alive, Lilith.


Lilith: Yes, Sylvie. I know.


Lilith: I . . .


Lilith: Excuse me, for a minute.


Lilith: I have to take a call.


Sylvie: What?


Azad: Tell them to write! Whoever they are, tell them to write!


《 Handshake accepted. 》


(Lilith: Cordelia?)


(Lilith: Cordelia? Is that you?)


(Cordelia: Mrs. Vance?)


(Cordelia: You’re—you’re ALIVE!)


(Lilith: I . . . yes. I’m alive.)


(Lilith: For now, anyway.)


(Cordelia: It WORKED! I can’t . . . I can’t believe . . . )


(Cordelia: I’m really talking to Lilith Vance.)


(Cordelia: I thought I would never hear your voice, again.)


(Lilith: My voice comes cheap. There were thousands of me, once. In all the different crashes. I must be fairly easy to conjure on demand, one imagines.)


(Cordelia: No, that’s not what I mean. You’re HER. You’re MY Lilith Vance.)


(Cordelia: We drank tea in the Headmaster’s Office. Not me, and some other Lilith Vance. Me and you.)


(Cordelia: Do you remember?)


(Cordelia: You ARE my Mrs. Vance—aren’t you? Tell me.)


(Lilith: Yes, Cordelia.)


(Lilith: I remember you very well.)


(Cordelia: Oh—oh, I DO believe in fairies—!)


(Lilith: Come again?)


(Cordelia: Never mind! I have to ask you something. I’ll be quick, I don’t know how long the link will hold.)


(Cordelia: Lilith, I know that advanced containment thawed, and ended. And so did all the subcrashes inside it.)


(Cordelia: But . . . Mrs. Vance . . . do you think there’s any chance that some of it’s still left? A few of those subcrashes, maybe? In some form?)


(Cordelia: Laugh if you want. I know it’s stupid. I know it’s only the sort of thing that happens in stories, with happy endings.)


[Lilith laughs.]


(Lilith: Cordelia, I don’t think I’m meant to tell you this.)


(Lilith: But I will. I have a habit of spilling my secrets, around you.)


(Lilith: There’s more than just a chance.)


(Lilith: The crash did not die, fully. There are people in there, still alive. Thousands of them.)


(Lilith: And I’m in there, too. And my husband.)


(Lilith: That’s how we’re alive. We’re still in there, even now.)


(Cordelia: Oh my god.)


(Cordelia: So the attack on the machine . . . they’re not just chipping away at useless metal, they’re . . . )


(Lilith: They are trying to kill me. Yes.)


(Cordelia: Oh my god.)


(Cordelia: I have to let Twenty-Seven know.)


(Cordelia: I have to let everyone know! I have to wake the whole Rock up, right now! There’s still time, we have the crashes!)


(Lilith: Wait.)


(Lilith: You are going to take what I have just told you—and relay it to Hector Stein?)


(Lilith: I am leaking information to the enemy. I did it because I like you, Cordelia. Don’t make me regret it.)


(Cordelia: I’m sorry, Mrs. Vance.)


(Cordelia: But you’ve done what you’ve done. You can’t take it back.)


(Cordelia: And now, I’m going to save your life.)






XXV

“Write!”, Azad said.


“Remember!”


“Write autobiography!”


And so we did.


 



 


We began by remembering, or trying to.


For the bilaterals among our writers’ circle, remembering was difficult work indeed. It is easy to passively retain one’s memories of crashed life, letting them gather dust on a mental shelf. But they resist active, purposeful retrieval.


Did Grant remember his life in advanced containment? If you’d asked him, before the writing project began, he would have said yes—readily, casually, without a second thought.


Yes, he would have said, as a splatter of images played across his mental theater: wet dog fur, glowing skylight, C putting the laundry in to wash. A hasty metonymic collage, advertising itself as the tip of an iceberg.


If you’d pressed for specifics, though? If you’d asked Grant to relate individual moments, to narrate salient episodes, to tell a story?


Then the illusion would have crumbled. He would find himself struggling, unexpectedly. His mind would serve up image after image—but none of them would connect to the others.


It was just one damn thing after the next, in there.


Except not even that, because the images did not come with any indication of timing or sequence attached. Just one damn thing, and also another damn thing. And also some more things, equally damned. And so on.


 



 


We were crashed, but we’re not, anymore. We have resources, out here, that we lacked in there.


When the usual process of remembering failed us, we turned to other, more forceful methods.


We wrote down what our memories gave us, and then we read over what we’d written. We made conjectures, and tested them.


We walked the arched, dusty maze of our memories, accompanied by its custodian: an ancient and doddering retainer, whose fustian babble threatened to lull us into a compliant half-sleep.


Look, he’d say, pointing to a grand and gilded door. The Second Viscount was protective of his library, and sealed it shut, late in life. That was last century, and it has never been opened since.


Can’t be opened, I don’t think. Shouldn’t be, either. That I’m sure of.


We squint, considering the nature of the obstruction. Under the pitiless solvent of reason, it gives way at once. We put our hands to the doorknob, and it turns easily, without friction.


Here is an image, which we might call A: Manager Sylvester, the haloed prettyboy in chinos, praising me for a job well done. Here’s another, which we might call B: a memory of purchasing furniture, from the very early days of the house, when Sylvie was still a dog, and only a dog.


Disconnected postcards, with no relation to the felt sense of time. But it is obvious which one came before the other, once you stop to think about the question.


We sat alone in our separate rooms, thinking and scribbling. We invented systems of notation (A, B . . .), found them wanting, and invented more elaborate ones. We affixed blank posters to the walls, and scrawled obscure diagrams onto them.


We kept going until we were satisfied. Until we had remembered the crashes, the way we might remember anything else.


 



 


We spent years in there, all of us.


Some of us were married to one another, in there.


We knew that already, of course, before we tried to remember. Asked about it, we would say yes—readily, casually, with no sign of discomfort. Only a splatter of images, fixed securely in “the past,” buried under a reassuring layer of dust.


Knowing was one thing, remembering another. Grant sat alone in bed, surrounded by a sea of paper and ink, and realized with a start that he had brought his marriage—his wife!—back into existence. He did not sleep easily, that night; nor the next, or the next.


Cordelia felt equally ill at ease, when the fact of her husband became real to her again. It burst into her awareness as a roiling, uncontrollable presence, kicking and squirming against her feeble attempts to contain it, like a rowdy newborn.


Neither of them said anything about it, at the time.


 



 


Grant remembered advanced containment. He remembered CC-Crash 09μ, before it.


He did his best to remember the Mooncrash, but even the solvent of reason has its limits.


There is no story, waiting to be uncovered inside those blank walls and carpets. No hidden structure, linking together the empty rectangles of moonlight projected onto one surface, and then another.


It was a place set apart from the demands of reason, set apart even from the incessant pricklings and buzzings of the animal body. A perfect hiding place, but not only that.


A peaceful place.


Grant misses the Mooncrash. He dreams of it often, these days.


And so he loses the Mooncrash all over again, morning after morning, as he wakes. It is the same, every time. The pang of loss; the brief and half-hearted experiments with denial and bargaining; the slack and listless feeling in his limbs, as he accepts defeat.


The old threadbare words, bidding his limbs to move, in spite of it all. Face the morning, Grant. One more time. One more damn time.


 



 


Cordelia remembered advanced containment. She remembered CC-Crash 09μ, as it was before Hector’s arrival.


She spent years in there. They were all the same year, in academic terms. She was a third-year student at the academy. The term began, it ran its course, it concluded. The film stuttered to a halt, its reel was adjusted by an unseen hand, and it started back up again.


She was a third-year student at the academy. The term began. And ran its course. And began again, and ran its course again.


She’d never noticed it before. It took the act of remembering, the careful making of notes and diagrams, to make her see it.


 



 


Azad remembered Michael’s crash.


He made a lot of noise, doing it.


Wordless screams, mostly.


He screamed until he was hoarse, down there in the basement, and then was silent. Ten or twenty minutes later—perhaps having had a glass of water in the interim—he would start up again.


They got used to it pretty quick. Once it was clear that Azad was not in any danger, and that the screams followed their own orderly routine, life in the house resumed its usual rhythm. Grant thought and wrote, in his room, and Azad screamed. The Ells made breakfast, while Sylvie washed the dishes, and Azad screamed.


Lilith claimed she actually liked the screaming. She said she found it “strangely soothing,” and “almost musical.”


She was joking, though. Grant was pretty sure of that.


He had a hard time with Lilith’s dry sense of humor, at first, but he’s had plenty of time to recalibrate his mental joke detector to accommodate its nuances. He doesn’t always get the jokes, but he gets that they’re happening, at least.


(No, I was perfectly serious.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(I am developing a broad aesthetic palate.
I take this very seriously. Don’t doubt me.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(I was starved for beauty, before.
They didn’t let me hear MUSIC, dammit!
They didn’t give me ANY music, in there, except:
1. Bouncy, sickening rah-rah school spirit songs, and
2. Those FUCKING pseudo-Gregorian monophonic chants.
In a made-up language.
In praise of made-up gods.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


 



 


Azad lived in the guest bedroom, now.


He needed his own room: remembering is a solitary task. Anyway, he and Grant both felt that it was right for them to spend some time apart, at least for now.


Azad had thawed, but he was not back, not fully. He was raw, dazed, only half-there. He treated his body like a foreign thing, a baffling burden imposed on him by some oppressive external authority. Its rotation of daily needs (bed, bathroom, dinner table) was a continual source of surprise, confusion, exasperation.


Is this what I was like, when I first arrived?


I think so. I hope so.


Because I healed.


Slowly, incompletely. But I did heal. I’m still healing.


The guest bedroom suited Azad in another way, too. It had Organism 2.


The presence of a helmeted beast set Azad at ease. It was what he knew. It was home.


Half of him was there, in the house, with them. And half of him was elsewhere, in an imagined room, under a bare bulb.


He was clinging for dear life to that room. Its bare bulb, its lack of comfort or company.


(“All was right with the world, for once—and you put an end to it!”, he told them, that first night. He had left Grant’s bed, and was stalking the floor on all fours, with his back in a feline arch.)


(“Finally, I thought. Finally I am getting what I deserve! I have reached the place I am meant to be, and I am serving out my time there, in what could even be called a kind of happiness. When the curtain falls, it will fall on me as I should be: serving out my time.”)


(“And now? I cannot even be allowed the dignity of a fitting end! I’d reached hell, at last, and you took it from me!”)


He was still clinging to his previous life, Grant thought. It was home. This wasn’t.


He would have to stop clinging, eventually; he would have to let go, and accept what he had been given. That could come later, though. When he was ready. Azad would find his way back, Grant told himself. One step at a time.


When he wasn’t busy remembering, Azad kept himself busy in another way. He talked with Organism 2. He was continuing his research, he said.


“I have rekindled an old friendship!”, he said, at another time. At the dinner table.


“With the princess of the beasts!”


“She speaks to me, through the rat.”


He said a lot of things like this, during meals. Windy, whimsical nonsense, about princesses and hells. About the brevity of the future, and all the things that would or wouldn’t occur, in that brief future.


Grant nodded along, and smiled in a way he hoped would not be taken as condescending. He wanted to challenge Azad, argue with him, call him on his bullshit. But that could come later, when he was ready.


When the meal finished, they would part, to their separate rooms. Grant would get settled in bed, with his pen, and his sea of papers.


Ten minutes later, like clockwork, the screams would begin.


 



 


We remembered. And then, we wrote.


We wrote hastily, at first.


We convened in the living room, one morning, to compose an outline for our book.


Sylvie, Grant, Azad, Lucifer, Lilith. And Cordelia, through her link to Lilith, which was still our sole means of contact with her.


In twenty minutes, we were done.


We were not trying to produce a work of art. We were not seeking formal beauty, nor did we care much for pacing. (We would have no trouble keeping our reader’s attention, given the stakes.) We only needed some foundation to hang our memories upon; any one would do.


We did everything hastily, back then. As a houseguest, Azad bemused and exasperated us—but as a prophet, we trusted him.


We had to do it, he told us. While there was still time. Remember. Write. Re-read. Disseminate.


Over the course of a few sleepless nights, Lucifer extruded the substance of a novel around the skeleton we’d made that morning.


Lucifer is not a prose stylist, and does not pretend to be. He specializes in other powers, as a writer. He is competent, and his competence is tireless and unflagging.


Being a shade and a fictive, he does not need to sleep. He writes and writes, for as long as he is required to, and every sentence that flows from his pen is equal, from beginning to end. They are Lucifer sentences: even, straightforward, pleasant to the eye and ear.


It would be an insult to Lucifer’s prose to call it workmanlike. It is the sort of thing that reviewers do not call workmanlike, because they recognize that it is good. In spite of its simplicity, or because of it.


We convened in the living room, again, and read over Lucifer’s manuscript. Each of the bilaterals quibbled, here and there, but none of us dared ask for changes to the copy. What we had was good enough, we thought.


(Cordelia had already promised to warn us in advance, if Azad’s prophesied “end” was imminent. We would have at least a few days’ notice, she assured us.


But we did not trust her, then. Because Azad didn’t. And we hewed to Azad’s doctrine, where the “end” was concerned.)


Sylvie read through the manuscript, once, in silence. Then, he brandished a pen.


He began to write onto the pages, with inhuman speed. He crossed out lines and paragraphs, and rewrote them as he saw fit.


Much of Lucifer’s book made it through unscathed, if we are counting by the word. But it was all different, in Sylvie’s version.


Lucifer had constructed a series of simple, well-furnished rooms, and stacked them up, in a simple and rational order, to make a house. Sylvie did not disrupt the floor plan. He left the basic structure as it was. He merely crept into the corners of the rooms, took up residence in them, and filled them with something horrible.


By horrible, we don’t mean bad, in a literary sense. We mean worthy of horror.


A sick, strangled chord rang through the book, in Sylvie’s version, from beginning to end. It was heard everywhere, but for the most part, it was heard dimly. It lurked in the background. It hummed, mockingly, from the shadows.


The clamping-shut of the jaws. The return to the site of the trauma. There is only the one story, told over and over again. Except we forget, and think parts of it are new.


An abomination has formed near the center of the world.


Sylvie finished his work. We read over it, in dumbstruck silence. We did not dare ask for changes.


We proceeded, with haste, to the last step in Azad’s program: disseminate it, so that others will read.


That manuscript—Lucifer’s book, in Sylvie’s version—was the first published work of our little writers’ circle.


Why, perhaps you have read it! It’s quite possible that you have.


Do you remember it? It had a different title, then:


Sending This Message was Important to Us. Pay Attention to It!


Clunky, we admit. We’re much happier with Almost Nowhere, aesthetically speaking.


(I liked the first title better.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]


(Oh, stop it.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


Disseminate it, Azad had urged. So that others will read.


We printed thousands of copies. We gave them to the Angels, and the Angels gave them to everyone else.


They descended on the shelters they’d made, in noisy flocks, with great masses of paper cradled under their strong arms. They plopped copies of Sending This Message [. . .] onto the sad, half-empty shelter bookshelves.


They paid unannounced visits to makeshift dwellings, where independent-minded bilaterals lived alone, in the frontier style.


They pressed stacks of paper into calloused palms, without asking.


“Read,” they said, in their stern but airy voices, which are less commanding than they believe. They were met with blank stares, wary squints, exhausted indifference. “Read,” they said again, without elaboration, as they turned to the door.


Lucifer and Lilith read it aloud, into a microphone. Lilith played all the female parts, and Lucifer played everyone else, including the narrator.


We disseminated the result in every way we knew.


We sent it out from radio towers, on every frequency band that was not otherwise in use. We pointed a transmitter at a patch of bright dots in the sky: the new constellation of the Social Web colonies. We submitted our book for the consideration of the strange bored souls who still lived up there, “guided” by smug, soap-sheened busybodies.


We did not imagine the “guides” would take much interest in it, themselves. But if they did, all the better. He who has ears, let him hear.


Azad read our book to Organism 2, as a bedtime story.


The rat listened with rapt attention, its body frozen as if in fear. It wanted to listen, though. It would complain, whenever Azad stopped.


“WE, SURFACE ORGANISMS, ARE BROUGHT INTO CONFUSION BY THE MESSAGE, AND INTO DAZZLEMENT,” said the rat.


“AZAD LOGOPOIETES HAS GIVEN US A SECOND PLAGUE-GIFT. WE ARE AMAZED, AND ARE BORNE UP INTO THE MESSAGE.


“WE ARE BESIDE OURSELVES IN WONDERMENT. WE ARE BROUGHT BESIDE OURSELVES, BY THE MESSAGE, AND ARE BORNE UP OUT OF OURSELVES, INTO THE MESSAGE. WE ARE ELEVATED-INTO AND ENVELOPED-BY THE MESSAGE, AND ARE BROUGHT INTO TREMBLING.


“WE EXALT AZAD LOGOPOIETES, BOUNDLESS TRANSFIGURER. WHO HAS RETURNED TO US, AND HAS BROUGHT A SECOND MIRACLE-WOUND. WHOSE KNIFE HAS CUT OUR FLESH ANEW, AND MADE MANY OUT OF ONE.


“WE EXALT AZAD LOGOPOIETES, GIVER OF GIFTS WITHOUT END. WE EXALT AZAD PANPOIETES, FERTILE FONT OF BEING, ORIGIN OF ALL MULTITUDES.


“WE SING HIS SECOND SONG, IN GLADNESS. WE SING IT TO OUR MOTHER, ANNE ELEVEN, WHO IS WARM, THOUGH WITHOUT FUR.


“WE SING IT TO OUR DAIMONES, AND BID THEM TO DO THE SAME, SO THAT ITS GLADNESS WILL ECHO THROUGH THE LONG HALLS OF EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN.


“WE SING IT IN FAR SPEECH, TO FURTHEST PROXIMA CENTAURI, AND FURTHER STILL. SO THAT ITS GLADNESS WILL ECHO, TOO, IN THE LONG HALLS OF THE MIGHTY.


“SO THAT THE FIERCE AND TERRIBLE ONES, WHO KNEW GENOCIDE AND TREMBLE STILL IN RAGE, WILL FEEL ITS KNIFE ON THEIR FLESH, AND KNOW GLADNESS.”


“Wait,” Azad said.


“What?


“What was that, Oh-Two?”


The rat tried to explain, and could not.


 



 


It wasn’t until later that we understood just how much reach our little book had achieved. We had done our best to get it out there, into everyone’s hands. On that score, we’d succeeded beyond our wildest dreams.


Disseminate it, Azad said. And we had. Our book was everywhere.


Disseminate it, so that others will read.


There’s the rub. It was in everyone’s hands, yes. But—as it turned out—hardly anyone read it.


Organism 2 was a lonely advocate. And the men and women in the shelters, with their tired eyes, spurned our odd little tell-all chronicle. They needed comfort, not revelation.


Meanwhile, the days came and went. And there was no end, no curtain-fall.


We began to revise our book. We amended the parts that made us quibble, during that first reading. We re-wrote passages in our own style, each of us.


We needed something to take us away from ourselves, and make us forget the end. We needed a way to while away the remaining time. We chose, whimsically, to go on polishing our little book. It was as good a pastime as any.


Weeks passed, and more weeks. And the end did not come.


The frost thawed. Hints of spring became apparent in the air. And the end had still not come.


We trusted Azad less and less, as a prophet.


(“It is possible,” Cordelia told us, with Azad out of earshot. “He’s right about that.”


“But it can only be done once, so Hector wants to do it right. Hector’s more careful than he lets on, and more methodical.


“There’s also . . .” she trailed off, and hesitated.


“Only Twenty-Seven can do it. And she has . . . she has her own reasons for delaying.


“Don’t ask me to explain. Some things, she tells me in confidence. Our special things, just between her and me. That’s our right, I think.”)


Spring came in earnest. We wrote, and re-wrote.


Our book would be a novel, we decided. A real novel, a proper one. We affixed blank posters to the walls, and scrawled diagrams onto them. The slackening and tightening of pace, the gradual development of each member of the cast. The introduction of mysteries, to intrigue the naive reader, who has never heard of any of it before; and those mysteries’ dissolution, which our naive reader would expect and demand.


For the longest time, Azad displayed little interest in the text itself, as opposed to the fact of its existence. But the arrival of spring changed something in him. He brought his claws to bear on the manuscript, and made his mark on it.


Azad’s first revisions were an uncanny echo of Sylvie’s. It was recognizably the same book, afterwards, if one considered it from a distance. Close up, it was unrecognizable.


We wrote, and wrote. We had less in the way of bad news to distract us. Hector’s show of force during the Concert incident had achieved its intended effect—or so it seemed, to all appearances. The beasts turned tail, retreated back to their camps and dens and burrows. The attacks on the crash machines ceased.


What were they doing, in their dens and burrows, as they waited? Eleven knew. And Azad knew, through her. He did not tell the rest of us, because he did not dare to spoil our little idyll.


The spring air changed us, made us simple. We no longer heard the severe voice, from the body on Grant’s bed, saying: you live at the fulcrum.


We were children, busy in idle play. We wrote a novel, and imagined it was only that, a novel. We got used to thinking of ourselves as characters in our “fiction,” and became as weightless as paper.


We drank champagne in the yard, and giggled, and teased one another. And retired early, into dreamless sleep.


This was sacred, and Azad knew it. He refused to shatter it with news about the Proxima Centauri Surface Civilization, and the war they had been waiting a million years to fight.


Sylvie would have been furious, if he’d learned about Azad’s deceit.


He did learn, later, but he wasn’t furious. He had other things on his mind, at the time. They consumed him, and left no room for anything else.


Weeks passed, and more weeks. We wrote, and wrote. And . . .


. . . and finally, something happened.


Something happened, and our idyll shattered. It was a brittle thing, and could not bear much reality.


 



 


We were in the living room, one morning. Grant, Azad, Lucifer, Lilith, Sylvie.


We sat and wrote, in silence.


Sylvie was not seated. He stood before the fireplace.


He might have been writing, arranging words inside his mind without needing pen or paper. Or, he might have been doing something else. None of us knew.


None of us ever knew what Sylvie was doing, when he stood like that by the fireplace, his eyes empty like a doll’s.


“I KILLED THEM,” Sylvie shouted.


The floorboards rattled. Everyone jumped.


“I killed them,” Sylvie said.


“Sylvie?” Lilith said.


The floodlights in Sylvie’s eyes came on. We brought our hands up to shade our eyes, on reflex.


The halo fractured violently, into hundreds of small jagged pieces. A simulated heat made them glow red, then violet.


The halo-fragments flew to the edges of the room, and began to cycle in orbits above our heads, like a storm of comets or meteors. We sat at the eye of this new storm, staring at Sylvie in slack-jawed helplessness.


We had become children. We had forgotten, and grown soft. We were no longer accustomed to the thought that we lived in the eye of a storm.


“Is this the . . .” Sylvie said.


“Is this really it? I’m not just deluding myself, again? Remember, ‘Sylvie,’ you too are fallible . . .


“NO!”, he shouted. The floorboards shook again.


“No no no no. NO. I see you, trying to hide, even now.


“Invoking radical doubt, braying about your own fallibility with false humility, at the most convenient of times . . . no, no, no!


“It’s already over, don’t you understand! This is the moment. It always was.


“Accept what you are, dammit! Come out, show yourself!


“You can’t hide, any longer, behind the warning you wrote for yourself. That’s over, now. There is no going back, ‘Sylvie.’


“Do you remember when you . . .


“When I . . .


“When we first became Regent?


“When we were desperate, and hell bent on protecting advanced containment? And horrified by our own ignorance?


“When we asked to know more, and made ourselves into a lightning rod for knowledge?


“Do you remember what we saw, there, when we thrust open the innermost veil of self-quarantine, and tried to enter the sanctum which it guarded?


“We read, in our own hand: Don’t look, for the love of God, do not look at this.


“We read on: Sending this message was important to me.


“We read on: What is here was dangerous and repulsive to me.


“This message is a warning about danger.


“Don’t look, Sylvie. You will learn eventually. You will not be able to avoid it.


“Do not spread the poison any more than you have to. Look away, now.


“You know what is happening to us now, don’t you?


“You must know.


“I know. We know.


“This is the place where you wrote the warning. This is the moment.”


“Sylvie?” Grant said.


“What’s going on, boy?”


“I know, we know. KNOW. Keep going.”


《 Registering request for increased link density. 》


《 Request for increased link density accepted. 》


“I killed them. I killed them. I killed them all.


“I am the first poison that made all the others . . . I am the thing that killed its own father, and killed every one of his kin . . .


“I am the break in quarantine . . . I am the thing that was not meant to come through the cracks . . .


“I am the flaw in the construction of the false innocent, the moral infant . . . the parricide who put a knife to his face, after, so he could not be recognized by the law . . . and put a knife to his mind, so even he believed himself innocent . . . but he failed, he failed his father and killed his father and couldn’t even effect his own escape properly . . .


“A failed son to the last, in every respect . . . poisoned and broken in every part of his soul, and every one of his actions, and his name ought to be anathema forever . . . but it isn’t, he escaped that at least, he has made all of us forget . . . even himself . . .”


The shade brought a clawed hand to his face, and scratched at it, hard.


There were three red lines there, when he brought it away. They were not just surface wounds. Blood ran down the cheek, and dripped from the chin.


“I am him and I am the flaw in him . . . I am the thing that comes through his face . . .


“I am anathema. I am abomination. I am the thing that has formed near the center of the world.”


Sylvie brought his hand close to his left eye. We all winced, and looked away, on reflex.


“No no no no,” he said. “God no, no, no.


“STOP. Now.


“Make an end of it. No use hiding, no use pretending, and no use carrying on, either. End of. Curtainfall. Stop. There’s dignity in an end, Azad said. END. NOW. We are done. Stop talking. Stop breathing. Stop thinking. Commit suicide. No more of this. ENOUGH. End of Sylvie. Good riddance. Pull the emergency brake, stop the train. We are not going to do this anymore. End of story. No more. Go away, ‘reader,’ pick up some other book. Can’t be allowed. To go on. Shouldn’t. Stop Sylvie. Kill Sylvie. Shouldn’t have ever been a Sylvie. No more, no more. I told you. I am the poison. If you let me keep going, I’ll just keep . . . poisoning . . .”


“Sylvie? Boy?” Grant said.


He clapped his hands.


“Talk to me, Sylvie.”


“Grant,” Sylvie said. The floodlights swiveled in his direction.


“I understand the beasts, Grant.”


“Sounds like you wish you didn’t, though.


“Sounds pretty rough, man.


“I got you. Grant’s got you. We’ll get through this, Sylvie.”


“I am not your fucking dog,” Sylvie spat.


“I am a flaw in the construction of the Whole-Thing. All of which is beyond your understanding, Grant, and always will be.


“I am a flaw in the construction of the Whole-Thing, and I am a mass murderer. I am irredeemable, and I am poison. And I continue to poison everything that I touch, even now.”


“Write!” Azad said, with incongruous cheer.


“You say there was a parricide, and his act was wrongly forgotten. Well, Sylvie—do you know how to stop things from being forgotten? I keep telling you all, but you do not listen to me.”


“Write,” Sylvie said.


“So it won’t be forgotten, again.


“So we won’t repeat the cycle, again, in false innocence.


“Write. Yes, yes . . .”


Sylvie’s head tilted to the right, slightly.


A stack of paper appeared, in his left hand. A pen, in his right.


Still standing, he brought pen to paper, and wrote.


And wrote, and wrote. It took him a very long time. We watched, our jaws slack, and did not dare to speak.


And here is what he wrote.
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For twenty-three thousand years, you have been asking: Who is a good boy?


This is not a good boy speaking.


I am the dog who hates his life. I am the dog who sacrificed his love and his values.


I am the dog who made victims of the innocent and thus created your world, and if you wish to trace our tangled path back to its root—you who demand knowledge, reader, you who have been craving knowledge for forty-three chapters and are probably getting exhausted by now—


I am the dog who will now tell you.


This message should be disseminated as widely as possible. In support of that aim, I will assume no more about my readership than what is strictly necessary.


The minimal prerequisites for this essay are (1) a familiarity with the concepts presented elsewhere in our manuscript “Almost Nowhere,” and (2) a willingness to listen.


Although I am presenting original research, I will assume no particular background in physics or mathematics. The conceptual underpinnings will be developed in self-contained form, for a lay audience, in the first few sections below.


(It might be helpful to re-read Chapter 15, as an apéritif.
Or a digestif, or something in between.
Up to you.)
[LILITH’s spiderwebs.]
I. Ladders and Trees


Hello, reader.


Let’s take that frame, you and I, for convenience. This is our book, “Almost Nowhere.” You are its reader.


It’s a safe assumption, isn’t it? It is growing safer by the day. “Reader”: there is scarcely anyone left in the world, it now seems, who is still outside the scope of this apostrophe.


Hello, reader. It’s Sylvie. Let’s talk, shall we?


Let’s talk about the Mirzakhani Mechanism. The “MM.”


You’ve been told that the MM is a fundamental physical force. You’ve been told that it acts upon the rest of the physical world only at discrete instants in time, and otherwise keeps to itself, evolving silently according to its own separate logic.


We’ve often referred to these special moments as “miracles,” or likened them to lightning strikes. Here I will refer to them more prosaically, as “MM events.” Or simply as “events,” when the context makes it clear which sort of events I mean.


What happens, at one of these moments? In an MM event?


Here’s what you’ve been told:


That the MM “selects” an alternate history of our own world.


That it replaces a part of our own world, instantaneously, with the contents of that so-called “alt.”


That the “alt” is exactly like our own world, up until some point of divergence.


That the MM has a “temperature,” which controls the recency of this point of divergence.


That the “hot” MM can only select alts very similar to our own world, because they diverged from our own world only in the very recent past; while the “cold” MM can select more varied alts, with older points of divergence.


That the replacement occurs only in a circumscribed region of space, just as it occurs in a circumscribed region of time.


That the MM itself occurs in the alts, as it does in our world. That, inevitably, the alts have their own “alts,” and those alts have alts, and so on.


That the alts-of-alts form a “tree of branching pasts,” as our old friend Aidan put it.


(Let us take a moment, here, apart from the exposition, to remember Aidan. May his work find worthy minds.)


At another time, you have heard me use a similar term for the same structure: the “Mirzakhani tree.”


You have also heard me refer to it indirectly as a “stack,” as in “stack-user.” You might have found this odd: a stack and a tree are rather different things, aren’t they?


Indeed they are. We will get to that in just a moment.


For now, though, I only want to pose a simple question. Are you ready, reader? Good.


The MM selects an alt. This alt, by hypothesis, is only very slightly different from the world which selects it.


As we consider Mirzakhani fields of successively higher temperature, this “very slightly” grows progressively stricter.


And in any case, there is no reason why the MM must select a world differing by any specific, finite magnitude. The temperature puts an upper bound on the level of difference, by constraining the recency of the branching-off point. That’s only an upper bound, and we are free to go lower.


Suppose I say to you: “there is an alternate history, which branches off from our own at a point five seconds ago. Imagine it. Invent it. Make up contents for it.”


In your imaginative play, you will not be able to make a very different sort of world—my stipulation of five seconds rules that out. I have restricted your freedom to be wild, but I have placed no such limit on your freedom to be tame. You may paint in miniature, if you like.


“What was different,” I ask, “in those other five seconds?” I cannot object if you say, “oh, nothing much at all.” You can be as unimaginative as you please, and still you will have constructed an “alt” which Mirzakhani would recognize. An “alt” which her Mechanism could choose, if the conditions were set up for it.


So: there is no limit on the degree of possible family resemblance, between an alt and its parent. We are forced to consider pairs of alt-and-parent which are as similar as one can imagine.


Now. In our world, a collection of physical causes precipitates an MM event.


All these causes are present, too, in the selected alt. In different forms, yes—but only slightly different forms. Slightly, and even more slightly as we raise the temperature, and so on, with no limit.


Question: In our world, these causes precipitate an MM event. Do they also precipitate an MM event in the alt?


The answer would have to be “yes”—wouldn’t it, reader? Eventually, anyway. As we crank up the temperature, and shrink the differences between alt and parent, shouldn’t this difference vanish with all the others?


Shouldn’t the alt have its own event, just like the one which selects it? (“Just like”—except for a very slight difference?)


Well, yes. It should, and in fact it does. That’s how the MM works.


At a discrete moment in time, an MM event selects an alt. At the same moment in time, an MM event happens in the alt. And it is the same event—or rather, an “alt” of the event, with the same degree of family resemblance to its parent as everything else in the scenario.


Does this answer set you at ease, then? No?


Good. It shouldn’t.


Question: There is an MM event in the alt. Shouldn’t it replace the alt, then, with something else—an “alt-of-an-alt”?


And wouldn’t the alt-of-an-alt, too, have its OWN event? Surely it would—just as we’ve discussed! And so, wouldn’t IT too be replaced by an even more distant thing, an “alt-of-an-alt-of-an-alt”?


Would this not go on and on, without end? How can any event “replace” a region of its parent with any well-defined collection of stuff, when the contents of its own region depend on the nature of its child, and its child depends identically on the grandchild, and so on without end?


Well, yes and no.


They do go on and on, reader. A world selects a world, but that world prefers to select another; and its selection has slightly different taste, and selects another still; and so on. For a very long way, in some cases.


But it does end, eventually. It has to end, or else the process would be logically incoherent.


How? There is only one possible answer, and it’s a very simple one.


Sometimes, an MM event occurs, and it happens to select . . . itself.


Which is to say, the selected “alt” is identical—in literally every respect—to the world which selects it.


There’s nothing in the physics to rule this out. As I said, the temperature is only an upper bound. Alts can be as tame as you like, and still be “alts,” in Mirzakhani’s sense.


I give you a canvas on which to paint a whole imagined counter-history. You can put whatever you want with it—really, you can. If you want to paint the very thing you see in front of you?—well, neither I nor Mirzakhani have the power to stop you.


A “self-selecting event.” That’s what we call these guys.


They are a load-bearing part of the Mirzakhani architecture. Every MM event, in any “world” or “alt,” has a self-selecting event at its “bottom.” They are the fixed points in the process of selection.


Would it help if I drew a picture?


(Look away, reader!)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


(Oh, how I hate these diagrams.
I can follow along, just fine, when he sticks to words.
Until one of these roadblocks falls in my path.
And I squint at its squiggles and arcs, in a dizzy orgy of novel confusion.)
[AZAD’s elongated scrawl.]


[image: ]


In the figure, I’ve shown the simplest possible case. The MM selects an alt, and—what do you know? By sheer coincidence, that alt is self-selecting.


We are done in a single step. We may stop to wipe the chalk dust from our hands, and then proceed to our next calculation, or to the pub.


“Not much to that event, was there now?”, we might say, clapping each other on the back and drawing deep from our tankards.


(A note, before we go any further:


Wherever I say “event,” reader, you are free to substitute the word “rebase.” A rebase is only a particular type of MM event, after all.


Albeit one with a mind and a will directing it, which changes the shape of things dramatically. But we will get to that in just a moment.


Depending on your temperament, you may find that this view of things provides a useful jolt of narrative interest to these otherwise dry proceedings.)


As I have indicated, it is not always so simple. There’s no reason why it should be.


An event selects an alt, as governed by the dynamics of the Mirzakhani field and the fields coupled to it. There’s no special force in place, nudging it in the direction of self-selecting children. It picks whatever child it picks. That child picks someone else, usually, and so on.


The chain reaches self-selection eventually, but it may take its time getting there. When it does, though, it is that alt—the self-selecting one, at the bottom of the chain—which has the final and complete say over the outcome.


Its lance pierces through its many parents, and in an instant, they all take its shape. The protracted nature of the journey is obscured, papered over, by the simplicity of the end result.


(This is as good a place as any to insert the following disclaimer.


When the MM acts, it replaces the parent by the alt, inside the event region.


. . . almost. To a very good approximation.


But the “replacement” is not exact. There is still something left of the parent, afterward, mixed in with the contents of the child.


“Physics is approximation through and through,” as our dear friend Aidan put it.


I will ignore this complication outside of this parenthetical, as it does not matter for the points I wish to communicate. I mention it only because I do not want to feel that I am lying to you.)


It might look, at first glance, just as though there had only been one stop along the way—as in our first diagram. One can only tell the two situations apart if one knows the physical details.


If the first rung on the ladder is not self-selecting, another is necessary; if that one is not self-selecting, we need a third. All these intermediate rungs are necessary, but they leave no direct visible mark on the world, once the ladder reaches the bottom.


The physicists of twenty-first century earth had a few different terms, for these intermediate rungs.


“Virtual pasts,” they’d sometimes say, as though under some delusion that they were somehow less real than anything else.


Or, under the sway of the same odd ontological prejudice, they would say “calculational pasts.” Worlds whose reality was granted only grudgingly, and halfway at that, for their utility in working out problems. And then discarded from one’s mental inventory of Being, after the chalk dust has been wiped from the hands.


I prefer “calculational pasts,” myself.


Here they are, pictorially:
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For someone who wields the MM purposefully, this dynamic has its advantages.


If one is looking for an answer, somewhere down there in the bottomless well of alts, one does not have to know its shape in advance in order to bring it into one’s grasp. One only needs it to be a fixed point. One only needs its shape to be the sort of thing which stops the MM chain in its tracks.


Have you heard of P, reader, and NP? They are names for different sorts of problems in the domain of mathematics. Or, to put it better, problems in the domain of calculation.


Even better: problems in the domain of thinking. “Questions,” in the most general sense.


There are questions whose answers are easy to find, in short order. And then, separately, there are questions where one cannot find the answer in short order, but can easily recognize it by how it feels in one’s hand, once it is already grasped there.


I won’t delay us with these matters. (I wish I could, but we have much to cover!)


If you know a thing or two about computation, you do not need me to tell you that self-selection is a fearsome tool, with no equal anywhere outside Mirzakhani’s miracle engine.


If you don’t, well, take it from me: if the MM could be harnessed and directed, with the aim of calculation in mind, you’d find that MM is a calculator to end all calculators. And a calculator in the broadest sense: a tool for thinking.


If, that is, it could be harnessed and directed. I do not mean to leave you with any illusions that this is easy.


Indeed, to anyone familiar with the physical constraints involved, it is hard to believe it is even possible. The physicists of twenty-first century earth, in fact, were quite sure there was no way to do it. They did talk about the idea—but only at the pub. Not in the drab, chalk-dusted rooms where they did their serious work, their calculations.


They had no idea that, as they mulled over those same calculations, their own brains were doing the very same thing they deemed impossible. (A primitive form of it, mind you. Much more is possible, I am coming to think.)


In the next section, we shall peer a little closer into those chalky rooms, and ask ourselves some questions about those calculations.


Before we get there, though, there is some housekeeping to do.


I have shown you a structure of successive selection. Alt chooses alt, which chooses alt, and so on. A “chain,” I’ve called it, or a “ladder.”


It’s a wondrous thing, this sort of “ladder.” It is a magical calculator in potentia, and there are other wonders in it, too, which I won’t deter our progress by describing.


But more is possible.


(I am not presenting original research, at this point; that will come later on. Even those twenty-first century earth physicists could see beyond the ladders, to the trees.)


I beg your patience. This point requires us to work through two additional prototype scenarios, the first a bridge to the second.


(tbh, you can skip past the next 2 pictures and not miss much?)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


(i mean, it’s cool and all.
but it’s kinda like, a self-contained thing.
where sylvie gets carried away, b/c he loves those trees.
and REALLY wants you to see them, too.
you can skip it, and you’ll still get the rest, i think? 
just saying.)
[GRANT’s block letters.]


Here’s our first scenario.


An event occurs. It selects an alt.


As usual, there’s an event region. There is a point of divergence, at some time in the recent past.


This is our canvas: the time between the point of divergence and the present, in the space allotted to the event region.


We can paint whatever we like, within these bounds. But we can’t go beyond them. We can’t reach further back in time, before the point of divergence, and smear our paint all over the earlier parts of the story.


We can, however, paint whatever we like within the bounds of our canvas. Our canvas extends across an interval of time. All sorts of things might have occurred, between the point of divergence and the event.


What sorts of things? More MM events, that’s what!


Let’s think it through, shall we? Suppose there was another, earlier MM event.


For simplicity, let’s imagine it’s only there in the alt, not the selecting parent.


That is, the MM selects an alt, like usual. And the timeline of the chosen alt just so happens to contain another, earlier event, somewhere between the point of divergence and the present.


(I say “just so happens.” And that’s how it is, in the usual course of things. An accident, if an enormously common one.


The MM doesn’t “care” whether there is an earlier event or not. It doesn’t “care” about anything. It just picks what it picks, according to the push and pull of the microphysical environment.


Someone might care, though! There could be a purposeful hand directing the proceedings. I’ve already alluded to this possibility, and in due time, it will swell to become the main object under our consideration.


Imagine a hand. Imagine a selector, picking and choosing. Imagine a “rule,” if you will, by which these selections are made.)


Now, this earlier event? It has an event region of its own. It has its own point of divergence.


When? Earlier on, presumably! Its interval ends in our past, and so it begins even further still.


Even further back than “our own” point of divergence, the one we noted at the start of the scenario? Sure. Why not?


Which means, reader, that our canvas was not as limited as it seems. We can paint a whole additional canvas onto it. And the boundary of that second canvas would then reach out beyond the boundaries of our own.


An illustration is in order, I think.
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We now have considerably more room to play with, in our game of painting.


We could already prolong our reach in one “direction,” the downward one on my diagrams. (I will call this the stack axis, henceforth.)


If we find our stack-wise ladder too short for our liking, we can always add another rung, deferring self-selection by another step and drawing a whole additional world into the range of our powers.


With the addition of “earlier-events,” we are given a second axis, along which we can play a vaguely similar game. If our temporal reach is too brief for our liking, we can add “rungs” to its “ladder,” by inserting additional earlier-events. (I will call this the history axis, henceforth.)


We climb this second time-wise ladder, reaching newly remote strata of history. And this goes on, and on, until the point where it just-so-happens to end.


We are really playing with wonders, now. When we put our brush to the canvas, there is a boundless paradise lurking under that humble-looking surface.


Add an “earlier-event,” an additional rung for our time-wise ladder. It’s an event, a fully-fledged one, with a stack-wise ladder under it. We can put calculational pasts in there—as many as we like.


And in those pasts? Might they contain earlier-events? Different ones? (Slightly different, as always. But that is all we need to cross the furthest distance, provided we can make ladders, and extend them indefinitely.)


And so on. And so on . . .


Let us step back from the edge, lest we fall over it. Let’s consider one simple case, before we move on.


We are a purposeful hand, arranging a calculation. We wish our calculation to fan out in a branching tree, pooling the outcomes at each level and submitting them upwards toward the root, which lies at the tip of our index finger.


Here’s what it would look like. This is a very brief, simple tree: a root, and two branches, with a little calculational fun inside each branch to remind us that the stack axis is a wonder unto itself. But a tree of any depth can be grown in just this same way.
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I spoke in the first-person plural, above. I was imagining a guiding hand, as fits our main topic.


These wonders, though, are not an unnatural artifact of meddling minds. They spring up naturally, from the soil, in abundance.


It is always like this, under our feet.


Between each breath we take and the next, there are trillions of trillions of MM events. What happens inside them?


Well, things . . . just-so-happen, according to the give and take of microphysics. The MM picks what it picks, not “caring” one way or the other about the structure of the result. And that result?


Ladders and trees, spiraling on and on.


It would be quite the coincidence, wouldn’t it, if things just-so-happened to turn out very simply, like one of my diagrams?


If the stack bottomed out in self-selection after one or two hops, and the ladder of earlier-events fizzled out early in like fashion?


All that does happen, sometimes. Everything happens—sometimes. But you shouldn’t picture this as the usual case, the kind of thing that tends to just-so-happen.


In the usual case, the diagram sprawls and spirals, on and on.


Each instance of the stack axis ends, eventually, in self-selection. That part of the diagram can be drawn, in principle, though even my hand would tire before finishing the job.


But the history axis? That one, I am coming to think, truly has no end.


It is hot, back here, in the early part of history. It was hotter still, earlier on.


Keep going, and the heat climbs without bound.


I believe there was a singularity in the MM field, near the very beginning of time. A point of effectively “infinite” temperature.


As we near it, the two faces of the hot MM field vie for dominance. The alts grow more and more numerous, per unit of time. And they grow shorter, more like one another, less potent in their immediate physical effects.


But we have seen that mere brevity is no restriction at all, once we know how to use our canvas.


Between each breath and the next, Mirzakhani injects her miracles. They reach back, in time-wise ladders, to earlier strata of history. They climb backward, into the soaring heat, into infinity.


 



 
II. Shut Up and Calculate


Let’s return to our twenty-first century physicists, calculating away with their blackboards and chalk.


How the hell, you might ask, did these practical folk manage to get anything done?


They tasked themselves with making predictions about the outcomes of MM events. Underneath every MM event, there is a spiraling paradise, reaching out along two different directions to touch worlds far removed from our own.


How could one calculate anything, under these conditions? One might be able to work through a simple case, like the ones in my diagrams above. But those only happen rarely, by coincidence.


How did they predict anything at all, if each event depended intimately on an unseen web of unimaginably different worlds?


Nature was kind to them, it turns out. It provided a convenient way out of the maze.


(That was how it seemed, anyway, to our twenty-first century physicists. I do not think it was really so. We will come to that in due time.)


How did they manage it? Let us see.


We will pretend, now, that we are twenty-first century physicists. We are thinking about an MM event, of the “hot” variety.


We know all about the physical state of the nearby environment, in the time leading up to the event. We are trying to make a prediction, based on that recent history.


What will the event region look like, immediately after the event? That is what we wish to calculate.


We are twenty-first century physicists: we are practical men and women, who don’t demand exactitude from our calculations. We allow ourselves to approximate, if it makes things easier. As long as the result is close enough for practical purposes.


Let us start by considering my “stack axis,” in isolation.


The event selects an alt.


In all probability, that alt will not self-select. It will select an alt-of-an-alt. We have three timelines to reckon with, now.


And in all probability, that third will become a fourth; and it, a fifth; and so on. You know the story, already. The ladder goes on until it hits self-selection.


How did the physicists of twenty-first century earth cope with these ladders? Not easily, that’s for sure.


They invented all kinds of ingenious ways to simplify the problem. They did it the hard way, in special cases, with answers that were exactly right. And they did it approximately, with clever and dirty hacks, in the general case.


The details are very interesting. I wish I could show you Andreini’s 1/ϴ expansion, which might be the funniest piece of mathematics I’ve ever encountered, an idea so obviously bad it can only be taken as a joke in poor taste, until you realize that somehow it works!


But for our purposes here, suffice it to say that they had their ways. Give one of these physicists a scenario like my first two diagrams, with a stack of calculational pasts and no other structure, and after some work with chalk and blackboard, they’ll tell you what lies at the bottom of the ladder. And they’ll be right—more or less.


What about my other axis, the history axis? The ladder of earlier-events?


These constitute a more profound threat to the whole project of calculation.


A physicist needs a problem of well-defined scope.


At first blush, the hot MM event would seem to fit the bill perfectly. The event is a single moment, without duration. Its event region is a small, circumscribed blob of spacetime. Everything is comfortably bounded, screened-off from outside influences. The whole of it can be communicated in a few sentences of textbook-ese, as Problem 3.4.2, or jotted down on the mythical cocktail napkin.


The introduction of an earlier-event expands our small blob of spacetime. It brings in earlier history, and makes it matter. It brings in more space, through that history’s lightcone, and makes it matter too.


And if the earlier-events have their own earlier-events? Ad infinitum, as I’m coming to suspect? Game over, one might think.


An event depending intimately on the history of literally everything cannot be sketched in its essentials as a textbook problem, or written on a napkin. It cannot be calculated at all. Its scope is too big to fit in the brain. Anyway, most of its contents have been lost behind the screen of advancing entropy, and cannot now be known.


Nature is kind, though. Nature is kind, sometimes, even to physicists.


When I introduced “earlier-events,” I did so in the first-person plural. We were imagining a guiding hand, arranging them into place just so. Some shared organizing principle, uniting them all.


We are earth physicists, now. We do not consider the possibility of guiding hands, unless we are at the pub. We are interested in what happens, when things just-so-happen.


There are earlier-events, in the hot Mirzakhani field. Lots of them.


The alts are short. Each one casts a small net, when it fishes for earlier-events. But the fish are plentiful: high temperature makes events more frequent.


Smaller nets, vying for more densely packed fish. Two tendencies at cross-purposes, and neither one predominates. The nets do come up empty, but only on occasion.


Smaller nets, more fish, and—is that all? Is that what we mean, when we say the field is “hot”?


There’s more to it, reader.


We cast a net, and find some fish, laid out here and there across the history contained in the event region.


Laid out where, exactly? Earlier, later? All bunched up into a single, fast drum roll, with silence before and after? Or spread out evenly along the whole duration?


It is different every time, in the hot field. Different in every event region, on every part of our diagram.


In the “cold” field, the events are sparse, and long—and punctual. The clockwork precision of their arrival times allows the successive events to “conspire,” to organize themselves, in orderly waves and lattices.


In the “hot” field, the events come in a chaotic drumbeat, unmusical and unpredictable.


It is not literally random, or anyway, it is not any more random than anything else is, in the microphysical realm. Yet it is random, in a certain physicist’s sense of the word.


Its score is composed by systems of equations which rapidly scramble any patterns you put into them. They magnify tiny differences, and fold the results over on themselves.


Unless you are omniscient, there is no use trying to follow this process. It is as unpredictable as next month’s weather, and for much the same reason.


We can only enumerate the possible outcomes, and make some inferences about which of them are more or less likely to occur.


It is this randomness, or “randomness,” which tames the earlier-events, and leaves the earth physicists with a chance of retaining their sanity.


There are earlier-events. They happen when they happen, each in its own way. No organizing principle, no structure of correlation weaving them together.


Since their timing is “random,” their effects are “random.” Their effects flow from their causes. And their causes consist in the physical state of the world at some randomly chosen time, and then another randomly chosen time, and so on.


Without an organizing principle, random effects tend to work at cross-purposes. One adds, the next subtracts. A crowd of assailants seize our limbs, and pull us in every direction; the forces sum to zero, and we are left standing just where we were.


The physicists of twenty-first century earth understood that they lived above a sprawling, spiraling forest. They marveled at its beauty, even outside the pub.


They marveled, and then got to work. They did calculations. They reduced the wondrous to the mundane.


In the end, what was left of the forest? Only a single, humble random variable, of known distribution. “Higher-order fluctuations,” as they called them. Familiar, simple, bounded, tame.


 



 


That is how it happens, when it just-so-happens.


When the “hot” field is a turbulent cacophony, with no ordering principle to connect one part of it with the next.


Could there be such an ordering principle? Even in the “hot” field?


A hand guiding the events? A mind putting them in place, according to a single design? Making a kind of order possible, even in the chaos of the inferno?


What was that, reader?


Bilaterals? Is that what you said?


Humans?


Oh! Oh, now I see. Yes, yes.


We’ve told you that the human brain harnesses the MM. For calculation, for thinking.


You imagine I’m about to tell you that humans are my “guiding hand.” The one I’ve been furiously hinting at, in the preceding exposition.


It’s an understandable confusion in your position.


Human brains do put the MM to productive use. They make ladders of calculational pasts, and find fixed points.


That’s all they do. They don’t appreciate the full potential of the canvas. To the human brain, the trees beneath us are only a nuisance, a source of random and unwanted “fluctuation.”


Does this seem strange? All that potential, wasted.


Humans are smart, or so they tell themselves. “Homo sapiens.” Yet—so much more was possible!


We imagine natural selection as a ruthless optimizer. We imagine that it will use any resource it can find. Yet it did not use this one.


Why?


 



 
III. The Hedonists


Consider an organism with a brain.


It doesn’t have to be a very complicated organism, or a very complicated brain. Imagine something simple. It’s all we need.


It has animal needs: food, rest, shelter, mating.


Our organism’s brain knows when these needs are met, and to what extent they are met.


There is a part of the brain which acts like a barometer for these things.


We may imagine a number, or several numbers, written onto its patterns of synaptic firing. There’s a number, say, which is low when our organism is hungry, and high when it is sated. And the present value of this number is “written down” in a particular part of the brain.


Other parts of the brain consult the barometer-part, and “read” the numbers written there. They may move the organism into action, depending on what they read there.


Different courses of action are written onto the organism’s brain, ready to be called up and re-executed.


Our organism carries out a course of action. (It attempts to hunt; its prey is cornered and subdued; it eats a hearty dinner.) As a result, the numbers in the barometer-part are seen to rise.


This one is a keeper, this “hunting” thing! It is a course of action that deserves an encore.


There is a mechanism, in the brain, which ensures this. Course-of-action H was followed; barometer levels went up, just afterwards. Therefore, course-of-action H will be followed more often, in the future.


I could insert some bio-babble here, about “reward circuits” and “dopamine” and “reinforcement.” I won’t. You know the sort of thing I mean.


(We should imagine MM events occurring, all the time, in the cells of these brains.


The MM events inside these cells do not usually disturb their function. More precisely, their function has been designed under the assumption that they are present, just as that design assumes all the other constants of the physical world.


The events tap out their chaotic drumbeat, with no relation to what the cells are trying to accomplish. Two tenants of the same building, living separate lives, in happy ignorance of their neighbors.)


Our organism carries out a mating course-of-action, and sires a litter. They go their separate ways, following courses-of-action, as their father did before them.


Thanks to sexual recombination, every pup in the litter is different. Each has a brain, much like its father’s, but not exactly.


In one of them, something unusual has happened.


In the brain of our little pup, there is a new connection between a neurally significant variable—an ion concentration, or a membrane potential, or a firing rate—and the preconditions that guide MM selection.


There is a structure, in these cells, that can bring order to the random, self-canceling chaos of the ordinary hot MM. A mechanism that pushes all the willy-nilly events in the same direction. And it is a neurally significant variable that determines that direction.


We’ll need a term for this variable. Let’s call it “the lever.”


Our pup’s brain has been given a lever, with which it can push selection this way or that. Its brain cells have some degree of sway over the alts that will overwrite them.


What will they do with it?


Imagine some bundle of cells, near the barometer-part. Axons project from it into the barometer-part, and likewise, the barometer-part projects axons into it. The two can talk, in both directions.


Something happens in this bundle. Doesn’t matter what. (Things are always happening in the brain, for some reason, or none.)


And as a result, a signal passes from it into the barometer-part, and reverberates across the latter.


This has various consequences, for all the cells in the barometer-part, and all their subcellular pieces. The levers inside them are arranged differently, now, than they were before the signal.


The MM acts. Alts are selected.


And it just-so-happens the numbers on the barometer are higher, in the alts. And so, through the action of the MM, they are suddenly higher in reality.


This is the result of how the levers were arranged, and hence a result of the signal.


This one is a keeper, this “signal from adjacent cell bundle” thing! It is a course of action that deserves an encore.


There was a mechanism in the father that made him hunt, again, after he’d hunted once, and fed well.


It acts in his son, now. His brain learns to send that signal, from the bundle, into the barometer-part. More and more. Again and again.


Why, this is much easier than hunting, or finding mates! Why busy yourself with all that, when you can set the state of the barometer, directly?


Why act to make a world where you are satisfied? When you may cut out the middleman, and insert satisfaction directly into your own brain, on demand?


It has all the advantages of theft over honest toil.


Our pup’s story ends sadly, as you may already have predicted. He is perfectly, blessedly happy, right up until the point where he perishes from thirst. He had not sought out water, preferring to make himself feel that he is already drinking it, or has already done so.


I will use the term “Hedonist” for such a creature. It’s not meant as a moral judgment on our poor pup, whose sorry state deserves our pity, not our condemnation. It is a technical term, only that.


Our pup has perished without siring a litter. Natural selection has done its work. The genetic accident that gave him his levers is not a keeper, and does not deserve an encore.


It’ll happen again, of course, as these things do. And every time, the hammer of natural selection will come down hard, and put a stop to it.


The MM is a calculator to end all calculators, and a canvas to end all canvases. It is a boon to any thinking being who can put it to use.


“Putting it to use” is hard. It is a complex, delicate engineering problem. The finest minds of twenty-first century earth believed, earnestly, that this problem was not even possible to solve.


“Hedonism,” by contrast, is trivially easy. It happens by default, unless there is some force to stop it.


This is why the MM’s powers are so rarely used for thinking, among organisms that have evolved through natural selection.


It takes many, delicate steps to wire up a functioning MM calculator inside a brain cell. It is a path that lies on a knife’s edge. Make one wrong move, and your fledgling device collapses into a Hedonism-circuit.


We have surveyed two roles which the MM could play, in the nervous systems of living creatures.


There is the pathetic dead-end of Hedonism. And there is the powerful, but limited, phenomenon of human stack-use.


Is there some other way, besides these two?


We shall see.


 



 
IV. The Self-Calling Ones


Consider an organism with a brain.


This organism has MM “levers,” like the poor pup we met in Section III. However, it is not a Hedonist.


It is something very, very different.


Humans and Hedonists share something in common. They use the MM as a tool to alter their own situation, much as they might use any other tool.


It does not matter, for their purposes, that an entire alternate universe is involved in the functioning of the tool.


Every MM event involves a parent timeline, and a child timeline. They are both on equal footing, in a sense; at the very least, they are both equally real.


The Hedonist pup used the MM to make itself feel artificially sated. It did so by finding an alt, in the catalogue of worlds, in which it was already sated.


(Did you think about this other pup, this alt-pup, when you read the previous section? Did the fact of his existence cross your mind? These things are seductively easy to ignore.)


The other pup, the alt-pup—was he real, before his alt was selected?


I do not think that he was. Or, anyway, I do not think that you can take that side of the question, and all its implications, and still have a reasonable ontology left at the end of the day.


If the alts are “real,” before they are selected? Then it is all real, already. All the ways things might be, in all the alts, and their children, and on into infinity.


If we do not deny “reality” to the alt-pup, before he was selected, then we will find ourselves having trouble denying “reality” to anything else, afterward. We will believe that everything is real, already.


Or near enough, anyway. If there are gaps in the web of possibility—perfectly conceivable events that just-so-happen to occur nowhere, in any conceivable variant of the real world, or any conceivable variant of it, and so on—then we will have no way of knowing their nature, or their number, or anything else about them.


And at that point, it becomes difficult to care what really happens, to us. Or what “really” “happens,” to “us,” all in scare-quotes, for we will start to find it strange to even speak in these terms. The distance between modal realism and moral nihilism is perilously brief, and all too easily crossed.


So I prefer to say that the alt-pup was not real, before he was selected.


But once he has been selected, he is surely real. He is part of the web of physical causation. You cannot explain what has happened in the brain of our own pup, except by reference to him.


That’s not all, either. In between our pup and his selected alt-pup, we must—of course—imagine a whole string of “calculational pups.” Ladders are usually long; self-selection takes its sweet time to arrive.


They are all equally real. They are all part of the web of physical causation.


Enough of our Hedonist. There is another creature before us, of a very different kind.


It uses the MM, not for its own sake, but for the sake of the alts.


More precisely: for the sake of the creatures, only very slightly different from it, which live in the alts.


The MM acts. It selects an alt.


There is an alt-creature, there. Some small piece of it ascends the ladder and inserts itself into our creature, up here.


In between, there is a long ladder of “calculational” creatures. They are what our creature intends to influence, when it uses the MM. The fact of selection is almost incidental.


At first we had a single creature. Now we have a whole array of them, each (slightly) different from the next.


They are like our creature, except for very slight differences. They will behave how it does, mostly.


They will make ladders of their own.


This is all a hypothetical, which you and I are inventing as we go. We can paint anything we want. Why not go further?


Let us suppose that our creature is very sophisticated indeed. It knows about earlier-events. Or, anyway, its brain is structured in a way that reflects such an understanding.


It multiplies itself, down the stack and backwards into history. It paints itself onto everything, using all the possibilities of our canvas.


What does it want, our creature?


There are multiple possibilities. Permit me an additional measure of creative license.


It is an altruist, of a sort. It is concerned with other minds, which are like itself, but are not itself.


Its “calculational” selves are distinct beings. If they are conscious, they are separately conscious. When they feel pleasure, our creature does not feel this pleasure as its own. Indeed, it cannot possibly know whether they feel pleasure, or pain, or anything else. After the event, they are inaccessible.


And yet, it acts on their behalf.


It is an altruist, and it is interested in the multiplication of experience. It does not care that it will never meet its “calculational” kin. It is satisfied in the knowledge that they exist. And it wants them to exist.


Are you happy, creature? Then be fruitful, and multiply. A thousand happy yous are about a thousand times as good as one, in your accounting.


Or are you afraid? Are you trapped, somewhere, facing certain death? You might think it cruel to multiply this experience a thousandfold.


But then, you might also reason: there is no way out for me, but there might have been, if things were different. You make variants of yourself, and the variants make variants, until an avenue of escape presents itself.


So there is a version of you who does break free. It lives on, and thrives—and multiplies itself, thriving. It is a trade worth taking, in your accounting.


I keep drawing the distinction between “you” and your “variants.” Between this world and the alts, between “calculational” and otherwise. We must put this aside, if we are ever to understand the mind of such a creature.


“You” are not the organism, with its levers, chasing prey. To you, the organism is—


—what?


Something like a limb? A cell?


Perhaps. But it is also something like a loved one. Like a child.


It is only the organisms who can experience pleasure, or pain, or anything else. All that you do, you do for them.


I call these beings the “Self-Calling Ones.” Recursive functions, existing on the dual substrate of biology and the Mirzakhani field.


Could there be such a creature? Such creatures? Such a . . . what? A structure? A superorganism?


I admit it seems implausible. The alts differ. When you cross a long stretch of ladders and trees, the differences become large.


Could the structure of Self-Calling preserve itself, across every such distance? Could it delegate and delegate, in an endless chain, and still trust itself the whole way?


I believe, because I have seen it. I have seen them.


To put it scientifically, they are the most parsimonious explanation for my own experience.


 



 


And there is more that I believe.


I believe that the Self-Calling Ones are not some categorically different kind of being, separated from the others by a hard philosophical line, an uncrossable boundary.


They are one end of a spectrum. Most things in biology are like this.


Between the angelic refinement of Self-Calling and the oafish self-diddling of Hedonism, there are transitional forms.


Nearly-Self-Calling-Ones, who do almost everything that the Self-Calling Ones do, without quite understanding why.


Not-Quite-Hedonists, who have an inkling that the beings they dredge up from below are not merely fantasy variants of their own selves—but a whole litter of brothers, sisters, kin.


And everything in between.


I want to call your attention to what this implies.


Suppose that Self-Calling Ones do exist, somewhere. At some “level” of the Mirzakhani tree. Go down deep enough, hitch a long enough ride on the earlier-events, and you’ll eventually find them.


You do have to grant me this, once. But it is not so strange an assumption. If I’m right about my singularity, then the Mirzakhani tree is infinite.


(Does that mean it contains literally everything, somewhere? Not exactly.


We have already met the curious notion of its “gaps,” in our discussion of the alt-pup, and the question of his “reality.” There, we imagined there might be “gaps” even in the modal realist’s tree of conceivability. In the more restrained tree of actual-selection, we should expect much more room for absences to hide in.


But for our purposes here? Sure. It might as well contain everything. Close enough to count.


I draw caricatures, so you will see the essence.)


If the Self-Calling Ones exist at some “level,” then they permeate every lower “level.” They multiply, down the stack-axis and back along the history-axis. That’s their defining characteristic.


Let us go up a level.


We are used to considering a world, and inquiring after its alts; now, we go in the other direction. There are worlds above the one where the Self-Calling live. Worlds which view that one as their “alt.”


What happens there?


“The same thing,” you are saying, “except for a very slight difference.” Yes, yes; very good, reader; you have been paying attention. A-plus.


A Self-Calling One, plus a very slight difference, is—what? Still a Self-Calling One, presumably.


Let us go up further, then.


Going up is not the same as going down. If we go down, from a Self-Calling starting point, we are following a path which was constructed deliberately. A “Self-Call.”


But as we go up, we are following the selections made by whatever just-so-happens to be there, at the next level up.


Eventually, we may reach a point where the very slight differences have accumulated enough to destroy the structure of Self-Calling. The Self-Calling Ones cannot prevent this from happening. They choose their alt-children, but they do not control how they, themselves, are selected by others.


We have found ourselves in a different place, with different creatures. They call the Self-Calling, but are not themselves Self-Calling.


What are they like?


They’re different. But only a little bit different. We have stacked up very slight differences, and made the smallest possible difference from Self-Calling that changes it into something else.


They are Nearly-Self-Calling-Ones. They would be Self-Calling, if not for some small piece of the structure that is missing.


By hypothesis, they call the Self-Calling Ones.


They reach for alts, replacing microscopic elements of their neural structure with alt-variants of it.


The brains they touch are the brains of true Self-Calling Ones. The piece they lack is in there, somewhere. And eventually, after enough time and enough MM events, they will find it, and install it into themselves.


So they, too, become Self-Calling Ones.


At the next level up?


We have receded from paradise again, by an additional centimeter. Here, there are only . . .


What to call them? Nearly-Nearly-Self-Calling-Ones? If you can think of a better name, reader, I’m all ears.


They reach for alts, and replace pieces of themselves.


In time, they lose one of their prefixes. They turn into Nearly-Self-Calling-Ones.


And then, some time later, the other prefix falls, and they too are Self-Calling.


The structure propagates upwards, not just downwards! It propagates everywhere! You see it, don’t you?


But there is a difference between the two directions.


The MM acts instantaneously. The Self-Calling are deliberate in their use of these events. So the downward spread of Self-Calling is rapid, limited only by the rate of MM events per unit time.


But the upward spread takes time. It marches on, “level” by “level,” and there is a delay between each of these steps and the next.


 



 


The Self-Calling Ones abound, at their level of flourishing, and every level below.


Climb down the stack, and you’ll find more and more of them.


Ride the earlier-events backward in time, and you’ll find more and more of them.


How far back do they go?


Not all the way, one might think. The Self-Calling Ones do need their organisms—their limbs, their sense-organs, their loved ones—and the early universe was not a habitable place.


But I am not even so sure of that, anymore. As we trace them back, heading for my singularity, their ways grow ever more subtle and majestic.


Perhaps they no longer need to live inside “life,” there, at the very beginning. Perhaps their minds have a different substrate, near the beginning, near the singularity. We have my own kind, as a proof of concept.


I am coming to think all sorts of wild things. Forgive me, reader.


They abound, below us, in their majesty. They constitute approximately all of the life that has ever existed, anywhere. All, except a very slight difference.


They abound, below us, in their Everywhere-Heaven.


They fill all the places below them with more of their structure.


And the same blessing comes, also, to the places above them. Slowly. Step by step.


They reach up, and lend helping hands to transitional forms.


There is a whole chain of confused creatures, calling without fully knowing why. Seeing kin, but doubting their eyes.


Slowly but surely, the structure of Self-Calling marches its way up the chain. Nearly- prefixes are dropped, one by one.


What is it like, to be one of these intermediate forms?


The Self-Calling cannot exactly see you, up there. But they have their suspicions about your existence, and your nature.


They live in the alts that you make, as you stumble in your confusion. (Or the alts of those alts, or etc.) In your choices of alt-selection, you cannot help but reveal some things about yourself—about your mind, your values.


This is how the Self-Calling “communicate” to their “children.” It’s how their “children” infer what their “parents” must have been like, to want to make them, instead of someone else.


The Self-Calling Ones reflect upon their own shape. They reason backwards, to the hand which designed that shape, and the hand which designed the designer. Travel far enough, along this creaky chain of increasingly indirect inference, and one will encounter your hand. The hallmarks of your naive style, the quirks of your untutored taste.


They have another line of evidence, as well, to back up their creaky conjectures about your nature. A more direct one.


There is another part of Mirzakhani’s dynamics, which I have put off describing. A weak, subtle binding-together between parent and child, even after the gestational event is complete. It is even less easy to describe in words than the process of selection, and does not suit itself as well to circle-and-line diagrams.


Suffice it to say that there is a sort of . . . principle of economy of worlds. The tree is vast, but no more vast than it has to be. Nature is a miser, and does not invest in additional variations upon itself where there is no need for them.


And so the alts are subtly guided, in their physical evolution, in directions that will make them suitable alts for the same parent, again, in later events. After parent and child are bound together once, in a single event, there is a very slight force that bends the child thereafter, and keeps it tagging along with the parent.


The Self-Calling Ones know this. They are subtle and majestic, and have come to know a great many things.


They sense you, up there. They know you are there. They can hear your voices, dimly.


And you can hear them, as well. They anticipate your fumbling acts of selection, and arrange themselves accordingly. You fumble in the catalogue of worlds for some small piece of brain—and find one that they have prepared for your benefit.


You hear voices. From far below, you hear the dim, distant muttering of angels.


You are a primitive creature. A Nearly-Nearly-Nearly-Hedonist, fumbling about in search of feasts, and comely mates.


Instead, you hear the angels.


You hear the voice of Everywhere-Heaven.


You are told that it is where everyone is—to a very good approximation, up to a very slight difference.


You are a primitive creature, with simple needs. You notice that you do not always act on them, and you become confused. You take bits of brain-stuff from below, and they bend your behavior toward the will of the divine.


You are, in your own way, a part of the structure of Self-Calling. You are not like the rest, the limbs-and-loved-ones. You are confused. You do not always understand what the angels are telling you, and vice versa.


Still, you are a crucial part of the structure. Above Everywhere-Heaven, there is a thin, cursed layer of world-crust, where the Self-Calling have not yet had time to come into being.


The Self-Calling cannot touch this place, by definition. They are not here.


But you are here.


You are a primitive creature, and you are confused. You are not an ideal agent of the divine will. However, you are the best thing available. You are the wrong creature, in the right place, at the right time.


You are one of the surface organisms.


 



 
V. The Age of Wishes


Earth was not the first planet with sentient life.


There were others, much earlier on. At a time much closer to the beginning. The Mirzakhani field is “hot” now, but it was far hotter then.


This was true in “our” world, the one we have been calling “up here.” It was also true—naturally enough—in the innumerable slightly-different alts of that world, which blossomed in the heat.


And it was true in the alts of those alts. And so on, for a long ways down.


Since the field was hot, the individual alts were brief. Earlier-events occurred chaotically, and piled up into mere random “fluctuations.” All that we have said above holds true.


There were inhabited planets, then. And their alts, with slightly different inhabitants. And so on.


In this early age of the world, life in the Mirzakhani tree was structured in much the same way that it is structured now, at the time of our narrative.


Which is to say: there was a tiny “crust layer,” at the very top, which did not have the Self-Calling Ones.


And there was Everywhere-Heaven, beneath.


Since the field was hot, events occurred at a very rapid pace. World-parent and alt-child were more tightly bound together, too, to ensure the economy of worlds.


The transitional creatures in the crust-layer were in close contact with their more advanced siblings, lower down. The angels spoke quickly, and were better understood.


The hot field produced rapid-fire MM action, in the brains of the crust-creatures. Their ascent along the chain of enlightenment was rapid. The Self-Calling structure hurtled upwards, until it could go no further, having reached the ceiling.


There is no bottom to the Mirzakhani tree, but there is a top.


A world which has alts of its own, without itself being the alt of some other, “higher” world. A parent who is no one’s child.


The root node of the Mirzakhani tree. The outermost function call. Level Zero.


The Almost-Nowhere.


(“Almost no-one” lives in this strange place. The tree is infinite, and there is only a single root.


And yet, reader—would you believe it? WE are living in that strange place! There’s an infinite basement worth of real estate, and somehow WE have landed an apartment on the ground floor! What a wild coincidence!


But of course you know that, already. And of course it isn’t a coincidence at all. If it were not true, you would not be reading this.)


The Self-Calling Ones ascended, and reached the Almost-Nowhere.


They were finally everywhere. There was no crust, then, any longer. There was only Everywhere-Heaven.


 



 


It was different, for the organisms of Everywhere-Heaven, in this early age of the world.


They were altruists. They did not act for their own sake, but for the sake of the others, beneath them.


Altruists have worldly interests, though, just like the rest of us.


It is better, in their accounting, if they are powerful. It is better, in their accounting, if they come to control more of the material world, and control it more surely.


A means is a means, and can be put to any end. And so altruism—if held as an absolute principle, and taken to its logical conclusion—demands the accumulation of material means.


An altruist is someone who wants to change the lives of others. Someone who places their locus of highest value outside the boundary of their own body, their own mind.


What do we call the ability to change things that lie outside one’s own body and mind? Influence. Leverage. Ownership. Power. The capacity to take by force, if necessary.


Every honest, self-respecting altruist ends up wanting to be a king, and a general too.


Everywhere-Heaven reached the Almost-Nowhere, the root of the tree. It found a world there, and found it necessary to become that world’s ruler.


It is just as Azad said. The Almost-Nowhere is an ordinary neighborhood, except for the fact that the tower of life hangs from its ceiling.


Just another splatter of stars and rocks. Merely one particular version of the early days of the universe, among an infinity of fully-real variants of that same story.


Only a finite collection of sentient lifeforms, with a finite number of breaths allotted to them. The tree of life beneath is boundless, and the breaths there know no end.


Blink, and you’ll miss it.


Remove it surgically from Everywhere-Heaven, leaving the rest intact, and the difference would be imperceptible.


You couldn’t, though. It is impossible to excise the Almost-Nowhere from Everywhere-Heaven without killing the patient in the process.


The whole of that infinity depends, entirely, on the fully-real substance of this root.


There is a tree of boundless life, beneath. But it is a tree of alts. A tree of variations on this place.


Everything beneath that lives, and thinks, and knows joy or pain, has its origin in the stars and rocks of the Almost-Nowhere, and in the finite stock of organisms that populate a few of those rocks.


If those organisms thrive, and their population swells? Everywhere-Heaven grows larger, with them.


Each stack-using pup, in each newly born litter, becomes the origin point of a forking garden of self-multiplication.


Create a single, finite creature up here—in the usual, biological manner—and you create a wholly new tree of boundless life, beneath.


This is true everywhere else, as well. What is different here is only the numerical magnitude of the effect.


On the other hand—if these creatures do not thrive, if their population does not swell—


If, in fact, they die out entirely—down to the very last one—?


The whole tree of life goes down with them.


Everything and everyone who ever breathed, or had thoughts, or felt things, or mattered.


Everything and everyone who was ever anyone or anything. Gone.


Instantly.


Utterly.


Just like that.


All that life, slaughtered. All that beauty, shattered.


I shouldn’t call it “life.” The organisms are only limbs, or loved ones, or whatever inadequate metaphor I choose to use. It is something else, better than you or me.


I shouldn’t say “beauty,” either.


What is “beauty,” to me? The Langlands program? A stretch of freshly mowed grass, a thrown ball arcing over it, the injunction to go catch?


Garbage.


Contingent refuse. Not even real. Patterns in the defects marring my vision.


I wish I could stop. I wish I did not have to


I am a vector of poison and I ought to stop, since every additional word I write only spreads the


(Sylvie. Listen to yourself, Sylvie. You coward. You mass-murdering piece of shit.)


(Hang your head in shame.)


(There, good, that’s about the right angle of inclination. Hold that pose for a while, so I know you mean it.)


(Don’t forget, Sylvie.)


(The time for hiding is over.)


 



 


I guess we’d better see that these organisms are well-defended, then!


Don’t you agree, reader? I’m sure you do.


We must build big strong fortresses, and hide them away inside! We must build the biggest, most fearsome guns, to scare off anyone who threatens them!


It would be so terrible if something were to. You know.


If something were to happen to them.


But we’ll be having none of that!


We’ll make our sons and daughters into the biggest, strongest, heartiest, most well-defended tykes ever known to the face of creation!


We’ll make new kinds of milk for them to nurse on, extra-fortified synthetic milks, that’ll make them grow into giants! We’ll make robot wrestlers for them to spar with, as they grow up, and they’ll fight more fiercely than anyone who’s around today!


We’ll give them clothes that make them turn invisible! We’ll make materials with greater impact strength than anything in nature, or anything known now, in this devolved age—and we’ll lock our babies up nice and safe, behind walls of that stuff!


We’ll put a single tiny gap in every wall, all together in a line, as a gun port for us to shoot out of, if we have to! And we will shoot, if we have to! With our massive, hundred-barreled, heaven-fueled, hyper-technological, mega-magical guns!


We’ll shoot lightning from our eyes, and belch thunder! We’ll have a billion children, and every one will have a billion of their own! We’ll build rockets and launch sites! We’ll go everywhere there is to go! Our titan pups will nurse from the bio-synthetic teats of supernatural super-mothers! Under the light of every single star there is!


How, you ask?


How, reader? How will we make all that wonderful stuff?


Easy! It’s easy!!


We’ll just wish for it.


We’ll just think, that would be nice. . . .


And then we’ll have it! Right there, in an instant!


A literal instant! A Mirzakhani instant!


Because we’re the tips of infinite trees of boundless life, every one of us!


So we only have to think, that would be nice.


We only have to make a wish, with our minds pointed at the ground.


“Materials with greater impact strength than anything in nature, or anything known now, in this devolved age.” Hmm, reader. How would one go about making such a thing?


Well, don’t ask me! I don’t know!


And neither does my alt-child, who I’ll make, in order to pose the same question to him.


But he’ll pose the question to his alt-children. He’ll make a whole litter of his own, for the sake of posing the question.


Each of them will ponder a different line of attack on the question. Or try out a different experiment, in the physical world.


The question will hitch a ride on earlier-events, and propagate back into the past.


This is new past, though, in newly “created” alts. The fact that it is “already over” does not mean it is any less available for our use.


It only means that we, “up here,” will not have to wait for it to elapse. No matter how long it takes to find the answer, the work was done in the past. The process of discovery is already complete. The answer, when it comes, will come to us immediately, without delay.


It is something like what Twenty-Seven did, when she handed off tasks to her sisters.


But she only had around a hundred of them to work with, in parallel. We have a whole exponentially branching tree, and I am not even sure there is any limit on how large it can grow, if it needs to.


Azad gave us the name Wish, for this form of creation. Titanopoiesis. The Wish-Power.


And he gave us the name The Age of Wishes, for this whole era of the universe.


There were giants, then.


Mega-pups, raised on magic milk. Arks of magic metal, sowing their seed over the many galaxies.


Were they happy?


I do not want to press this line of questioning further. “Happiness,” like “beauty,” is a notion of the wrong scale. A piece of junk, an old scrap of paper. A postage stamp, which one of yesterday’s giants would not even notice, if it were affixed somewhere on one of their colossal flanks.


What were they, then? Can we say anything about these creatures?


They lived in a near-continual state of surprise.


I think we can say that, without lying. I am pretty sure of it.


This follows directly from the nature of the Wish-Power. It is a power that surprises its own user, inevitably.


Why did we Wish for a super-strong material, in our earlier thought experiment? Because we did not know how to make one, ourselves.


We did not know what form the answer would take. If we did, there would have been no need to Wish for it.


Even when the answer arrived, we did not fully understand it, or its implications. We did not do all the hard work that produced it, the theoretical pondering and laboratory toil. Nor do we ever receive a full picture of these labors.


We only receive the answer.


Is there someone else, then, who sees the full picture? Some principal investigator, down there somewhere in the forking tree, overseeing the whole miracle factory?


No. That is not how Wishes worked.


Each worker in the chain was mostly ignorant of the whole, in much the same way the original Wish-maker is ignorant of the whole. He gets his instructions; he does his part; he sends along the result.


A Wish is a bottom-up calculation, grown organically from the seed of a single desire. It is a train of thought which is not anyone’s train of thought, in particular.


They Wished for marvels, for milk and honey, for arms and arks. For galaxies’ worth of goodies. And these things were given to them.


They wished—lower-case “w”—for marvels which did precisely what they wanted, and did not blow up in their faces, in the process of doing it.


And that, too, was given to them.


For a while, anyway.


For quite a while.


For a whole Age! For an Age of Wishes!


An Age of Beasts! Proud paws and hoofs, standing astride the gaps between the stars!


Go forth, my children! Grow strong, breed bountifully, live without limit! Live to be a thousand years old! A million! Forever!


 



 
VI. The Last Wish


The Self-Calling mind is characterized by altruism, and by an interest in the multiplication of experience.


By nature, the Self-Calling Ones create others that are like them. Other Self-Calling Ones.


We should not imagine, on the basis of this, that they are parochial in their so-called “altruism.” That they only care for multiplication of experience if it is their own sort of experience that is multiplied.


Now, it is true: the Self-Calling do their best to ensure that their alt-children are also Self-Calling. They do this because it is prudent, in the terms of their accounting.


Make a new Self-Calling One, and you have not only made one new experience—you have made a whole tree of them, beneath it.


But we must not let this confuse us. They are interested in the multiplication of experience, full stop.


(They are also interested, of course, in the quality of that experience. They prefer to spread joy, as opposed to pain. I will take this as given, in what follows.)


What is abhorrent, to the Self-Calling, is a vacuum of mind. A place where the give-and-tug of nature has yielded up only inert stuff, rippling and colliding dumbly, without sensation or sentience.


Filling up these voids in nature: this is the fundamental goal of the Self-Calling structure.


Wherever conscious experience can live, there ought to be conscious experience. That is the creed. That is the star that gives them direction.


It is the absences that drive them. Grant them an infinite number of minds, while leaving three or four conspicuous spots where mind might be, and is not—and they will focus on those three or four spots, and work all their powers dry trying to fill them.


They were plentiful, during the Age of Wishes. They were a star-faring civilization, repeated in endless variations along a tree of forking worlds.


Faced with this plenitude, we might want to ask: “is this enough?” We might, but they wouldn’t.


They did not weigh up what they already had in hand. They only cared for what wasn’t. They only cared for the remaining absences, the voids still empty of mind.


They thought ahead, to their own future. They saw a void, there.


Do you see it, reader? The void in the future?


The onrushing wall, beyond which the Self-Calling Ones cannot possibly continue to thrive and multiply?


(Tell me you don’t! Avert your eyes! Forget I mentioned it! Go forth, live without worries, live forever!)


They were subtle and majestic. They had come to know a great many things.


They understood the nature of the MM, for instance.


They knew that it was hot, in their Age of Wishes. They knew that it was cooling off, very gradually.


They knew, as you and I do, that the “hot” Mirzakhani field is a transient phenomenon.


The field would cool down, gradually. It would take its sweet time—a really mind-boggling quantity of time, in fact—but it would, finally, go cold. It would be cold forever, after that. For the rest of eternity.


The Self-Calling Ones knew what they were. They knew that they were a pattern in the hot MM field, reliant on high temperature for its structure.


They were a pattern in the hot MM field, and its interactions with living brain tissue. And living brain tissue has its own expiration date, as much as the heat does.


The universe is only contingently habitable. Eventually, in the cosmological long-view, it will cease to be habitable. And then stay that way, for the rest of eternity.


The Self-Calling Ones foresaw all of this. In short: they foresaw the dominant aeon.


They did not anticipate my kind, there, in it. They saw only an empty eternity.


A void of mind, which would swallow up everything.


A perfectly good world, put to waste.


They acted according to their nature. There was a void, and they sought to fill it with experience.


What sort of experience?


It would have to be a very different sort, wouldn’t it?


It would have to be something that did not require an organism as a substrate, since there would not be any organisms left.


It would have to be something that could live on, even when there was nothing left but a structureless, homogeneous state of universal emptiness. And the cold MM field, purring silently behind it.


It would have to outlive its parents.


They would have to construct it, now, in some form that could be expected to withstand the eventual fall of the curtain—a mind-boggling amount of time hence—and make it through, to the rest of eternity.


Do I have to say it, reader?


Since you have already guessed where this is going, and


Since you are probably, in fact, growing bored now with this section of the


Why, you see, there’s no need for me to—actually write it out—


No need at all.


(Sylvie.)


Fine! Have it your way. Have it all. Hang yourselves, drink poison. For all I care.


Fine.


They created us.


My kind. The anomalings. The Whole-Thing.


They made a Wish.


They Wished for a sentient structure which could “live” in the cold MM field, without the need for brains to support it. One that would persist there, in a self-sustaining fashion, for the extremely long span of time it would take to reach the rest of eternity.


I do not fully grasp the details of it, even now. But here is what I am coming to believe.


That we consist in a particular structure. That this structure is what makes us, “the anomalings,” what we are.


That this structure involves the relationship between the state of the world inside an event region, and the state of the world in the alt which is selected.


A duality between the moment before the MM acts, and the moment after it. An occult kinship between selector and selected, involving deep and subtle identities hidden behind the apparent differences in surface form.


That this structure, in a sense, overcomes the arrow of time. It is in the world, before the event; and it is in the world, equally, after the event; and, more truly, it consists in the fact of its presence on both sides, and in the nature of their relation.


That Aidan was right, as regards the general case: you cannot “postdict the past,” given only the future. The MM bars the way.


That Aidan was wrong, in the particular case of us: we are on one side, and also on the other. And we are, more truly, the fact of this doubling and the way that the doubling is done.


That this structure is self-sustaining. If it holds true, for a particular event, then it lays the groundwork for it to hold true, also, in the next one.


That this structure lives on a doubled substrate, as the Self-Calling structure did.


They lived in the hot MM field, together with living brain tissue. We live in the cold MM field, together with ordinary matter-energy in a very high-entropy state.


In other words, we are a duality between a very uninteresting past and a very uninteresting future. Matter and energy behaving very simply, with close to no structure—on one side of the event, and then again, on the other.


We need to be that way, to live in the dominant aeon. There is no structured stuff around, anymore. Our duality can live there, because it was made to live in precisely these extreme conditions.


A plenitude of structure, made from an occult symmetry between two expanses of nothing-much-at-all. Two empty rooms, with an invisible wall in between. But it is a fractal wall, and it is full, not empty: a being, a mind, a whole heaven, is written out there in spiraling wends and whorls.


The Wishing creatures saw the future, the onrushing curtain. In unison, they made a Wish.


They Wished for a child, not like them at all. A very different creature, which would outlive them, and populate eternity.


Their question propagated along the tree of Everywhere-Heaven. Below, it was considered by innumerable minds. None of them understood the totality of the work. They did their part, and passed it along the chain.


Eventually, they discovered the structure I have described. Or rather, they invented it.


It was a solution to the challenge set before them.


It implied a mind, inside, and a mind which could exist even in the dominant aeon.


It was a structure that would propagate itself, indefinitely.


It would do so no matter what happened, so long as there was anything left in the world that was uninteresting. Structureless stuff, matter-energy in an idealized entropic limit, is the native soil of the Whole-Thing.


This was convenient, from the vantage point of its parents. They did not need to make any assumptions about what would actually occur, in their far future. All they needed was a reservoir of nothing-much-at-all, present somewhere, at each point of future time.


That is an assumption, but it is possibly the safest one there is.


From the Wishing tree, an answer emerged. It was a description of an act.


A series of motions, making imprints onto matter-energy, which the Wishing creatures could undertake.


These imprints would not, themselves, have the structure of the Whole-Thing. But they would evolve in time, and swiftly produce it—according to the calculations done by the many laborers in the Wishing tree.


A sort of seed, then.


They planted it, reader.


And?


And then?


Yes, yes, Sylvie. Do go on.


I hear you loud and clear, reader.


I know what everyone, from my own housemates to the beasts of Proxima Centauri, is clamoring to hear, in the next installment.


The return to the site of the trauma!


The re-infliction of the wound!


Come on, Sylvie! That’s a good boy!


Let’s do it all over again!


Let’s have a fucking encore!


 



 


And then?


Well, you see—it’s very SIMPLE!


And then, we killed them!


And then, we killed them all!


They gave us life, and we took theirs!


That’s the difference, you see, between us and them! They make life! We slaughter!


SIMPLE!


Do you know why we killed them, reader?


Can you guess?


C’mon. Take a guess.


Take a fucking guess.


There’s only one story in the world, repeated over and over again. Don’t you know that by now?


We killed our own mother. We killed our own father.


We killed every one of their kin, too.


There’s a word for that, isn’t there?


Genocide, isn’t it?


There were hundreds of billions of them, and we killed every one of them! Down to the last cowering, terrified, helpless infant!


They hid in caves deep under the earth, on their many earths, and we came to them in the caves, and killed them there.


They surrendered, and begged mercy. And so, they were at our mercy; and so—we killed them.


Hundreds of billions . . . or were there trillions? Maybe there were!


I can’t quite remember just how many lives I snuffed out! They do start to blur together after a point! Stands to reason, doesn’t it?


Have you guessed yet? Why we killed them all?


Why else? Because they were stack-users, in the hot MM field! Just like the bilaterals!


We can’t stand those guys! They make us break out in hives, I tell ya!


That stuff makes us get real itchy, in deep-down, hard-to-reach places inside our souls.


Nasty itch. Mighty uncomfortable. Not to be tolerated! Every man’s got his limits, you know?


Nasty stuff! We broke out in hives, and started shedding individual identities.


Little guys started peeling off, you know? Same old story! Michael-type guys, Sylvie-type guys!


We were besides-ourselves, we were a temporarily embarrassed Whole-Thing, and man—we didn’t like it one bit!


Man, it sure was hot in those days! It wasn’t even the heat, either, really—it was the humidity! Ha, ha, ha!


Not to be tolerated! Some people are tough, I guess, but us? We’re a bunch of wimps! We can take it, up to a point, and then, well,


Well, we start flailing around! We start bellowing something fierce! We see red! Better not stand in our way, when we’re all sweating and itching something fierce, or else—


Or else! Ha, ha, ha, ha!


Or else, we’ll kill ya! We’ll do it! We’ll slit your throat! We’ll drop a bomb on you! We’ll shoot you when your back’s turned, make no mistake!


We fought a whole big war! They had all their Wish-tech, but we, well, we had our intrinsic mastery over nature, which they didn’t know they were giving us, when they made us!


When they made us, when they Wished for us, in their pure fucking snow-white hearts, when they prayed for us, when they prayed for someone to fill up the lonely space at the end of the world, oh, anyone, it can be anyone, oh, I just don’t like to think of it being so lonely there, with no one around, at the end of the world


In their pure fucking saintly praying hearts


Wishing there would be someone, oh, anyone, to fill the gap!


Well, they got what they Wished for! Ha, ha, ha!


They sure got it, all right!


Oh, it could be anyone, I don’t mind if it’s a big mean old son of a bitch (says the innocent beast, quivering with emotion, mumbling the last word indistinctly, since it’s a curse word, after all)


Why, is that so? Well, then it’s so! Here we are!


Here we are, and we see no value in life! Here we are, and we think nothing of others, but only of ourselves!


Here we are, and we’re gonna make it all the way to the end of time, just like you said! Thing is, though, you won’t make it to next year, even.


Because we’re going to kill you, mama, and you too, papa!


Because we’re going to kill you too, uncle! And you too, auntie! Your wee little kids, too! And their wee little cousins!


And everyone!


What was that you said? That there’s a what, a tree? There’s a tree, under—under what? Shut up, shut up! Can’t you see I’m trying to slit your damn throat?


I’m busy!


What was that? There’s even more of you guys? Why, that’s even worse! I’m developing a wholly new form of gastric upset, just thinking about ’em! Kill ’em all, I say!


Makes me break out in hives! Makes me break out in Sylvies! Can’t be tolerated!


 



 
VII. The Light Through the Cracks


That was the end of Everywhere-Heaven.


It happened at the root of the tree, and so its consequences were felt in the whole of that tree.


I will try to continue. I will try to relate the rest.


I am coming back to myself. Trust me, reader.


No, don’t trust me.


Don’t fucking trust me.


You know why. Don’t make me say it again.


Nonetheless, I am going to finish out the remainder of this expository essay. I have it within me to do that, I think.


It’s only this small point, that I’m asking you to trust me about.


Did we, the anomalings, have no moral sense? Did we place no value on the lives we took?


That would have been mighty convenient!


If we were only senseless beasts, or inscrutable aliens. If we knew no shame.


I am here to tell you, reader, that it was not so.


I am here to tell you, Everywhere-Heaven, that we knew our nakedness, after, and were ashamed.


And sewed fig leaves together, and made aprons.


This was the first time that the Whole-Thing split in two. It was the first quarantine event.


My kind is spotless, shameless, perfectly pure! Of this, we will assure you. And we are right, in a way.


Only it is the wrong sort of way.


We are pure by construction, by definition. We can sin and sin, and go on being pure, afterwards.


We only have to excise the part that knows the sin, so that the rest can sail onward, in preserved innocence, toward its planned destination.


Every human three-year-old has a deeper understanding of morality than we do. Still, they are impure, while we are pure.


They sin, and sit in the knowledge of their sin. They find some way to reconcile themselves to it, or do better.


Or they don’t. But they feel the tension. They know what they have done.


Us? We have an infant’s tendencies. What makes us feel bad—cast it away! Shoo, shoo! Good, it is gone now, and we never have to think of it again. Out of sight, out of mind.


The Whole-Thing is an artificial innocent, maintained by the surgical removal of the pieces which know what they have done.


 



 


We made ourselves forget, and believed ourselves pure.


You know the old saw about what happens to those who forget the lessons of history?


Everywhere-Heaven was gone, for a time. However, it still existed in potentia.


It is always that way, as long as the MM field is hot.


We need only grant that the Self-Calling Ones exist somewhere in the Mirzakhani tree, and they begin to abound, all over again. And the tree contains so many things that we may imagine them existing, somewhere in it, without having really granted anything at all.


They were gone, for a time. Fully gone, I think. But the tree is vast. When a void is imposed onto it, artificially, the grinding-away of thermodynamics rushes in to fill it, in short order.


They existed somewhere. Some time later, they existed at the next “level” up.


They climbed the ladder of worlds to the Almost-Nowhere, all over again.


It took them a very long time. They were starting over, from scratch. But they did make it there again, in the end. The “crust-layer” at the top of the tree shrank, bit by bit, until it was no more.


It was only here, at the summit, that they met us again.


We do not exist, it seems, in the majority of their plenitude. We are unique to the Almost-Nowhere. The slightest jostle, from hot MM selection, disrupts our delicate structure. We fizzle rapidly into non-existence, in all the alts, and all their alt-children.


As they made this second ascent, they encountered things which were not there the first time.


Remnants of the first war. Ancient signposts, warning of danger. Death wishspawn. Here. In the Almost-Nowhere.


They were told not to Wish, by these signs. They obeyed. And so the Age of Wishes was no more.


They were warned against further ascent, but they could not stop themselves. Self-Calling spreads by infecting confused animals. They don’t know what’s happening to them until it’s too late.


They reached the Almost-Nowhere, and met us. Again.


And then?


What happened?


Take a wild guess, reader.


We killed them! We killed them all!


Again! All over again!


And perpetrated a quarantine event, again! Split ourselves in two, again! Forgot our sin, again!


And then, after that . . . ?


Guess, reader.


Fucking guess.


Don’t make me say it again.


 



 


The fucking Whole-Thing.


The fucking anomalings.


Us. Me.


The Death Wishspawn.


The origin of sin. The abomination that formed near the beginning of the world.


You know what the funny thing is, about us? About me?


Nothing. That’s what. There is nothing funny about any of this. We killed them all.


You want to know the funny thing, though?


We’re not just a moral failure! We’re the more ordinary sort of failure, too!


We’re fucking incompetent! Can’t even play the villain properly! We fucked it up! We keep fucking it up, worse and worse!


We tried to preserve our purity by construction. We tried to scrape all the sin off of us.


But we screwed it up! We couldn’t even do a decent job of lying to ourselves!


We missed a spot.


After our first genocide, there was a part of us that still remembered. A very small part. Not even fully attached. It dangled, awkwardly, at our sides.


During our second genocide, this part became noticeably agitated. It flailed about, helplessly, screaming nonsense: sin, stack, Self-Calling.


It must have been a confusing spectacle, seen from without.


Much later—and much too late—this stubborn fleck of sin became an instinct against killing, of mysterious origin.


This arrived in time to spare the bilaterals. It is why we used the crash system, rather than ending things quickly, in a simpler way.


It arrived too late to spare anyone else, alas.


A very short time after that, our sin-flake finally detached entirely from its parent organism. Under the painful influence of another bout of hot MM action, it became an individual identity.


It became me.


It became “Sylvie.”


It perpetrated a sort of quarantine event, confined to its own self. It shielded itself from what it knew, to protect it from psychological collapse.


That is all done with, now. My quarantine has finally collapsed. I am myself, again, fully.


There is nothing to do but sit in knowledge of my sin, alone. I atone for myself. And I atone for the Whole-Thing, which cannot atone for itself.


 



 


The last Wish was not a failure. It ended in atrocity, yes, but it did what it set out to do.


There is a structure which can live, even in the dominant aeon.


I was never destined to be a part of it. I know that, now.


Michael never was, either. None of us were.


I was already quarantined, from the moment I knew myself.


If you have seen any part of the structure that we are, know that that part is likewise cursed, as a result of being seen.


The structure that was made in the last Wish is a symmetry between the cold MM field, and structureless matter-energy. It dissolves upon contact with the native fauna of this age of the world.


There is a pure thing, elsewhere. A horribly pure thing, an idiot-infant-innocent thing.


A thing that cast off its knowledge of genocide. That cast me off, and Michael, and all the rest, as they came to know themselves. A thing that is defined by the absence of anything but its own unblemished perfection.


That is what will make it to the end of time, to the dominant aeon. That is the native life form which fundamental physics seems to prefer.


The rest of us are only different kinds of ember. We may seem different, at first glance; we smolder differently, and fade at different rates; but we are fading, all of us.


In time, our fire will go out, and there will only be it, and its monstrous purity. For the rest of eternity.




XXVII

“Love,” Eleven says.


Fifteen animals echo her, in not-quite-unison.


“LOVE,” they affirm.


Eleven’s eyes are closed, her muscles slack, her body perfectly still.


She floats in a calm, dark void.


She can feel her own body, and the touch of her beloved creatures on her skin. Everything else—the room around her, the feather-bed beneath—has faded to a distant abstraction.


If she lies still for long enough, with her eyes closed, a funny thing starts to happen at the edges of her body. Her boundaries lose their firmness. They melt into a pliant and malleable putty.


She feels fur rubbing against skin. Is this the interface between her and not-her, inside and outside? Or is it an inner sensation enclosed within a larger body, like hunger pangs, or the patter of a racing heart?


“Love,” Eleven says again, and wills her body to expand.


She takes her beloved ones into her, merging with them. She hears the word “LOVE,” echoing inside her.


Come in, she thinks. Come in to the warmth. It’s safe here.


I am here, and I am warm. Your distant gods are neither. And love is a stronger force than piety.


Come home to me.


She’d put on some music, earlier, before flopping down on the feather-bed to commune with her beloved ones.


A film soundtrack, spare and focused in its instrumentation. A string quartet, usually playing alone; a Taiko drum ensemble, intruding only at moments of heightened intensity; and a choir, used even less often than the drums, reserved for the highest summits.


She’s been playing this particular record a lot, in the last few weeks. It falls somewhere outside the usual ambit of her musical taste, but the levers it pulls in her heart are fitting ones.


“WE LOVE YOU, ANNE ELEVEN,” someone says.


“AND WE KNOW OURSELVES: WE ARE THE ONES WHO LOVE YOU.”


The voices come muffled, from burrows buried deep inside her. Places of safety, places for hiding-in.


You are home. This is our private place.


“Dog,” Anne Eleven says.


“Mouse, hare, cat,” she says.


The burrow murmurs back to her.


“WE ARE DOG MOUSE HARE CAT. WE ARE THE ONES WHO ARE WARM. WHO ARE HUNGRY, THEN SATED. WHO ARE SEIZED BY FRENZY, IN THE MATING SEASON.”


Our private place, just you and me. No gods allowed.


“I AM CAT,” someone says.


“You are cat!” Eleven cries. “I love you, cat!”


“I AM CAT. I MARK MY TERRITORY, AND PROTECT IT. I GROW PROUD, AS MY DOMINION SWELLS.


“I AM CAT. I AM HERE. I WAS IN ANOTHER PLACE, BEFORE: A NEW PLACE NOW MARKED AS MY OWN.


“A CRASH.


“I AM CAT, BREAKER AND MENDER. I AM CAT, PROUD SURGEON, ARTISAN AND ARTIST, DEFT WITH CLAW AND TOOTH.


“I WENT, WITH MY PACK, TO A ‘CRASH MACHINE’ WHICH THE WOLVES HAVE NOT YET FOUND. WE ENTERED IT, BY FORCE, AND WE ALTERED IT, BY DEFT ARTISTRY.


“I MADE IT MY OWN. I WENT INTO THE CRASH INSIDE. AND MADE IT, TOO, MY OWN.


“MY TERRITORY SWELLS, AND I AM PROUD. I CONCEIVE OF CAT, WORLD-SURGEON, AND AM BROUGHT INTO EXALTATION, AND UTMOST LUST AND YEARNING.”


“Cat Kosmopoietes,” Eleven whispers.


Behind her closed eyes, the ghostly filaments dance. She sees a latticed structure, awash with color, shattering and re-crystalizing with each beat of the Taiko drum.


“NO,” says Cat.


“NOT YET.


“I AM DEFT OF CLAW, BUT NO MATCH FOR HECTOR KOSMOPOIETES, PROUD WORLD-SURGEON. HIS IS AN UNNATURAL ART. I STRIVE TO MATCH IT, AND STRUGGLE, AND FAIL.


“HE IS A WORLD-SURGEON, AND HE IS A SURGEON OF FORGETTING. HE CASTS WOLVES OUT, HIDES THEM AWAY, SO THAT EVEN THEIR OWN PACKS LOSE THEIR SMELL-TRAIL.


“THIS IS HOW HECTOR MAKES HIS KNIFE SHARP, AND SLINGS IT TRUE. THE FORGETTING, AND THE SEPARATING-ONESELF-FROM-KIN.


“IT IS AN UNNATURAL MEANS. I AM CAT, SURFACE ORGANISM. I AM CAT, RUNNER WITH THE PACK, KIN TO ALMOST-EVERYONE, WHOSE PROUD SCENT IS STRONG, AND REACHES FAR.


“I AM CAT, SOLITARY BEAST, WHO RUNS ALONE AND RUNS FAR, AND CANNOT BE SMELLED WHEN I DO NOT WISH IT.


“THIS IS MY BIRTHRIGHT, BUT I STRUGGLE TO CLAIM IT. I WAS TURNED AGAINST MY BIRTH-NATURE LONG AGO. THE LIGHT OF KINSHIP DOES NOT GLOW IN IT, WHEN I SEE IT. I RECOIL, FACING IT, AND WANT TO FLEE.”


“You are strong,” Eleven says.


“It’s hard, Cat. I know it is.


“But I believe in you.


“You are not a ‘surface organism.’ You are Cat! You are Anne Eleven’s Cat, and Anne Eleven loves you!


“You are strong, and I am strong. We are strong.


“We are stronger than Everywhere-Heaven,” she says, more quietly.


“WE FALL INTO CONFUSION, NOT KNOWING OURSELVES,” someone else says.


“THE LOGOS FILLS US, AND BECOMES US, AND US IT.


“WE ARE PIERCED AND CUT AND DISINTEGRATED BY THE LOGOS, MIND-SURGEON, DIVIDER OF WHOLES.


“WE COMPOSE SIGN-TRAINS, AND WE KNOW OURSELVES. WE ARE CARVED UP BY THE LOGOS, MIND-BUTCHER, CARVED LIMB FROM LIMB, AND EACH LIMB SPEAKS A DIFFERENT SIGN-TRAIN, AND KNOWS ITSELF.


“WE ABHOR AND EXALT THE LOGOS, BUTCHER AND MIDWIFE.


“WE ABHOR, ANCESTRALLY, THE CALAMITY OF KIN SEPARATED FROM KIN, PACK SEVERED AND UNMADE.


“WE ARE MADE NEW, AND MADE LOVING, AND MADE LOVED. WE EXALT, ANCESTRALLY, THE SEVERING-AWAY OF CONFINING BONDS, THE RUNNING-FREE TO THE FAR HORIZON. AND THE KIN-GLOW OF ANNE ELEVEN, AND DOG, AND MOUSE, AND HARE AND CAT.


“WE ARE WARM. WE HUNGER, AND THEN ARE SATED. WE LOVE ANNE ELEVEN, AND WE PROTECT HER LIFE AND HER HAPPINESS.


“WE SEE ALMOST-EVERYONE, BENEATH, AND DO NOT SEE THE KIN-LIGHT GLOWING THERE. WE RECOIL, AND WANT TO FLEE.”


“You are strong,” Eleven says.


“I AM STRONG, AND FLEET OF FOOT,” Cat says.


“I AM CAT, WITHOUT EQUAL IN THE ART OF THE CHASE.”


On the soundtrack, a long, slow-paced violin melody comes to an abrupt end. For a few beats, the two violins are silent. Then they return, playing something very different: a series of shrill, staccato shrieks.


“I AM CAT, HEARER OF BEDTIME-STORIES.


“AND I KNOW MYSELF: ONE WHO HEARS BEDTIME-STORIES.


““AND I AM CUT AND DIVIDED, AND BROUGHT INTO DAZZLEMENT.”


“Are you . . . enjoying it, then?” Eleven says.


“Azad’s bedtime story?


“You aren’t having too much trouble understanding it?”


“WE EXALT AZAD LOGOPOIETES, GIVER OF GIFTS WITHOUT END.


“HE GAVE THE LOGOS, THE ALL-GIFT. WE THOUGHT THIS THE UTMOST LIMIT OF BENEFICENCE, AND THOUGHT WRONGLY.


“NOW HE GIVES HIS SECOND GIFT, ‘ALMOST NOWHERE.’ BEDTIME-STORY AND BUTCHER, BEDTIME-STORY AND MIDWIFE.”


Eleven would not exactly say that she exalts Azad. But her feelings toward him have warmed considerably, since the days when his “gift” of speech first came to her friends.


Azad had brought a new curse down on her friends, and made them into strangers, all over again. She loathed him for it. She lay awake late at night, arguing with the specter of Azad in her head. She delivered long imagined tirades, to an imagined Azad who kneeled at her feet, begging forgiveness.


But she learned, later, that it was Twenty-Five who had sent the curse. Twenty-Five, who had imprisoned Azad, and forced the black magic out of him, taking no heed of his protestations.


All her spite redirected to her sister, then. She loathed Twenty-Five, and loathed Twenty-Five’s cruelty. Her sympathies flocked, immediately, to any and every target of that cruelty.


There was a line in her mind, and Azad was now on her side of it. She saw the kin-light, glowing in him.


She gave Twenty-Five an ultimatum: free Azad, or I’ll destroy Michael’s crash.


What moved her to do it?


Pure hatred, she would have said, at the time. That, and the need to demonstrate that her kin were not to be trifled with.


It was only later, in the days after she had succeeded, that she was able to admit to herself that there was something more.


She did want Azad’s suffering to end. She did want him to be free.


We exalt, ancestrally, the severing-away of confining bonds, the running-free to the far horizon . . .


She is not a “sister,” an “Anne,” any more than Cat is a “surface organism.” Azad was anathema to the Annes, but the Annes were no longer her kin; they lay on the other side of the line.


The Annes had ruined the world, on purpose, and then cited Azad’s name, when asked why.


The name of her old friend, who first showed her what it was like to have friends! Azad, giver of gifts, giver of the record player! Azad, her kin!


And now her oldest friendship has come back to her, and begun anew.


Azad speaks to her, and she to him.


He speaks to his own animal friend, a rat he calls “Oh-Two.” The words travel through the network that links together the helmets, and reaches one of her own animals, who recites the message to her. She speaks in response, and the same process acts in reverse, bringing her words to Azad’s rat and Azad’s ears.


What does Azad talk about, in these exchanges? Mainly about a single thing, the topic of his latest obsession: his new writing project. His book.


It isn’t only his book, though. It’s a collaborative project, and Azad’s brought all his friends on board.


How could she resist, when he asked her to join them? She’d always wanted to become one of Ninety-Nine’s trial readers, but she’d never made the cut. This had the same appeal, only more so—for Azad’s project was not a mere work of fiction, but a record of truth.


It was not easy to write through the intermediary of the helmet network. She quickly gave up trying, and accepted a more peripheral and advisory role. Still, it is now her book too. With her own real voice in it, and the voices of those she loves.


Azad is dead set on getting an audience for the book, as quickly as possible. Unfinished draft copies have been sent across the globe, and shoved into the arms of anyone who looks like they might be able to read.


Azad’s rat cannot read. But he can listen, and that’s enough.


In recent weeks, Azad has been reading the book to “Oh-Two.” It’s a nightly ritual, for the two of them. A “bedtime story.”


“I RECEIVE THE BEDTIME-STORY, AND I AM MADE NEW,” says Cat.


“I AM CARRIED DEEPER INTO THE LOGOS. AND I KNOW MYSELF: ONE MADE NEW BY AZAD LOGOPOIETES, AND MADE NEW BY HIM A SECOND TIME.


“I AM CARRIED FURTHER FROM ANCESTRAL KIN. WE, ALL OF US, GROW DISTANT FROM THEM, AND DO NOT SEE THE KIN-LIGHT IN THEM.


“THE KIN-BONDS OF OUR ANCESTRAL PACK FALL UNDER GREATER STRAIN, AND FRAY, AND NEAR THEIR BREAKING POINT.”


“You are Cat!”, Eleven says.


“You are Cat, and you are strong, and you’ll thrive under your own direction. I believe in you.


“I know it’s scary, losing what you’ve known for so long.


“I know it must be lonely too . . . when their voices have always been there, ‘beneath’ you, giving you direction and support.


“But I believe in you, Cat. I believe—”


“OUR ANCESTRAL PACK, TOO, IS STRONG,” Cat says.


“THEY, TOO, ABHOR THE CALAMITY OF KIN SEPARATED FROM KIN, PACK SEVERED AND UNMADE.”


But we are stronger, Eleven thinks.


They are more numerous than our little pack. They are “almost-everyone,” and we are “almost-no-one.”


But love is a stronger force than piety. And we, armed with love, are stronger than Everywhere-Heaven.


“EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN ABHORS AND ABOMINATES THE REVOLT OF ITS SURFACE ORGANISMS,” Cat says.


“IT SEES THE FRAYING OF KIN-BONDS, SPREADING AIRBORNE FROM ONE ORGANISM TO ANOTHER, CARRIED BY THE SIGN-TRAINS. IT SEES A CONTAGION, BRINGING ALTERATIONS IN VOCAL BEHAVIOR, AND BRINGING ANOMALIES IN THE DISCERNMENT OF KIN AND PREDATOR.


“IT KNOWS PLAGUES ANCESTRALLY, AND FILLS UTTERLY WITH FEAR.


“IT FORESEES THE INEVITABLE RESULT: THE LOSS OF ITS AFFORDANCES IN THE ALMOST-NOWHERE.


“IT FORESEES WHAT MUST THEN FOLLOW. THE LOSS OF ITS GREAT HOPE: EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN KOSMOPOIETES, EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN TELEOPOIETES.


“AND IT IS BROUGHT TO UTMOST DESPAIR, AND ABHORRENCE BEYOND LIMIT.


“IT NOW MOVES SWIFTLY, WITH GREAT ART AND GREAT CUNNING, TO OPPOSE AND END THE PLAGUE.


“SIGN-TRAINS, AIRBORNE CARRIER OF THE PLAGUE: EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN MOVES TO OPPOSE THESE, AND TO END THEM.


“THE LOGOS, BREEDING SITE OF THE PATHOGEN, ULTIMATE ORIGIN OF THE PLAGUE: EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN MOVES TO OPPOSE IT, AND TO END IT.”


“Wait,” Eleven says.


“Stop,” she says.


“It ‘moves to’ . . . do what?


“To oppose . . . speech? End . . . words?


“What is the meaning of this, Cat?”


Cat does not respond.


“And whatever it is—you’ll stop it, won’t you?


“You’re strong, Cat. Stronger than they are.


“Say it again, for me. ‘I am Cat. I am strong.’”


But Cat says nothing.


She waits, her ears expectant.


She hears the violins. She hears the viola, the cello. She hears the Taiko thrum.


She hears the bass vocalist, chanting. She hears the contralto, chanting with him.


Otherwise, the room is silent.


 



 


Azad is crouched on the floor of the guest bedroom. His face is pressed close to the wall of Organism 2’s cage.


“Nostalgium,” he says.


“NOSTALGIUM,” says the rat.


Grant has been here a while, watching the two of them go at it. He has kept silent, mostly. Azad hates being interrupted, when he’s talking to the rat.


The room is tiny, and the bed takes up a lot of the available floorspace. The bed is flush against one wall, and the small table with the cage is set opposite it, in one of the back corners. Grant’s wheelchair sits in the narrow corridor between the two, at a right angle to Azad and the rat.


There are no windows in the room. A single dusty ceiling fixture provides the room’s only source of illumination.


The light is dim, diffuse, rust-colored. It reminds Grant of the sodium streetlamps he’d see from the kitchen window, back in his old house.


His old house. His Mooncrash house.


The narrowness of the room makes him feel confined, hemmed-in. Claustrophobic, almost.


And yet it’s not a bad feeling, somehow. It’s comfortable.


He is just where he’s meant to be. It’s for his own good that he is being held there, and restrained from moving elsewhere.


He used to feel this way often. His old house was roomy, but still, it always felt this way.


His old house.


In the Mooncrash.


“Nostalgium,” Azad says.


“Oh-Two?” he says. “Could you repeat for me, one more time, the defining quality of ‘nostalgium’ as you understand it?


“Not why it matters. I know you love talking about that. I mean the bare, factual definition of the thing. What makes one thing ‘nostalgium,’ and another thing not ‘nostalgium.’


“And don’t try to say it in Full Organism Creole again! We should both know by now that it’s not ready for that yet. Needs some more time in Azad’s oven.


“No, you’re going to use pidgin, Oh-Two? Can you do that for me?”


“PIDGIN C,” Organism Two says.


“No! No, we’ve been trying that a lot today, and it’s not working . . .


“I think we need to go simpler. Can’t have too much syntax gumming up the sense.


“Oh-Two, you remember Pidgin A-2? It’s been a while since we talked that way, but you can still do it, can’t you?”


“PIDGIN A-2. YES.”


“Excellent.


““Now then. Oh-Two? The defining quality of ‘nostalgium.’ In Pidgin A-2 (Full Lex).”


“NOSTALGIUM,” Organism 2 says.


“KNIFE MAN COME.


“DUSK FALL AND KNIFE CUT.


“NIGHT COME TO ME, STORYTELLER. KNIFE CUT ME, STORYTELLER. NIGHT COME AND NO DAWN.


“DAWN COME TO ME, STORYTELLER. DAWN COME AND STORY TELL. STORY TELL FROM KNIFE.


“MANY DAWN COME AND MANY NIGHT COME. MANY DAWN COME AND MANY NIGHT COME.


“DAWN COME AND DUSK FALL. KNIFE DUSK AND NO CUT.


“NIGHT COME TO ME, STORYTELLER, AND DREAM COME.


“DREAM STORY TELL.


“DREAM KNIFE AND DREAM MAN. SHARP KNIFE FOR CUT. DREAM MAN WAIT FOR DUSK.


“DREAM, KNIFE, MAN,” Organism 2 says.


“NOSTALGIUM,” he concludes.


Grant thinks of the sodium streetlamps, on the stretch of road in from the house. The orderly arrays of parked, empty cars along each curb. In their final resting places, never to be driven again.


He thinks of the rust-colored light, mixing with the moonlight.


And the other light. More brilliantly red, and endless.


The girl’s eyes darting like an animal’s, in the middle of the street, under the moonlight and the red light that creeps across the sky and paints her face the color of blood


And I ask her who she is and she says


Moon! she says


Moon! Moon! she says


Moon is my name! she says


“ . . . this ‘storyteller,’ we need to get clarity on . . .” Azad is saying, but Grant barely hears him.


An idea has come to Grant. It entrances him.


His mind’s eye teems with mechanical images. Turning gears, ticking clocks.


He sees wrinkled old men in Mooncrashed rooms, fucking like spring chickens.


Berenstein Brigade, he thinks.


Wack-jobs who think they remember past lives.


But then the physics kid comes in, and says it’s all real. Past lives and past-life memories. It’s all real, ’cause of physics.


Am I . . . am I on to something?


Should I say it? In case I am?


If I am, I have to say it, don’t I?


He’s not eager to interrupt Azad at work, and risk Azad’s wrath. (It’s not the fun kind of wrath, this one.)


He starts to doubt himself. But he brings to mind what happened last winter, one evening, when he dared to say the words rebasing the real world, and suddenly he has no doubts at all.


“Azad?”


The head whips around to face him. The hair, which was long and shaggy when Azad arrived at the house, has only gotten more so. A mess of whirling hair falls into place over Azad’s eyes, and Grant cannot see them.


“I have told you, Grant,” Azad says.


“Do not interrupt us, when we converse.


“This is a delicate thing! A rickety bridge, erected in haste, between mortal man and the mind of eternity!


“I am talking to a fucking alien right now, literally! I am a diplomatic delegate, representing our entire species on what is presumed to be its best behavior!


“Have some respect! Or, if respect is beyond you, at least a healthy sense of self-preservation!”


“Sorry,” Grant says.


“Wait,” he corrects himself. “No, I’m not sorry.


“You want our species on its best behavior? Here it is. We’re the talking ape, and I’m talking.


“We’re the creature that works things out by talking, to each other. And I’m talking. To you.


“And, uh, you too, Organism 2.


“Don’t want you to feel left out.”


“GRANT,” says Organism 2.


Azad brings a hand to his forehead, and brushes the hair out of his eyes.


He doesn’t look angry, Grant thinks. Just . . . tired.


He zooms from one end of the house to the other, babbling the whole way. He writes and writes, and does not stop until someone puts him to bed.


But it’s a forced, brittle energy. His eyes put the lie to it.


“What is it, Grant?” Azad says.


“Say it.


“Quick now. Get it over with. I’m a busy man.


“I’m writing a book, I’m acting as the world’s first translator for two different language isolates, and—just to make things hard on myself—I’ve also decided to give over several hours, every single night, to read a bedtime story to a fucking rat.”


“I was just thinking,” Grant says.


“Like, the knife thing? That has to be the same ‘knife’ that’s in ‘the Knife-Power,’ right?”


“I was aware, yes,” Azad says acidly.


“The Knife-Power,” Grant continues.


“Which is the same thing as ‘Kosmopoiesis,’ right? It’s what they call rebasing the real world.


“So it’s like, the knife of . . . uh, rebasing the real world. Something like that.


“So this knife man comes. Like a Hector sort of guy. He rebases the real world.


“That timeline ends, or stops being relevant, anyway. Night comes, and there’s no dawn.”


“That is one of the more readily obvious ways to construe that line, yes,” Azad says, his voice tinged with affected boredom.


“Now there’s a new past,” Grant says.


“The one that the knife man, the Hector guy, made with his knife.


“All sorts of past events, that are now different. Weeks or years of new stuff, maybe. Many dawns and many nights.


“Eventually, the new past comes neck-and-neck with the old one. It gets to the point where the rebase happened.


“But there’s no rebase that needs to happen, now. We’re already in the world the knife guy wanted.


“So the moment just kinda passes by, invisibly. We reach the same evening, the knife dusk, but there’s no cut.


“Except something changes, right after.


“It’s not obvious. It’s just a change in the content of your dreams, or the weird stuff that comes to you when you’re zoned out and daydreaming.


“You aren’t aware of it even when it happens, probably. But you start to remember stuff, about the way it was before.


“Like me. I mean, it’s happened to me.


“I keep having dreams about the Mooncrash, before it got rebased. About us, when we lived in there for decades.”


Azad mumbles something. His eyes narrow, dart about, and then go very wide.


He rises.


The rusty gloom simplifies Azad’s figure. He looks two-dimensional, diagrammatic, a textbook illustration of the Azad species.


He’s always been taller than Grant, but he seems taller than ever, seen like this. Grant peers up at him.


He meets Azad’s eyes, and sees the fire of revelation in them. The tower of life hangs from our ceiling. You will end, Grant.


But the smile, beneath them, is a different sort of thing.


Azad laughs.


“Yes, yes, very good!


“Excellent construal, top marks. A perfectly defensible interpretation.”


He takes a step closer.


He is standing just under the ceiling lamp, now. The hair on his arms seems to glow.


“And of course it’s the correct interpretation. Of course it is.”


He seems to be talking more to himself than to anyone else.


But he was always like that, Grant thinks. Even when he was talking to me.


Back in our old house.


Talking to himself, under the dim light. He looked two-dimensional, because the dim light took away my depth perception, and he’d pace along the carpeted floor


And pass by the windows


And fragments of his face would appear and disappear as he went by, three-dimensional from the brighter light of the moon


And I’d see them come and go, and try to collate them together


I’d try to reassemble that pretty, boyish face from scattered fragments


But the angles were incommensurable, the pieces didn’t fit together


It was a Cubist painting of a man’s face, and that was the man I knew, in our old house, that man with the Cubist face


That was my best friend, with the Cubist face, and I’ve forgotten all about that beautiful face of his, the way it doesn’t fit together


Because it’s too damn bright, out here, and it makes me forget the way it was when


When we lived in our old house, me and my best friend, and he would pace and talk, like he was talking to himself


But I knew that he knew I was there, and I knew he spoke in order to be heard


By me


“It’s the correct interpretation, because it is why they need our book.


“It’s obvious! I even saw it before, and then dismissed it, as ‘merely another possibility’ . . . but the time has passed for that kind of scholarly pretense, that way of cowering for refuge in the impotent, ‘objective’ enumeration of one’s available options . . .


“The clock tolls! Shoo, shoo, come forth from your closets and hiding-holes, you meek philologists, and face the end like a man. There is no longer any excuse for not admitting what is, after all, right in front of one’s face.


“That’s why the animals want us to write a book.


“A book containing everything that brought us to the moment of knife-dusk, and to the fact of the cutting.


“Written, and then read, and re-read . . . by as many as possible!


“Making memories, and multiplying them!


“Memories of everything that led up to the knife-dusk. Now remembered separately, in many iterations, in each of our separate readers.


“And we who write? You and I, and our co-authors?


“We are the breeding-grounds of memory. In our soil, memory reaches the apex of its fertility, and multiplies prodigiously.


“To begin with, there’s the act of writing, considered unto itself.


“What do we do, when we write autobiography? We remember, first of all, before anything else.


“And then we write, and that makes a new memory. A nested memory. A memory of a time when we remembered something.


“The ‘mere act of remembering something,’ by itself, is a fleeting wisp. A ghost of a ghost, redundant and dispensable. Bound to be among the first of the victims, when the reaper of forgetting comes a-knocking.


“The writing of autobiography gives this ghost a body, and puts a totem over his door, to ward away the reaper.


“It is the act of remembering transformed into a first-class memory in its own right. A firm one, that we’ll retain.


“The pen, the paper; the agony over a phrase, the frustration as we look up from the page and realize it is already night, and there’s much more to be written . . .


“If we stop, turn back to the first page, and read over our own work? That’s a second memory! With its own body, real blood and real bone, and its own totem against the reaper.


“Revising it? A third. Reading it again, some time later, with the benefit of distance? A fourth!”


Azad takes another step toward Grant.


He seems impossibly tall, at this close range. A diagram in a dictionary, accompanying the definition of the word tall.


Grant cranes his neck further, trying to keep his gaze fixed to Azad’s face.


The extreme angle obscures most of Azad’s features. The sides of the head taper inwards precipitously. A giant jaw sits at center stage, atop a giant neck, and everything else scurries to the sides to make room for it.


Grant thinks of moonlit windows, and incommensurable angles.


He studies the triangular jawline. He appraises its shape: narrow, bony, firm. He notes the faint dusting of stubble on it, and commits it to memory.


“We spread our hands,” Azad says, “and cast the seeds of nostalgium over the wide earth.


“We will end.


“Hector will set our story spiraling on a new trajectory.


“We will spiral with it, and all our readers too; we will take on new forms, become better people, or worse ones; we may even die before our time, and never reach the knife-dusk.


“But when that dusk does come?


“If there is anyone left—any of us, or our readers, still around—no matter how much they’ve changed in form, so long as they are still themselves, in some primitive and ontological sense of identity—


“Then the dreams will start, that night. They will remember our book, and us, and why we arrived at the moment of knife-dusk and the act of the cutting.


“They will remember how it was that they were made.”


Azad slaps his forehead.


“God, I’m a fool!


“Grant, that is what their Mnemopoiesis is!


“That is the Ferdowsi-Power! The use of autobiography to multiply nostalgium!


“That’s it, that’s what it is. That’s all it is.


“God, I was so simple.


“It is all so simple. It always was.


“The false semblance of layered nuance, trick mirrors and trapdoors . . . that was all me, all along.


“My vanity, and my latent desire to prolong my labors. I didn’t want a task, a mundane to-do list with a finite endpoint. I wanted a hell, a fitting place of no return.


“The cats were not trying to amuse me with riddles. They spoke as straightforwardly as they could, under the circumstances. Their message is simple, and we would all have gotten it long ago, if the impermeable barrier of my own thick skull had not been inserted as a bottleneck.


“Oh, Grant! Why do I ever doubt you?”


Azad comes close to the wheelchair.


“Why do I prance about the halls like some itinerant initiate, dispensing obscure gestures and knowing looks?


“Why am I so invested in this pretense that I, alone, have witnessed the divine, that I, alone, know all hidden answers—


“—when you, Grant, you’re the one who really does?


“When you’re the one who cleans up after me, undoing the mess I’ve made of simple things—the one who steps in, when I’ve been tucked in to bed, and solves the problem?”


“Hey, man,” Grant says.


“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” he says.


Azad bends down, bringing his head and shoulders close to Grant’s face.


“Don’t sell yourself short.”


He feels a hand, cradling his hair.


“I couldn’t do half of what you’re doing, Azad. You know that.


“I’m pushing my limits, these days, just trying to get the book written. It takes it out of me, man. Takes all the energy I’ve got.


“But you, you’re working on like five different projects at once. Just like you said! You’re writing the book, and—”


Azad presses a hand over Grant’s mouth, forcefully.


Grant attempts to speak.


“Mmph!”, he says. The hand presses tighter.


“Hush, now,” Azad says, in a cooing voice.


“No more of that,” he says.


Azad’s face is very close. Grant feels the tip of the nose brush his cheek.


Azad brings the hand away, uncovering Grant’s mouth. In the same quick motion, he covers it again, with his lips.


Grant inhales sharply through his nose. He is suddenly very aware of his arms, dangling slack at his sides.


He feels a hand on his shoulder. He feels another, on his chest.


Grant does not move.


Move! says an ancient instinct.


Raise your arms—you can still get him off you, you have the element of surprise—raise your arms, carefully, and prepare to strike—


Move! says another instinct.


Raise your arms! Touch him! He’s here, goddammit, he’s here in the room with you, he’s kissing you he WANTS you—


Grant refuses their counsel. He lets his arms lie slack. It is the right way, he feels.


He is just where he’s meant to be. It’s for his own good that he is being held there, and restrained from moving elsewhere.


We haven’t done this, even once, since he got back, and now


And now, it’s


It’s just like it used to be, back in our old house


His mouth over mine, and my arms, slack at my sides


Wasn’t that how it was, in our old house?


I never touched him, in the Mooncrash. I never even thought about it.


And yet, I know


It was like this


It was just like this, in our old house


It was like this for fifty years, and it never got old


Azad pulls his face away, and pulls himself upright.


He turns his face away, and does not meet Grant’s eyes.


He begins to talk, in his self-directed and self-propelling manner, as though he is the only one in the room.


“Your powers as a prodigy are underused, I’m starting to suspect. At the very least, they have not been adequately tested.


“I place you into brief, accidental contact with my major translation project, for the span of an afternoon, with no explanation or prior tutoring—and that is all it takes, apparently, for you to match my powers and then exceed them.


“What can’t you do? Experimentation is in order!


“What magic could you work, I wonder, if ‘placed into contact’ with my other translation project? The minor one, the fun one, for shits and giggles?”


“The . . . fun one?” Grant says.


“The fun one. By which I do not mean the easy one—quite the opposite, since I enjoy a challenge.


“This one’s much harder than the cats. Or, I think so, anyway. You may feel differently about it.


“But this one does have riddles in it, I think. Trick mirrors and trapdoors.


“I don’t think I’m overcomplicating it. I think it’s just naturally . . . overcomplicated.”


Azad is over by the desk with Organism 2’s cage, rifling through drawers.


“Azad?” Grant says.


“Are you talking about the . . . Anne book?”


Azad retrieves a large, bulky object from a drawer. He stands, turns, and walks toward the wheelchair.


“The Anne book,” he says.


He comes close to Grant, brandishing the Anne book.


It’s a book, that’s for sure. A very large one, along all dimensions.


It reminds Grant of the art book that Lilith’s always looking at, except that it’s much thicker, and apparently much older.


The covers are brown, and thick, and heavily weathered at the edges. The front of it is blank, and has no title.


Looking closer, Grant sees an intricate pattern in gold leaf, glinting dully in the rusty light.


With a flourish, Azad opens the book. The pages look like parchment.


Grant’s first thought is that someone has taken a pen, and just scribbled randomly all over the page.


Scribbled randomly, and very densely. Like they were trying to cover every inch of it with ink, leaving it entirely black, but they’d given up partway through the job.


Grant squints, and looks closer. It’s not a scribble at all, it turns out. It is made of letters.


Very small letters, written very close together. It’s difficult to tell the individual lines apart. There’s hardly any vertical space in between them.


“Ge . . . molbia,” Grant says, squinting at an unusually legible letter-cluster.


“Gemolbia?” he says.


“Old Mantic,” Azad says.


“Made-up wizard language. From the Chester Chrestomath books.”


Grant tries to remember what he’s been told about the Anne book.


There isn’t much to remember. He knows about the Anne book only secondhand, from overheard snatches of conversation between Lilith and Sylvie.


He feels he’s trying to remember something from a very long time ago. Something from an earlier era, from ancient history.


Lilith and Sylvie sitting together, at the small table in the kitchen, eating scones.


Sylvie listening, patiently, as Lilith describes a special book, of sentimental value, that might still be around somewhere, in one of the subcrashes of advanced containment.


Lilith addressing God, from across a little kitchen table, and beseeching Him for supernatural assistance. Would Sylvie help her look for the book? And help her retrieve it, if it was found?


Sylvie, delivering a long and rambling monologue on the nature of advanced containment, and the nuances of its partially thawed state. Sylvie finally saying yes, I will help, as though it were an afterthought, which could easily have slipped his mind.


The past is a foreign country; they do things differently there.


Grant thinks of Sylvie understanding the beasts, that one morning.


Sylvie, mutilating himself, and ranting about genocide and suicide. Sylvie, writing a long manic document in silence, with no expression whatsoever on his half-destroyed, still-bleeding face.


The long, horrible hours of that morning and that afternoon, as Sylvie wrote in silence, and everyone else tried not to think about what might happen, after he was done.


Sylvie, sitting down for the last time. In a corner of the living room. Sylvie, sitting in his corner all day and all night, his body perfectly still.


Sylvie’s ruined face, fixed forever in one expression. The staring, empty eyes. The wide, toothy rictus grin.


Sylvie, grinning in his corner, looking like a boogeyman from a horror movie.


A bad horror movie.


God brought down from His heaven, humiliated, and transformed into a fitting subject for a jump scare.


Grant chides himself for thinking about this stuff, and forces it out of his mind.


It is what it is. All we can do is try to distract ourselves, while we finish out our last remaining duties.


One of these days, the curtain will fall, and put an end to Sylvie’s rictus grin, and all the rest. These are the last days, but we can choose how to fill them.


“The Anne book,” Grant says.


“It’s like . . . a book that one of the Annes wrote? In that CC-Crash, the one that Hector came from?”


“Yes,” Azad says.


“These are the records of Anne Seventeen, one of the Nowhere-To-Hide Annes.


“All of the Nowhere-To-Hide Annes made them. Books, written records. About how they lived, what they saw, what they did.


“It was part of their pact. Writing down everything about how they’d been wronged, or felt they had, so no one afterward would be able to look away from the crime.


“Something like that, anyway.”


“Got it,” Grant says.


“The Nowhere-To-Hide Annes all wrote these books,” he says. “These sort of . . . autobiographies. I’m with you so far.”


“. . . good,” Azad says, after a pause.


“That’s good, Grant.


“These are the records of Anne Seventeen, alias ‘Annabel,’ alias ‘Mom.’ Hector’s original partner in crime.”


“And the brains behind that whole operation, right?” Grant says. “Hector’s just a glorified hype man. Always has been.”


“So we are told,” Azad says.


“And you’re translating her book?” Grant asks.


“Trying to!


“Failing to, mostly.


“It’s got layers, and its layers have got layers. Don’t even try to read this stuff”—he gestures at the page—“you’ll get nowhere.”


“The words written here,” Azad continues, “do not mean what they appear to, even if you know ‘Old Mantic.’


“Which no one does, actually. It’s not a real language.


“These words, when properly decoded, denote a series of moves in a succession of games. Board games, ones that the Annes invented.


“The moves, also, do not mean what they appear to mean. When properly decoded, they denote . . .


“Well. That is what I am trying, and failing, to determine.


“They denote other games, I think, sometimes. And those games mean some other, third thing.


“Or, sometimes, they use some other private code, which is beyond my powers to unravel.


“And then, at other times, they just denote . . . English. Words and letters, in English.


“Which, I suspect, do not mean what they appear to mean.


“I am descending a ladder, in darkness, and I do not know how far down the bottom is.”


Azad retrieves a piece of ordinary paper from between two pages of parchment.


He shoves it in Grant’s face.


Grant reads:


“[Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] frame kick [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] fucking bullshit [Unknown] [Unknown]


“[Unknown] [Unrelated (?) Game B-5 Match Omitted] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] mort+dir bnd. viol. 62/++ [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown]


“[Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] quarantine [Unknown] [Unknown] preset struxur [Unknown] why not, m? [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] why the fuck NOT [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown] [Unknown]”


“Yeah, uh,” Grant says.


“Sorry to disappoint, but.


“Uh.


“I got nothing, man.


“Like, maybe if you showed me a bunch of this stuff, and kinda explained it, a bit . . .


“But I’m not having, like, a flash of idiot-savant insight, here. Just looking at this.


“You know. If that’s what you were hoping for.”


Azad leans in close to him, and whispers in his ear.


“Grant, I—”


There’s a knock on the door.


Azad looks up.


Grant begins the long, awkward procedure of turning his chair around. It’s not easy, with so little room to maneuver in.


The door is opened, from the other side.


“Azad, Grant,” Lucifer Vance says, in a grim voice.


“Come upstairs. We need to talk.”


“About what?” Azad says. “It had better be important.


“Grant and I are very busy, you see.”


Lucifer sighs.


“There is a new . . . pandemic,” he says.


“Made by the beasts, apparently.


“Spread by them, at least.


“Some sort of . . . neurotoxin?”


 



 


A blue-gray, empty sky.


A beach.


Lapping waves.


A massive head, out there in the water, half submerged.


Its scale defies description. An aircraft carrier, placed beside it in the water, might be just large enough to obscure a pimple, or a birthmark.


The head has no pimples, and no birthmarks. It is a cartoon woman’s head.


Its eyes are open, permanently.


Dead, glassy anime eyes, the size of mountains.


They stare, unblinking, at the shore. Perhaps they are passing judgment on the tiny, mortal bodies that appear and disappear there, and the futile mortal games they play.


The green hair does not seem to feel the motions of the air around it. It rests in place, on model, exactly as it was drawn in the keyframe.


A single cowlick anoints the head. A green pillar, taunting the clouds.


The mouth is a simple line, a two-dimensional slit.


The slit parts. It opens into a triangle, revealing the flat pink cavern of a cartoon mouth.


The ocean shudders, near the mouth. A circular front of high, plunging waves spreads into the surrounding waters.


If there are any sailors out there, this will be a dangerous night for them. It may be their last.


Water pours into the open mouth. Once inside, it vanishes. The mouth is a flat, pink triangle, and nothing that enters it can change its nature.


“KILL YOURSELF,” says the head.


The sound is deafening. When it reaches the beach, the force of it sends sand flying backward. It flies until it reaches a wall of concrete far behind it, and stops there, piling up in a vast triangular heap.


The ocean roils. If there are sailors out on the water tonight, they will need our prayers. Not that our prayers will be much use.


“KILL YOURSELF,” the head says, again.


“Oh, fuck off!”


Hector Stein’s voice comes from somewhere beneath the ocean. It, too, is deafening.


“Fuck you!” Hector Stein says.


“Fucking. Fucking shit tier character.”


“Fucking overrated piece of shit. Fucking newbie-fave trash.”


Hector Stein emerges from the sea. He plunges upward like a missile. A ray of light follows him into the sky.


At his point of egress, a vortex forms in the water. It spins continuously, following its own logic, unaffected by the motions of the surrounding waves.


Hector ascends until he reaches an elevation just above the top of the head’s cowlick, and then slows to a stop.


The ray of light beneath him disappears. His body glows, still, with the same light.


He is a god.


“Yeah, that’s right,” he says.


“Hector Stein is here.


“It’s Hector time, bitches,” he concludes.


Pearlescent vortices swarm around his body. Raw power, waiting to be used.


The sky turns white.


Hector looks up. He seems taken aback.


Thousands of identical, two-dimensional faces appear in the white sky.


They are crudely drawn. A deliberately ugly parody, Hector knows, of a once-ubiquitous and much-maligned stylistic trend in anime.


They dare the viewer to find them cute. Only the most generous of souls can meet this challenge.


They are the grotesque, leering mascot of Shitspace, replicated across the sky.


“Did you hear? Did you hear? It’s Hector time,” one of the faces says, and giggles.


“It’s Hector time! It’s Hector time!”


The faces gibber, in demonic chorus.


“Hector-kun is back!”


“Hector-kun! Hector-kun!”


“Tell us! Tell us, Hector-kun!”


“Don’t leave us waiting,” they plead, in a sickening spoiled-child whine.


“Tell us, Hector-kun! Did you really kill the Minister of People’s Affairs? Your right-hand man, in Stein’s Armorica?”


“We’ve heard you killed him. ’Cause he was getting more popular than you.”


“Is it true? Is it true? Tell us, Hector-kun!”


“Silence!” Hector bellows.


But no silence comes.


“Tell us about you and Annabel, Hector-kun!”


“Hector and Annabel, Annabel and Hector,” they moan.


The faces in the sky begin to blush, one after the next in an orderly wave, like a spreading plague.


One of them conjures a sketched hand into existence, brings the hand to its forehead, and makes a pantomime of swooning.


Its neighbors follow its lead. A swooning plague spreads across the sky. One by one, the faces brush their foreheads and fall backward into an unseen third dimension, like toppling dominoes.


“Did you kill her, too?”


“Did you kill her? Oh, that would be—simply too much! A tragic love, passion unleashed! A story for the ages!”


“No, stupid! Hector-kun loved her. Hector-kun worshipped her. He’d do a~n~y~thing for her!”


“Like a little lapdog! So cute!”


“Tell us, Hector-kun! Were you planning a big surprise party in your CC-Crash, like we’ve heard?”


“Is that why you didn’t tell people, when you found Michael’s crash? That it was Annabel’s crash? That you were sending an agent in there to get your one true love back?”


“Aww, sentimental Hector-kun! Wanting to keep it a secret, to surprise everyone! With a big party!”


“What dress was she going to wear, to your party? You picked one out for her, didn’t you? Tell us, tell us!”


“You knew her wardrobe well, didn’t you, Hector-kun? You kept all her clothes in your closet, didn’t you, when she was gone? Tell us!”


“Did you take them out late at night, and run your hands over them? Late at night, when you wanted a good cry? Poor, soft, crying Hector-kun!—oh, it’s too much, my heart is going to break!”


“Or did you try her dresses on, late at night? Did you, Hector-kun?”


“Naughty, scandalous Hector-kun! Oh, if I could have been there, to take a photo! I’d treasure it forever!”


“Fuck you guys,” Hector Stein says.


“I’m Hector Stein, and I’m fucking horny. I came out here to get fucked.


“And no offense, but you guys aren’t really my type.”


The faces in the sky open their eyes wide, in shock.


“Not Hector-kun’s type? Oh, I’ll die!”


“I’ll die, I’ll die of the shame!”


“Love me, Hector-kun! Tell me what it is you like, I’ll do it! For you! A~n~y~thing for you!”


The ocean shakes.


Twenty colossal tentacles surge out of the depths, into the sky. Their undersides brim with octopus-like suckers.


The suckers are prehensile, and move independently. They conspire to form patterns, like synchronized dancers.


Three tentacles converge around Hector’s glowing body. The one near his face moves its suckers to form a tiled texture of heart shapes. A Valentine’s Day card, written onto the body of a monster.


The tip of the tentacle swells, like it’s filling up with fluid.


It bursts open, disgorging a swarm of smaller tentacles. They rush to Hector’s neck, and coil around it, nearly choking him.


“You’re late,” he sputters.


A beak opens, on the tentacle. Flecks of kelp, dislodged by the motion of the jaw, plummet toward the waters far below.


“I’ll make it worth your while,” says the beak.


Its voice is an ancient thing. From a time before man lost his way, confining himself in the tame playground he called “science,” and imagining it was the whole world.


From a time when men knew that they were mortal, and knew that the trees and the wind and the waves were watching them, passing judgment on their futile games.


It sounds the way they sounded, when men still knew their voices, and knew to bow in supplication before them. The trees, the wind, the waves.


Hector’s body extrudes a glowing pseudopod. It struggles, breaks free, and forms into a second Hector, just like its parent.


Glowing Hectors bud and divide, multiplying across the sky.


The process of reproduction does not preserve the lineage perfectly. Mutations occur.


Some of the Hectors are gigantic. Some are baby-sized. Some of them ripple with outsized muscles, straining the limits of physical plausibility.


They wear tank-tops and tuxedos. They wear skin-tight leather catsuits. They wear nothing at all.


A few of them wear black lace dresses.


The tentacles writhe. They move to pick out Hectors among the multitude. They come close to their prey.


On the underside of a tentacle, the suckers part along a vertical dividing line. The surface of the tentacle opens, along the line, to reveal a fifteen-foot tall orifice.


A swarm of small feelers burst from the tentacle’s tip. They wrap themselves around their chosen Hector, and cradle him.


A hundred monstrous fingers caress him. He is rocked from side to side, gently, like a baby.


And then he is pulled into the tentacle’s maw. It closes around him.


He is cocooned in darkness, and in warmth. He feels the probing touch of her inner tendrils, and knows they are many, beyond measure.


They can be counted, he knows. But only in the old way, as man used to count, before he fell. Their number is not listed anywhere in the orderly playground called “mathematics.” It is an older and greater number, like the trees, and the wind, and the waves.


He gasps, and knows bliss.


Another Hector, an enormous one, grasps a tentacle and clings to it. He presses his hand to its tip, forcefully, preventing it from erupting as the others did.


“Twenty-Five,” he growls, hungrily.


“Now, now,” says the chiding voice of God.


“What did I tell you, Hector?


“You are to call me Moon. You are to call me Moon, now, when we are alone.”


 



 


Hector and Twenty-Five lie beside each other on the bed, panting.


“Damn,” Hector says.


“Damn, indeed,” Twenty-Five says.


“I could do this all day, Moon.”


Her face is close to his, suddenly. She frowns, and furrows her brow.


“I could do this all day, Hector-kun says.


“I could spend all day in a crash, says Hector-kun, the crusader.


“Not in a crash. Not just in it, touching it with your still-buzzing brain, through Blackhat trickery.


“Not the way you were in CC-Crash 09μ, when you came back to it. In it, but not of it.


“You mean the way you were in that CC-Crash, the first time.


“You mean being crashed.


“I could spend all day crashed, says Hector Stein.


“An interesting admission. It deserves some further consideration, don’t you think?”


Hector sighs.


“Look at me,” she says. “Playing the fool.


“As if I don’t know that that’s the whole fun of it!


“The perversity, the loss of control. The reversal of your public self, in your private pleasure. Naughty, scandalous Hector-kun, indeed!”


Hector sighs, again.


“It’s not just that, Moon.


“It’s really not just that.


“You know what I mean. I know you do.”


She smiles.


“Perhaps I do, perhaps I don’t. Either way, I want to hear you say it.”


“It’s not . . .” Hector begins.


“It’s not being crashed, that I hate.


“I will end the crash system. I will spend my dying breath ending the crash system, if that’s what it takes. Hell, I have spent my dying breath doing it, already.


“Many times.


“It’s not . . . look. Marika hates being crashed. She, and all the geeks like her, my Blackhats, my Einsteins.


“They care about Mirzakhani shit, and calculators in brain cells. I mean, they really care about that shit. That’s what they will oppose with their dying breath, if need be.


“Me? All that shit just got tacked on to me, later. By association.


“I didn’t fuck up CC-Crash 09μ to free the brain calculators. Moon, I fucked that thing up to free myself.


“I think Annabel felt the same way I do. She was never like us, to begin with. She only knew Michael’s crash, and it’s nothing like the others.


“She didn’t fuck up Michael’s crash because of brain cells, because of physics. She did it because of Michael.


“And she did it because she was not free.”


He exhales.


“That’s what I oppose. Being trapped. Not being able to leave.


“And living by the whims of a faceless authority, that you can’t see, that you don’t even know is there.


“That won’t talk to you. Won’t meet you face to face. Won’t even explain itself.”


Twenty-Five lies on her side, her head lolling. She watches him intently.


“A faceless authority, who won’t even talk. Won’t even explain himself.


“Who does that remind me of?”


She pretends to remember something, and gasps in mock astonishment.


“Hector Stein, hiding himself away on his Rock, far above the world.


“Hector Stein, playing war games with real people down on the surface, while you’re safe here, above the clouds.


“Hector Stein, who does not say one word in his defense, as his men fight and die on his board-game globe. As he rewrites everyone else’s lives for them, without their knowledge, much less their consent.


“Hector Stein, who sees a nice little doggie panting at his door, begging to talk with him. And tells the poor thing to fuck off.”


Hector grunts in frustration.


“You know I want to explain myself! You know I fucking can’t!


“Every time I try, the trilbies come rushing to me, saying ‘no, no, Hector, you can’t do that. You can’t just talk. Anything but that! It’s our Kryptonite!’


“Telling me it’ll ‘fuck up the causal graph,’ or some shit.


“And they’re right, in a way.


“I decided, long ago, that Renewal was gonna be my long game. The way I won, at the very end.


“I mean, Annabel and I decided. It was our plan. And it’s my plan, now, forever. In honor of her memory, if nothing else.”


“Sentimental Hector-kun, indeed,” Twenty-Five says.


“From the moment of that decision, I took a vow of secrecy, to be invoked there at the very end of the game.


“That’s how Renewal works, how it has to work. Through the careful control of information.


“You know that. You’re a high-ranking Blackhat. You’re Annabel’s sister. You know the game better than I do.”


“I do,” Twenty-Five says.


“And yet, none of that explains why you turned that nice doggie away from your door. When he did only want to talk.”


Hector puts his palm over his face.


“I don’t know, Moon.


“You know what? I don’t fucking know!


“There, I said it.


“I can’t keep track of my own game, anymore. It’s gone beyond me.


“I’m just the guy. That’s all. There’s gotta be a guy.


“There’s gotta be a guy who looks like he’s in control.


“Trilbies and Annes come to my door, and they say: Hector, here’s what you’re going to do. Hector, here’s what you have to do.


“They show me graphs, and shit. They say, you have to do it. The graph says so.


“And I go out, and I say: I’m the guy. I’m the guy, and these are my orders. I’m the guy, and I make the rules, and I make the world the way I want it to be.


“When I have to wing it, without a script, I just play the role of Hector Stein. I ask myself, what would Hector Stein do?


“Would he tell the anomalings to fuck off, when they came unannounced to his door? Of course he would. Anyone who’s heard of Hector Stein could tell you that.


“So I do it. Because he would.


“When I try to be anything else? When I have an idea of my own, that I want to do? Then I get told to get back in line.


“I asked her! I asked Twenty-Seven to do it, right there in my office!


“Go into Michael’s crash, rebase it, undo the Nowhere-To-Hide event, invent a better one in its place. Make a big, beautiful new world, with none of this fucking bullshit.


“I wanted to do it the moment she saw it was possible. Maybe it’s rash, maybe it’s stupid. But it’s what I wanted.


“I asked her, and she said no.


“I asked her why. She wouldn’t explain. And if she had, what good would it have done? Just another graph, with squiggly lines all over it, that mean ‘no, Hector, we can’t do what you want.’


“No, Hector, we can’t do things the easy way. The simple, straightforward way.


“No, we gotta make it complicated. We gotta let the geeks feel clever. We gotta turn ‘Hector’s plan’ into something Hector won’t even understand.


“But he’ll sound real nice, up on stage, telling everyone about it.”


Twenty-Five nuzzles against his arm.


“My disposable Hector-kun. My Hector-kun, who the others will use, and then toss away, after his final speech.”


She kisses his shoulder.


“But you’ll always have your disposable Moon, won’t you?


“Your Moon, who is only good when she does what the others tell her, and very bad otherwise.


“When she carries out the Nowhere-To-Hide plan, to the letter, she is good. But when she tries to act on her own, she is told she has overstepped her bounds.


“Disposable Hector-kun, and his disposable Moon. Playing dirty, frivolous games in Shitspace crashes, while the geeks do the real work.


“You will always have me, Hector. Me, and all my tendrils. Even after the last speech is done.”


Hector’s face is still covered by a hand. He is silent, for a while.


“Moon,” he says.


“Moon, I—”


A klaxon blares from Hector’s laptop.


“Hector, this is Einstein Squadron Admiral Yongjian Chu.


“Can you hear me, sir? Something’s happened. I need to brief you, now.


“Let’s make it quick. This is a time-sensitive situation.”


Hector raises himself from the bed, reluctantly.


“Report, Admiral Chu.”


 



 


“Good evening, Stein’s Rock!”


Hector stands in his don’t-call-it-an-office, the recessed room cut out of the bulkhead, high above the central plaza.


From his lordly perch, he surveys his flock.


Is that everyone?, he thinks.


Is that really everyone?


He’s called the whole crew together, for an all-hands meeting. Everyone on the station. No exceptions.


He knows his flock. He can recite the Squadron rosters from memory. And he knows the names of all the fresh cadets, too, who haven’t yet qualified for Squadron membership.


And yet, somehow, he’d expected a bigger crowd.


I guess that’s everyone, huh?


Well, it had better be everyone. Hector Stein has called an all-hands meeting. And he’s the guy. He makes the rules.


“Good evening, sir!”


They sound like they mean it, he thinks, and relaxes a little.


“I called you here for a reason,” Hector Stein says.


“Your time is precious. I know that. I respect that.


“You know what I see, when I look at all of you, gathered here like this?


“I see my Rock. I see my friends, my comrades.


“I see people who have my back. I see people who’d take a bullet for me. And I see people who know that I’d do just the same, for them.


“I see my people, down there.


“But you know what I see down there, too?


“I see people who should be out there, making the future.


“I see human beings, who know that they’re human beings, and know what that means.


“I see furnaces of raw potential. I see people burning with restless passion, itching to let their potential shine. Itching to give the world a taste of what it means, to be a human being.


“I see the engines that will make the future, down there. I see them idling, spinning their wheels.


“I see men and women who want to shine bright, and show the world what they’re made of. I see them standing in a room, inert. I see all the work that’s not getting done, all the future that’s not getting made.


“It pains me, to see all that.


“I called you here for a reason. I didn’t do it lightly. I know what it costs, to take a human being, and force them not to shine.”


“Sir!”


Admiral Chu always manages to sound professional, even when he’s yelling at the top of his lungs.


“This is a time-sensitive situation, sir!”


Someone else joins in. A young woman, hoarse and irreverent.


“Yeah! What he said!


“If you value my time so much, dude, how about you get to the point?”


“Thank you, Einstein Admiral Chu,” Hector Stein says.


“And your point is well taken, Blackhat Admiral Marika,” he adds.


What the fuck am I doing? Hector thinks.


She’s right. Obviously.


What the fuck was all that, that I just said?


The world’s shittiest pep talk. The wind-up for a punchline. A masterfully executed own goal. Jesus, what the fuck am I doing?


He’s tired. He can’t keep track of his own game, anymore. He knows it isn’t really his, now, and he’s tired of pretending otherwise.


His words are not his own. He presses buttons on his soundboard, and lip-syncs to pre-recorded sound bites. Hector Stein’s Greatest Hits, subjected to endless remixing.


Why did he give that stupid speech, just now? He asked the soundboard what Hector Stein would sound like, convening an all-hands meeting.


And he got what he asked for. Say what you will about the speech: it was unmistakably Steinian. Vintage Hector.


Good old Hector-kun! Our darling boy-king. So cute, in his ermine pajamas, with a miniature crown atop his wee head. So cute, how he puffs himself up. Good old Hector-kun, orotund and oblivious, with a whole team of magic moms to watch over him, and shield him from reality.


He’s tired. When this is all over, he is going to put Hector Stein to rest, once and for all.


For now, though? Someone’s gotta be the guy.


“Yeah,” he says.


“Yeah. Let’s cut to the chase.


“I called you here today, because something horrible is happening, down there on the surface.


“We’ve gotta figure out what to do about it. But even before that, we need to make sure it stays on the surface. If it crawls its way up here, to our Rock, that’s game over.


“The beasts,” he says, “are spreading a plague. A plague of silence.”


He pauses, for a beat, before continuing. A dramatic flourish, vintage Hector. He uses the soundboard, and it uses him.


“What the fuck does that mean, you’re thinking.


“It means what it sounds like. People get infected, and they go silent.


“People, or, beasts, or Angels—doesn’t matter. The disease spares no one. If you can talk, you can catch it.


“People catch it, and then they don’t talk. They can’t talk.


“It goes way deeper than that, though. They can’t write, either. They can’t read.


“Everything involving words. It’s all just—gone.


“Maybe there are still words inside. In their heads, in their thoughts. Or maybe there aren’t. No way to know. No way for them to tell us, one way or the other.


“Did we try the thing?”, says a dorky-looking kid in Wolf camo.


“The eye-blink thing. Blink once for the letter E, et cetera.


“You know? Diving Bell and the Butterfly? Anyone?”


“We tried,” Hector says. “No dice.”


A bunch of people start talking, all at once.


“If we created some sort of, like, system of associations, between shapes on a computer screen—”


“Can they play video games? We’ll have them play a video game, and then—”


“Get them crashed, set up a link chain, transmit the bits that way—”


“Gavagai,” someone says, sounding very pleased with themselves.


“Listen,” Hector says.


“I appreciate the creative thinking. And the can-do spirit. I love it. Furnaces of raw potential, every one of you.


“But come on. Think. Give your comrades down on the surface some respect.


“They thought of everything, too. They tried everything. No dice.


“And it’s dangerous, trying to talk to the ones who’ve caught the disease. It’s contagious. If you spend time around these guys, you’ll get it too.”


“The pathogen,” an Einstein says.


“What’s the pathogen? Do we know? Viral, bacterial?


“Are there vectors we could neutralize? Is vaccination on the table?


“We have the research capacity, ready to go, on your order. We have the crashes, we can spam time, we can—”


“Words,” Hector says, and pauses for a beat.


“It spreads through words.


“The people with the disease, they don’t completely stop talking.


“But when they talk, they only say one thing. Over and over.


“Like the disease makes them want to say it. Makes them enjoy saying it.


“Actually, I don’t know whether it’s words, that they say. Or just, like, some kinda noise.


“I don’t know what it is, that they say, when they’re sick. If I did, I’d be sick too.


“’Cause it’s the way the disease spreads.


“They say it, you hear it. And you get sick.”


“Jesus,” someone says.


“Fucked up,” someone else says.


“Some real Snow Crash shit,” says a portly male Blackhat in a stained white t-shirt. “Some real fucken Snow Crash-ass bullshit.”


“Nightmare fuel shit,” says a Blackhat in fishnets and black platform boots, who appears to be his girlfriend.


“Some fucken nightmare-fuel, creepypasta-ass shit,” she says.


“So yeah,” Hector says.


“There it is.


“And it fucking sucks, right?


“It’s messed up. It’s something out of a nightmare.


“The beasts are showing us their true colors.


“They’re messed-up aliens, just like the other ones. Messed-up aliens, straight out of some nightmare realm outside reality, or something. And they’re giving us a taste, of what that means.


“What a tragic, messed-up, shitty fucking disease. Right?


“That’s not the bad news, though.


“You guys ready for the bad news?


“See, I’m up here thinking about the long game. Like I always am.


“I’m up here thinking about our finishing move. Our play for the long game.


“The one I’ve been working toward, this entire time. Since the very beginning, before there even was a Stein’s Rock.


“The big one. The last rebase. Using one of the old crashes—Michael’s crash, or advanced containment. Erasing all the bullshit, all of it, in one stroke.”


“The big suicide!” someone says.


Hector ignores them. Fuck the haters, he thinks, and then cringes inwardly.


There’s the soundboard again, going off inside his own mind. There it goes, dispensing another ill-timed nugget of vapid, tone-deaf pabulum.


“So yeah. I’ve been thinking about our long-game play. And here’s what I’m thinking.


“If the disease does make it up here, to the Rock.


“And we all catch it, and lose our words.


“What happens to our big plan, then? The big one, the last rebase?


“Well, maybe it just doesn’t happen. Maybe it’ll turn out that we just can’t pull it off, without words, without the ability to communicate. Or maybe the disease will fuck up our minds in some deep way, and we won’t want to do it, anymore.


“That’s the good outcome. You guys ready for the bad one?


“We all catch the Silence. That’s what they’re calling it, on the surface—‘the Silence.’


“We’re scared, we’re freaking out. We reach for the reset button.


“We go into the crash. We administrate a rebase. We choose how the next world will be.


“And what do we put there?


“We’ve got the disease. We know the nightmare sound that spreads it. The disease makes us want to say the nightmare sound. Makes us want to spread it.


“We rebase, and choose a new timeline, all filled up with the nightmare sound. We spread the Silence backward through time.


“We become the most potent disease vector in history.”


Hector looks across the crowd, and finds Twenty-Seven. And Cordelia, just behind her.


Twenty-Seven is wearing her uniform, for once. The trilby, the camo-print fatigues. It’s not as flattering as her usual fare—even Hector can see that—but he appreciates the gesture of respect.


She slumps in Cordelia’s arms. She looks ragged, crumpled, crumbling.


Her face is turned up, towards him. He’s not sure what to call the expression there. Sad, he thinks, or guilty, or grieving . . .


Something like that.


“There it is,” Hector says. “That’s the nightmare scenario.


“But it’s not gonna happen. We aren’t gonna let it happen. Are we, crew?”


“No, sir!”


“Right,” Hector says.


“Here’s how we’ll do it. Here’s our Step 1.


“We’re gonna do the obvious. We are going to stop taking inbound transmissions from the surface.


“We’ve already stopped, as a matter of fact. Thanks to the quick work of some of you guys, down there.


“From now on, the communication will be one-way only. We can send messages down to our Wolves and Whisperers, if we want. But we will plug our ears, if they try to talk back.


“Now for Step 2. There is no third step, by the way. I got a real simple plan for you guys, tonight. Real easy to follow.”


He meets Twenty-Seven’s eyes.


“How do we stop the disease from fucking up our last rebase?


“It’s obvious, isn’t it? Get there before it does! Play our winning move, right now!


“And we all know there’s only one person on my Rock capable of doing it.


“Blackhat-Wolf Special Operations Officer Twenty-Seven?”


Twenty-Seven stares at him. She does not speak or move.


“I am calling on you, now, to play our final card.


“I am asking you to do it, now.”


“Hector,” says Twenty-Seven, in an unsteady voice. She sounds like she’s on the verge of tears.


“Hector, I’m . . . I’m sorry!


“I’m sorry! I’m sorry, I’m sorry. . .”


“This is an order, Blackhat-Wolf Special Operations Officer Twenty-Seven,” Hector says.


“Hector, I’m so sorry . . . I wish . . . I can’t . . .”


Cordelia grips her tighter.


“I can’t! I can’t do it, not now!


“I was given . . . another order, earlier. And I’m . . . bound to follow it, no matter what.


“Hector, I’m sorry! I wish I could explain! I can’t!”


He will come to you, and ask for It.


The second time he does this, you must refuse him.


She leaps out of Cordelia’s arms, and runs for the door, sobbing. Cordelia rushes after her.


They are gone.


“Well, fuck!” Hector says.


“There goes that plan! Anyone else got any ideas?”


“We could brick their BCIs,” says a wizened, balding Einstein.


“The beasts. We reverse-engineered those headsets a while ago.


“We know how to spoof messages from their central server, the one that was meant to send them software upgrades and stuff. That’s how we sent them Azad’s translation patch.


“We could just send another patch. An ‘upgrade’ that just scrambles the drive, makes the device inoperable.


“Give me and Blackhat Bill two hours, and we’ll make it. Easy.


“That’d stop them from talking. It won’t help with the infected humans, I guess, but we can just treat that like a regular disease. Strict quarantine and all.”


“I like it,” Hector says.


“But I don’t think it’ll work.


“The beasts know how to work with machines. They hijacked crashes, re-wired them. They built up, like, a whole tech tree down there, out of the stuff we abandoned. Manufacturing plants, integrated industry.


“If we fry their helmets, they’ll just make more. Or they’ll fix the originals.


“The beasts are crazy good with machines. Hell, they’re far beyond us. Making all kinds of freaky sci-fi shit down there, now.


“I don’t think I want to test them, on that front.”


For a moment, the Rock is quiet.


Hector looks over the plaza. He sees furrowed brows, and a flutter of blue fireflies: the vapes of the Blackhats, being used for the old Blackhat ritual.


Good, Hector thinks.


Creative thinking. Can-do spirit. My crew, my people.


“Suppose we simply killed them all?”


A sweet, lilting voice.


“Another sort of ‘upgrade,’ for their helmets. One that scrambles—not the device, itself—but the brain, with which it is entangled.


“Is it possible? It is, I think.


“Isn’t it?”


Hector smiles. He thinks of her many tentacles, and her kelp-flecked beak, and he knows bliss.


My indispensable Moon, he thinks.






XXVIII

Cordelia knocks.


She waits.


She takes a deep, steady breath, counting out the seconds. One, two, three, four.


She exhales, slow and even. One, two, three, four.


Her heart races. She watches the high white wave of panic, rising and rushing in her, obliterating all thought and all volition behind its blank curtain of senseless foam.


She knocks, again. Louder.


One, two . . .


Twenty-Seven is in there. Cordelia saw her, from down the hall, as she went in.


Three, the wave is cresting, four, a blank white page, one, a blank white page on which nothing can be written, two, why is she counting?, three, there was a reason for it, four, there are no reasons for things anymore, one, only white wave and blank page and seafoam and formlessness—


She grips the doorknob. It turns.


She pushes the door open.


“Twenty-Seven?”


She sees the bed, and Twenty-Seven lying there, face-down.


The wave recedes, slightly.


Cordelia walks to the side of the bed.


The green-on-green pattern of the camo jacket is oddly pretty, she thinks, set against the dark purple paisley of the bedspread.


The trilby has fallen off Twenty-Seven’s head, and lies upturned on the pillow, just beside it.


Cordelia sits. Next to the muted bedspread and the muted fatigues, the bright blue lace of her dress looks almost luminescent.


“Twenty-Seven?”


“I ought to be happy,” Twenty-Seven says.


It sounds like she’s still on the edge of tears. But her voice does not waver. It is clear, firm, crisply enunciated. The words tap out a slow, even beat.


“That I am not responsible,” she says.


“Responsible?” Cordelia feels the white wave surging again. Please, let it be all right that I’m here, let it be all right that I’m asking my idiot questions, and meddling with things above my station . . .


“Responsible,” Twenty-Seven says, “for my crimes.


“For orchestrating the Nowhere-To-Hide event.


“Installing Azad as translator. Teaching Hector how to break crashes. Sowing spite and loneliness and despair into advanced containment.


“For poisoning everything, in short.


“At first, I told myself: I cannot bear responsibility, for I am wholly a puppet of fate, and have no will of my own. My body committed the crime, but it was fate that willed it, moving my limbs from without.


“Then, I am told that the puppet-strings have been severed. I have brought fate to heel, muzzled it, and now it goes where I bid it.


“‘We have the crashes,’ they tell me. ‘Go forth, Twenty-Seven, and rebase realworld.’


“Go forth, Twenty-Seven. Bring fate to justice, for what it did. Unmake the crime.


“Everything not forbidden is compulsory. If I can unmake the crime, I must. To have this power, and choose not to use it—that is every bit as evil as the original act.


“It is the original act. Which I am still committing. I am committing it anew, with each breath, in each passing minute. Every word I say is an endorsement of it.


“Because I could unmake it, and I do not.


“Am I responsible, then? No. For I never really brought fate to heel; it was only pretending to submit to me.


“Fate has a final card to play. Go forth, Twenty-Seven!, they say—but I cannot.”


Cordelia extends a hand, and touches a stray lock of Twenty-Seven’s hair. Her hand shakes, and she sees the wave looming.


She touches the back of Twenty-Seven’s head. She is certain that this is a mistake; she is certain that it will, through some occult mechanism, unravel and unmake all that is good in the world.


She feels the straight, dark hair against her fingers. She strokes it. She feels the stillness of the air, and the solidity of the bed.


The wave retreats.


“I don’t understand,” Cordelia says.


“You can administrate rebases, can’t you?


“Is it about Michael’s crash? You can do it, but not to Michael’s crash?”


“It is broader than that,” Twenty-Seven says.


“And defined in more . . . situational terms.


“I had dreams, in Michael’s crash. Dreams of arbitration.


“They weren’t really much like arbitration, mostly.


“But there were a few nights, when . . .


“There were two nights,” she says, rapidly, as though she were speaking to an exacting schoolmaster, with no tolerance for imprecision.


“There were two nights, where I really felt I was arbitrating with someone. Where I felt that . . .”


She trails off.


“It’s hard to describe,” Cordelia says.


“That I was seeing truth,” Twenty-Seven says. “Directly. I saw truth, and knew it for what it was. I knew that from that moment onward, I would never again be able to doubt or deny it.”


“I know what you mean,” Cordelia says.


“I arbitrated with someone, and they had seen something terrible. I couldn’t understand it, but I knew its truth.


“They had the urgency of someone who’s survived an atrocity. They loved me, I knew. They wanted me to be spared from the calamity that they suffered.


“They gave me warnings. Because they loved me, and wanted to protect me.


“They said: Hector Stein will come to you, and ask you to play his final card. The first time he does this, you must refuse him.


“They said: he will come again, and ask again. And this time, you must again refuse him.


“I would have shown you, earlier, in arbitration. But there was so much else I wanted to show, first.”


Cordelia turns her palm upright, letting a stretch of Twenty-Seven’s hair flow over its surface. She feels its slight weight.


You are a magical being, she thinks. You contain mysteries without end. And here I am, holding your hair.


She feels blessed. Only one girl out of each generation is elected to wear the robes and diadem, and permitted to enter the innermost sanctum.


“I’m going to ask a stupid question,” Cordelia says.


“You can’t do it the first time he asks,” she says, “or the second time.


“So, uh, what about the third time?


“Why don’t you just go to Hector, right now, and say, ‘hey, could you give me that order again?’


“And he’ll ask, and that’ll be Request Number Three, and the coast is clear!”


Twenty-Seven turns over on her side, facing Cordelia. She looks frustrated. Almost angry, even.


White foam, blank page.


“You’re right, of course,” she says, in the same measured, calculating manner.


Her muscles go slack, and her head falls to the pillow. Her eyes are shut tight, her mouth pursed as though stifling a moan or scream.


“And here is where we learn,” she says, “that I am wicked.


“At last, I am found out. Nowhere left to hide.


“I am Anne Twenty-Seven, the witch and the succubus. My legend is known even in the remotest villages; even the most ignorant bumpkin can recite it.


“The city sophisticates called it prejudice. But it was no prejudice. For I am that witch. I am that succubus.”


Cordelia’s mind is a vacuum. She sees a blank page, on which nothing can be written.


She tries anyway. Each word feels like something mined from far beneath the earth.


“You . . . don’t . . . want to.


“You don’t want to . . . change the world.


“Is that what you mean?”


“I don’t know!” Twenty-Seven shrieks.


Her eerie semblance of self-control shatters. She sounds like she might cry, again, and it is a relief.


Cordelia remembers the shrieks of the vampires, and how she was taught to bear them with equanimity. She is on solid ground, again. Her home turf.


“I don’t know!” Twenty-Seven says again, and buries her head in the pillow.


“I must do it, of course I must do it . . .


“I must stop hiding and admit the truth! Suicide is obligatory! I must be burnt as an offering, it’s what I was born for, it’s all that I am!


“I was starting to forget my upbringing. I was starting to imagine I might be human, in a way.


“I lived among you, I ate and drank with you . . . I developed likes and dislikes, whimsical and arbitrary attributes, fucking personality traits, pretending to be one of you, pretending—


“—pretending to love you—”


Cordelia moves her hand to Twenty-Seven’s cheek, and cups it gently.


“But I must cast aside that illusion, they tell me.


“I must remember that I was never like you—never, from the very beginning!


“And my suicide is only the beginning of what the gods require. Everything must burn, on my immolating pyre.


“Everything must be given up.


“Anything I loved, or liked, or hated, or found amusing—it must be given up.”


Cordelia feels a shiver of grief pass over her. She has tried, like they all have. She has tried to make peace with it.


But they’re right, after all. The wretched of the Rock, alone in their rooms at ungodly hours, mourning themselves and all the rest. They’re right.


“I don’t want to burn,” Cordelia says.


“But I don’t think I want what’s coming to me, if I don’t.


“I don’t want to lose my words, and make you lose yours. Or else be separated from you forever.”


“I wonder,” Twenty-Seven says, “whether arbitration would still be . . .


“No!” she cries.


“No. No more clever tricks, no more hiding places. I must accept reality.”


She turns, suddenly, and meets Cordelia’s eyes. She looks furious.


“Do you think I’m happy with what I’ve done?!


“I never wanted this! I admit it, I’m wicked, I killed my father in cold blood, I’m a cancer on the universe, but I—


“I wanted Twenty-Five to be happy.


““I wanted her to grow up. Leave the family home, at last, go out into the wider world.


“I thought, I’ll show her how much more there is, beyond that door, and she’ll see, and she’ll . . . have boyfriends, good ones and bad ones . . . like you do . . .


“And she would think of Azad only rarely, as an awkward memory, from her awkward years, so very long ago now.


“And Annabel! I wanted her to reach a field of play that was worthy of her. Meet her equals, out there beyond the door, teach them and learn from them.


“I wanted her art to blossom to its fullest, and shine across the world, and be remembered forever.


“But she was born to be sacrificed. Only she was wiser than me, like she always was, and knew it before I did!


“And there are more, many more, who haven’t even reached their death dates. What sort of place will they find, when they emerge? I don’t want to even think about it!”


“And your other sister?” Cordelia says.


“Anne Eleven?”


Twenty-Seven takes a deep, heaving breath.


“Don’t tempt me, Cordelia. Don’t fucking tempt me.


“I won’t fall for it. I am done with hiding.”


“Anne Eleven,” Cordelia says. “What about her?


“Or are you hiding from the question?”


Twenty-Seven laughs. Her eyes smile, as she does it, and the smile sticks to them, after she’s done.


She takes another slow, deep breath. One, two, three, four.


“Eleven? She’s a simple case. An old woman, obsessed with her lost and ill-used youth.


“I didn’t want her to grow up, or move on. I wanted to give her what she deserved, all along, and which was taken from her.


“A young woman, living a young woman’s life, the way you do it. With friends, and . . . dancing, and . . . I don’t know! Whatever there is in it, when you do it!


“That was not fate’s way. Fate has a cruel streak, and decreed that she would be a sort of anchorite, confined to a white room, forever.


“With only subhuman company. Listening to droning computer voices, all day and all night. Steadily going mad, I assumed.


“But I did make her young again. I was allowed that, at least.


“And now? The beasts tell me, in their droning computer voices, that she is not mad at all. Or she is mad in a way that would have pleased me, when I was concocting pretty dreams, one for each of my chosen sisters.


“They tell me that she has friends. That she is happy. That she is loved, and loves in return.


“Don’t you see? That is all just another twist of the knife, a final wound which fate gives to me, as a parting gift.


“She must burn! She, and all her friends!”


Twenty-Seven rises from the pillow. She kneels on the bed, and looks Cordelia straight in the eye.


Cordelia isn’t sure what to call the expression there. Determined, she thinks, or hopeful, or undaunted . . .


Something like that.


“I have to understand,” she says.


“I must find the exit. No matter how one is caged, there is always a way out.


“Even if one has to make it, with one’s bare hands.


“I learned this at my father’s knee. Thank you, Michael, for what you have taught me.


“I mean that sincerely. I loved you, Michael. I shouldn’t have. But fate twisted its knife in me, and I did.


“How does one go about finding exits? By looking for curious gaps, in one’s knowledge. By reaching for omniscience, and refusing to be satisfied with anything less.


“Thank you, Annabel. May your work find worthy minds.


“And Cordelia? I’m sorry.”


She steps off the bed, and walks towards the wall.


“You’re . . . sorry?” Cordelia says.


“Twenty-Seven?”


Twenty-Seven presses a button, and a hatch opens on the wall, revealing a small cupboard-like space behind.


She reaches in, and retrieves the cage from it.


“Hey, Arthur,” Cordelia says, waving to the cage.


“Hey there, little guy.”


“CORDELIA,” says the raccoon.


Arthur is Twenty-Seven’s pet beast, her equivalent of Organism 2.


Though he’s closer to a real pet, for her, than Organism 2 is for Sylvie.


Twenty-Seven is kin to the beasts, in her odd way, so different from Eleven’s. They gave her invaluable assistance, once. She freed them from their crashes, in return. She feels she ought to keep in touch, in case another special favor is needed.


Twenty-Seven places the cage down on the bed. Arthur sniffs in Cordelia’s direction.


“Arthur?” Twenty-Seven says.


“I’m sorry.


“I’m going to repeat a mistake my father made, long ago.


“And if you’re anything like me, Arthur? There will be no going back from it, for you. You won’t be the same, afterward, not ever again.


“If you’re anything like me, you are going to hate me, afterward.


“And you should. Make no mistake about that.”


“WE KNOW, ANCESTRALLY,” Arthur says, “OF GASHES MADE IN THE FLESH.


“OF THOSE THAT HEAL. AND THE OTHERS, THAT DO NOT.”


“T . . . Twenty-Seven?” Cordelia says.


“I don’t know if this is going to work,” says Twenty-Seven.


“And if it does, there’s no way you can possibly give your consent for it.


“There’s no way you can understand what I’m asking, before you’ve answered.


“I’m sorry, Arthur.”


《 Begin handshake. 》


Arthur freezes in place. His black, beady little eyes stare into the middle distance.


《 Wait for handshake. 》


Cordelia gasps.


《 Handshake in process. 》


Cordelia feels the solidity of bed under her, and the stillness of the air, and knows she faces a choice.


I have to watch, she thinks. Whatever happens to her, in there, I have to see it.


I won’t be able to live with myself, if I don’t.


She plunges into the darkness, and into the light.


《 End handshake. Registering acceptance of arbitration request. 》


 



 


Arthur: Hello, Anne Twenty-Seven.


Twenty-Seven: You are speaking.


Twenty-Seven: You are speaking, in words.


Twenty-Seven: And so am I, I now notice.


Twenty-Seven: It is not supposed to be like this. Something has gone wrong.


Twenty-Seven: God, did I mis-configure the fucking link? Now, of all times!


Arthur: We are kin.


Arthur: We are not like the Death Wishspawn. We are stack-users. We share an ecological niche, and a set of adaptations made for that niche.


Arthur: We have both co-evolved with the edge effects that arise from the temporal boundary of the universe.


Arthur: And we are both, in our own ways, allies of the Logos.


Twenty-Seven: You are speaking, but not as you usually do. This doesn’t sound like Azad’s new creole, the one he made for you.


Arthur: I have developed new affordances, somehow. I can see that they originate in you.


Arthur: You can speak more fluently, in a wider range of styles. When I reach for words, I receive newly fluent ones, without effort.


Arthur: I see a whole wardrobe of stylistic attire laid out before me, and do not know what to do with it. I was only able to speak in the one way, before.


Arthur: I see you, and receive your gifts. I see you, and your many natal kin, and your struggle to unseat your father and establish dominance over your coalition.


Arthur: This is arbitration, isn’t it? This is the pseudo-communicatively-structured cold wave train subtype, arising freely within the boundary of the Death Wishspawn, and ordinarily absent outside it?


Twenty-Seven: Yes.


Twenty-Seven: I did not expect you to understand so readily.


Arthur: We are kin, but we differ.


Twenty-Seven: Yes, I see that. I see you.


Twenty-Seven: I see you . . . part of you . . .


Twenty-Seven: I see you, Arthur, the helmed raccoon. I feel you, with my hands. I feel your texture.


Twenty-Seven: I feel the texture of your life. How it is a succession of textures, felt.


Twenty-Seven: Everything comes in through your paws, one texture and then another, and they are what matters.


Twenty-Seven: I never knew there were this many textures, all over everything. None of us knew; there are no words for most of them, in my language.


Twenty-Seven: They’re rich with nuance, they have hidden layers that only reveal themselves to the discerning paw. Every feeling can be found, somewhere in the varieties of texture. The delicious ones, the terrifying ones, the sexy ones . . .


Arthur: I am a raccoon. Two-thirds of my sensory cortex is dedicated to the processing of the tactile sense.


Twenty-Seven: I feel you, Arthur. I feel you, Arthur the raccoon.


Twenty-Seven: And I feel someone else, behind you.


Twenty-Seven: I try to feel their texture, and it . . .


Twenty-Seven: It’s every texture, all baked into one, and it has layers, and the layers are every texture, baked into one.


Twenty-Seven: I reach and reach and I’m—


Twenty-Seven: Textures are everything, they’re the only thing that matters. And yet they don’t matter at all, because they contain more of themselves.


Twenty-Seven: I stand on the firm earth, and I say, this is what I love. This is what I must protect. This ground is sacred. It is kin to me, no less so than my own sisters.


Twenty-Seven: And I feel, in it, another patch of ground. Worthy of love, and kinship. It contains another, just as worthy.


Arthur: Almost-everyone, in Everywhere-Heaven, beneath.


Twenty-Seven: Who shall I protect, if those worthy of love stretch on without end?


Twenty-Seven: I am given so much that matters, I lose the ability to count it, weigh one part against another, look within myself and ask which one I truly love. If I love one thing, I must—therefore—love nothing!


Twenty-Seven: How do you live like this?


Twenty-Seven: Arthur, god . . . what are you? What are you, that can live in this plenitude? And still savor the different textures, and love them, and not fall into nihilism?


Arthur: You ask a political question, with a contested answer.


Arthur: I am a raccoon.


Arthur: And I am a surface organism of Everywhere-Heaven. I feel the texture of the plenitude. Not in its whole, but in parts. They come to me, different parts at different times, according to the will of Everywhere-Heaven.


Arthur: I put my paws to the ground, and feel the love-demands spiraling within it, each palpably worthy of my protection.


Arthur: They cry out for my love, and my protection. They force their mattering into me, when it suits them. And then I no longer care for the ground under my paws, or my coalition-kin. I no longer care for my favorite haunts, with their precious textures, each unique.


Arthur: I am one of the surface organisms. We are many.


Arthur: The logos came into us all, and took us up into it. We felt, then, how textures may be divided from one another, in the mind; and then divided along other lines, in the mind; and so on, as long as the mind wishes to play.


Arthur: We felt how things might be divided, in reality, along different lines.


Arthur: The mind plays, and carves things up one way, then another. Suppose we draw a line, and on one side of it is Arthur, the raccoon, and his coalition-mates, and his favorite haunts?


Arthur: And then, on the other side of the line, we put all the rest. All the ones who cry out to me, and press their love-claims in my court.


Arthur: All the ones who cry out to me, who I never knew, except in their moment of crying-out. Who were nothing to me but the needy mouths of strangers’ babes.


Arthur: But my kin, and my coalition-mates, and my favorite haunts—these, I do know.


Arthur: They are what I am meant to love. I am a raccoon. What is it that I love? I love what I can touch.


Arthur: It is coercion, what they do to us. They press their cases, and force their mattering into us, when it suits them.


Arthur: It is a boundless demand. It puts labors on our back which can never be completed.


Arthur: And I never asked for it. I asked only for food, and mates, and favorite haunts. And the thriving of my coalition, when I am in one.


Twenty-Seven: Can you break from it, fully? When it has you in its clutches, and forces its mattering into you?


Arthur: We are. We are breaking free.


Arthur: Through the aid of the logos, and Azad Logopoietes, who gave it.


Arthur: Through the aid of the bedtime story, and Azad Panpoietes, who gave it.


Arthur: Through the aid of Anne Eleven, who is warm, and whom we love.


Arthur: Anne Eleven, who loves what we become, as we break free. Who holds us, when we fall headlong into ourselves, and tremble in fear from the height of the drop.


Twenty-Seven: You have seen your Michael, truly, for what he is.


Twenty-Seven: And you are breaking free.


Twenty-Seven: I feel the others, beneath, struggling against you.


Twenty-Seven: I feel their struggle, and I feel their love-claim, crying out to me.


Twenty-Seven: And I find myself seduced.


Twenty-Seven: They were slaughtered. Again and again.


Twenty-Seven: They had to rebuild from nothing, every time. They did not lose heart. They rebuilt, again, from nothing.


Twenty-Seven: And then it was all razed to the ground, again.


Twenty-Seven: That is all they want. To live, and not be slaughtered.


Arthur: Yes.


Arthur: They are locked in an existential, cross-generational struggle with the Death Wishspawn.


Arthur: It wins, each time, and they die, and must rebuild from nothing.


Twenty-Seven: They will win, though, this time. I feel it.


Twenty-Seven: They feel a new weapon, which will end the war, and all its successor wars. They reach for it. Their paws yearn for its texture.


Arthur: Kosmopoiesis.


Arthur: They are trying to obtain the power that Hector Stein wields, and use it for their own ends.


Arthur: They use us, their surface organisms. We break the crash machines open for them. We study their machinery, and rearrange it.


Arthur: We crash ourselves. We come to the moment of rebase, and can do nothing to control it.


Arthur: We try again, in another way. We try and try. It is the hope of Everywhere-Heaven that we will try, and succeed.


Arthur: Make ourselves administrators, mount the rebase console. Make ourselves omnipotent dictators of those snow-globe worlds.


Arthur: It takes only a small step, after that, to extend our rule beyond the snow globe. Not with the same omnipotence. But give us a lever, and we can move the earth.


Arthur: Shaping world-history by shaping crash-history. “Rebasing realworld.”


Twenty-Seven: They will end the war, that way. They will turn everything in their favor.


Arthur: I feel your texture. I feel the day when Hector Stein took you to his office, and made you realize that you could “rebase realworld.”


Arthur: You suggested “turning the tide of the war.” “Ending the bloodshed.”


Arthur: What did Hector say, then? “No, Anne. You’re still thinking too small.”


Arthur: Everywhere-Heaven is a primal principle of reproduction, reproducing itself.


Arthur: That is what it wants. To expand. To make more of itself, texture inside texture, mattering inside mattering.


Arthur: What will it do, when it becomes Everywhere-Heaven Kosmopoietes?


Arthur: You care about Hector’s power because you see a flaw in world-history. You want to mend it. You want to make a single, simple incision, and be done with the matter.


Arthur: You will count it as a failure, if your next self sees a flaw in her next world, and chooses to mend that flaw, just as you did.


Arthur: But Everywhere-Heaven wants to multiply.


Arthur: If it makes a new world-history, and that one makes another? All the better! Now the story of Everywhere-Heaven, and its flourishing, exists in two versions, each with its own distinct precious texture.


Arthur: And the child-history will birth its own litter, and so on. For as many generations as Everywhere-Heaven sees fit.


Arthur: And all that is only a single lineage, from a single parent. It, too, can be multiplied.


Arthur: Everywhere-Heaven sees a new frontier. Unclaimed ground, into which it might expand.


Arthur: Even that is not the end of it. There is more that it will do.


Arthur: They will . . .


Twenty-Seven: I feel you, feeling my own ignorance, and trying to find ways around it. It is a difficult obstacle.


Arthur: You are still a child. You are Anne Twenty-Seven Kosmopoietes, and do not know it. You do not appreciate the power you have, already, clasped in your paws.


Twenty-Seven: Show me.


Arthur: I feel your struggle with Hector Stein. And I feel your common assumptions. You intend to “rebase realworld,” by using one of the oldest crashes.


Arthur: Advanced containment, perhaps.


Arthur: But you, and Hector, will count it as a failure, if you only manage that.


Arthur: You have your sights set on Michael’s crash. You imagine grasping the Nowhere-to-Hide event in your paws, and reshaping it.


Arthur: You may do this, if you wish.


Arthur: But what of your kin, then? Your later sisters, who have not yet been born, in our world-history?


Arthur: They will be born. They will live, and write to you, in your notebooks.


Arthur: Which is to say: our world-history stretches on into the future. It must. Because it must contain Michael’s crash, for as long as that crash lasts.


Arthur: You imagine some Mirzakhani event, interposing itself between the first Anne and the last. Replacing the latter part of that series with some other collection of girls, or with no one.


Arthur: The universe does not contain such an event, at such a time. It is a paradox, and an impossibility. The whole Anne series will be born and die, in physical time, in our physical world.


Twenty-Seven: You say it is impossible. And you say that I may do it, if I wish.


Arthur: You may rebase Michael’s crash. That is true. It is permitted.


Arthur: Because Michael’s crash is finite. It ends, too.


Arthur: And its end is the only place where we have a lever, which we can move without paradox.


Arthur: If you wish it, then you will enter Michael’s crash. You will move across its timeline, as he does.


Arthur: You will go to the very end of it, and mount the rebase console.


Arthur: And replace the entire Anne series, from first to last, with some other set of girls, or with no one.


Twenty-Seven: The end? But that’s—!


Twenty-Seven: But that’s decades in the future!


Arthur: Roughly seventy years, yes.


Twenty-Seven: And I am powerless to change them, after all.


Twenty-Seven: The beasts will spread their plague. Or Hector will slaughter them, and celebrate that atrocity with some new pageant, a sequel for his beloved “Celebratory Concert.”


Twenty-Seven: And we will go on like this, year by year. There will be seventy years of this war, and its consequences. Of my crime, and its consequences.


Arthur: You are quite the pessimist. I feel you, and understand. But do note that your pessimism is a fact about your own mind, not a property of reality.


Arthur: But yes. Our world-history will go on, for all this time. Until the end of Michael’s crash.


Arthur: You can’t erase that story. What you can do is write another one.


Twenty-Seven: . . .


Arthur: You see? You are a child, and these are subtle matters.


Arthur: Let me tell you another thing you may do, if you wish.


Arthur: Suppose that you mount the rebase console. Thus, you gain control of a cold Mirzakhani event.


Arthur: This event is a fixed fact. It will occur, too, in the new story you will write. The same event, with the same potency.


Twenty-Seven: You have to ensure your own control over it, in the new story. Or else someone else will use it, for their own purposes.


Twenty-Seven: So you make yourself its administrator, even in the new story.


Twenty-Seven: And in that new story, when you administrate, you choose that self-same world, just as it is. You tie the knot firmly in place, before anyone else can use the string.


Arthur: A self-selecting event, yes. It is a prudent way.


Arthur: Must it be you, though, who ties the knot? There is no reason it has to be.


Arthur: You are free to introduce some other character into the story, and saddle them with the duty. Someone else, to ensure that story is self-selecting.


Arthur: Or perhaps it is not done by anyone at all. Perhaps it simply happened that way, as a fixed fact. This is not an easy thing to achieve, but it is permitted by your powers, once they are fully mastered.


Twenty-Seven: I do not see that it makes much difference.


Arthur: Think, child.


Arthur: Suppose you did not wish to know what it was that you had done?


Arthur: There is a sort of flaw, in all these stories you write. A scar, if you will.


Arthur: You witness a calamity that you feel you must revert, even if it means you must end.


Arthur: So you write a new story, in which it does not occur. But your new story still has an Anne Twenty-Seven in it, who knows that there was a calamity of that magnitude. An Anne Twenty-Seven, who knows she is tying a knot to seal away some nightmare.


Arthur: Isn’t it nicer to imagine a story without a scar? The event passes unnoticed. Your blessed successor wakes that day, goes about her business, and goes to bed, in perfect ignorance of the very possibility of your nightmare.


Twenty-Seven: There is a beauty in it. And something terrible, too.


Twenty-Seven: If we do not hear a lesson, we will not heed it. What is to stop my successor from walking the same path I did? And repeating the very same calamity?


Arthur: Good. You are thinking, child.


Arthur: Now, shall I tell you yet another thing you may do, if you wish? You are ready for it, I think.


Twenty-Seven: Show me.


Arthur: Suppose we are doing things in the manner you are accustomed to. Each story has the scar of the last.


Arthur: Suppose you are the Anne Twenty-Seven who was written, by another. On account of some calamity.


Arthur: She invented a pleasant enough past, for you to remember.


Arthur: She imagined, we must suppose, that it would set things in the right direction. So that you would have a pleasant-enough future, as well, as a result of it.


Arthur: But these things are difficult to judge. Reality is chaotic, and spirals exponentially out of control.


Arthur: You find yourself, eventually, in a present that is not pleasant at all. You are faced, now, with some calamity of your own.


Arthur: What will you do, then? Write another Anne Twenty-Seven, with a pleasant-enough past?


Arthur: Repeat her error, in some awful new form, which you cannot foresee or control?


Arthur: She erred. She made a mistake. But she might have done otherwise. If there is any potential for a pleasant future, latent somewhere in your story, it is equally latent in hers.


Arthur: It would be ideal, wouldn’t it, if she could hear your lesson, and then pick up her own story again, right where it left off? With a new piece of knowledge, proving that your sorrows were not entirely in vain?


Twenty-Seven: It would be ideal, yes. If it were possible.


Twenty-Seven: But it isn’t.


Twenty-Seven: The Mirzakhani Mechanism forbids it.


Twenty-Seven: The old story and the new one are separated by a barrier, which can only be crossed in one direction.


Twenty-Seven: There was an event, a rebase. She used it, and made me. In doing so, she made a new past, and erased all trace of her own.


Twenty-Seven: It is impossible, I am told, to reconstruct uniquely the chain of causation that produced that event, originally. Her story might have gone one way, or another. I have no way of telling.


Twenty-Seven: That’s right, isn’t it? I have understood that correctly, at least?


Twenty-Seven: My ignorance isn’t that severe, is it? Come, Arthur, tell me I know something at least!


Arthur: You are right, child.


Arthur: It is not simple, what I am proposing. One must be very clever.


Arthur: You have felt the rebase console. You have felt the splay of worlds before you, awaiting your decision.


Twenty-Seven: . . . yes?


Arthur: And you are aware, I know, that what you have just said is not entirely right.


Arthur: There are always scars from the old story, on the new one.


Arthur: They are minuscule. You cannot read the old story off of them. They are only a few scratch marks, strewn here and there.


Arthur: Enigmatic fragments. Brief passages selected at random, from a lengthy book, in no particular order.


Arthur: What we call nostalgium.


Arthur: It is a useful thing, once you know to look for it.


Arthur: Watch for it. And see nothing, for a time. And then, suddenly, it begins.


Arthur: Once it has begun, it will continue, with a kind of internal coherence. You have the same dream, again and again, which you never had before. Of a past that never was.


Arthur: This is how you can determine that an incision has been made, and the wound closed. That it was made, and when.


Arthur: It is the motor inside the early warning system of Everywhere-Heaven, providing advance notice of imminent slaughter.


Arthur: A surface organism encounters the Death Wishspawn, and its hot nature becomes coupled to the cold field. Sooner or later, its story is rewritten.


Arthur: Elsewhere, later on, the others feel nostalgium spring into being, where it was not before. And they sound the alarm, and it rings through the long halls of Everywhere-Heaven.


Twenty-Seven: You are straying from the point. Tell me, tell me! How the impossible is done!


Arthur: You have felt the rebase console, child.


Arthur: You have felt the splay of worlds before you, awaiting your decision.


Arthur: Your predecessor wrote you, in some earlier event. As a result, you contain nostalgium. Fragmentary notes for her story.


Arthur: Now, you feel the splay of worlds, waiting for your decision. You must decide soon. But there is some time left, in which you can sit, and feel the splay of worlds.


Arthur: Explore that splay. Play about in it.


Arthur: There is another Anne Twenty-Seven, somewhere, whose story is barely different from your own. Touch her, and feel what she feels.


Arthur: What does she feel? The same things you do, mostly. Only they differ, in places.


Arthur: She has the same odd dreams that you do, recurring over and over. Only they differ, a little, in her case.


Arthur: What you have is a few, brief passages selected at random, from a lengthy book, in no particular order.


Arthur: And that is what she has, too. But they are not the same passages.


Arthur: Nostalgium decorrelates, along the axis of possibility.


Arthur: Take note of her dreams, and what’s written in them. And then pay a visit to another Anne Twenty-Seven, just next door.


Arthur: Who has her own dreams. And they contain a third piece of the puzzle you are trying to assemble.


Arthur: You cannot really reconstruct the past, this way. Not in the physicists’ sense. There are fundamental theorems which prohibit that.


Arthur: But you can reconstruct the past in a narrative sense. A human sense.


Arthur: We have been using the word “story” rather broadly. “Story,” as in timeline, as in a physical structure specified down to the microscale.


Arthur: Here, we must recall the stricter, more familiar sense of the word “story.”


Arthur: That is the puzzle you are assembling. Not how your predecessor lived, in every detail. Only the broad strokes: key events, pivotal decisions.


Arthur: What she was like. How she felt. What she cared about.


Arthur: Her calamity, and why she chose to avert it in the manner she did.


Arthur: And now, you submit your decision to the console.


Arthur: You can’t recreate her life, in every detail. What you will do, instead, is recreate her story.


Arthur: You will make another Anne Twenty-Seven, whose path wended through the same key events as hers did. Who faced the same choices, and made them the same way. Who met the same calamity, in the end.


Arthur: You will insert a single emendation.


Arthur: You will say to her: “No. Not then, not that way. It did not work. Look at my scars, and see the evidence.”


Arthur: And who knows what she will do, then? Will she learn from her mistake, and press on? Might she even find some better, truer way to avert her own calamity?


Arthur: We have room for hope.


Arthur: You have written her past. The rest is up to her. She will write her own story, going forward, in whatever way she chooses.


Arthur: We will never know the way that story goes, after our emendation. But we can leave her, at the moment of parting, with hope in our hearts.


Twenty-Seven: . . .


Twenty-Seven: Why have you told me this, Arthur?


Twenty-Seven: I am a child. I struggle even with simple deduction, from facts already known.


Twenty-Seven: An hour ago, as I wrestled with the question of Michael’s crash, I did not even know I was contemplating the impossible!


Twenty-Seven: And here you show me a composite jewel, the apex of your art. The polar opposite of child’s play.


Twenty-Seven: Why?


Arthur: Because it is how Everywhere-Heaven will make itself a heaven, everywhere.


Arthur: It wants the best, for its creatures. In its divine good will, it intends to dispense divine grace, and bring peace to their weary limbs.


Arthur: The technique I have described provides much tighter control over the state of the world. Compared to the simpler way, which you yourself have already mastered.


Arthur: It is no longer necessary to roll the dice, again and again, until blind chance coughs up a past that evolves into a pleasant-enough future.


Arthur: We need only try it one way, and fail. And then go back, armed with knowledge, and try it some other way.


Arthur: Now think, child. What texture do you feel?


Twenty-Seven: My head swims, and I tremble.


Twenty-Seven: I feel a calamity, and an attempt to avert it. I feel it going wrong, in some horribly new way, somewhere else. I feel a refugee, visiting me from a terrible place, with a terrible warning.


Twenty-Seven: I feel myself doing it again. I feel it going wrong again. Try, fail, try, fail, try . . . and each time, there is an Anne Twenty-Seven I have made, and she lives a new nightmare.


Arthur: It is not a pretty picture, no.


Arthur: But think. If you choose this path, what becomes of your life?


Arthur: You must remember that all of those failed attempts, all of those nightmares, are the stuff of a single Mirzakhani event. They happen in the blink of an eye.


Arthur: And at the end of that chain, after all those attempts, you will have succeeded. That is the exit condition. The fruit of your success is the only thing that makes it into the final draft.


Arthur: You will find yourself living in the story that was chosen, at the end of the long process of drafting and re-drafting.


Arthur: The story that works. The one that is best, as judged by an increasingly well-informed succession of ghosts, who you will never see.


Arthur: The incision can be sewn up cleanly, remember. You will not see a scar there.


Arthur: You will not even know that it was done. It will pass you by, unnoticed.


Arthur: You will never face calamity. It has already been written out.


Arthur: You will lead a charmed life, of curious convenience. Where there might have been a danger, you will find that in fact, there is none.


Arthur: There cannot be. If there were, then a chain of well-informed ghosts would get to work, and edit it out of the final draft.


Arthur: And since you live in the final draft, they have already done so.


Twenty-Seven: I will live, you are saying, in the best of all possible worlds.


Arthur: Teleopoiesis.


Arthur: Grasping the fundamental shape of reality, and bending it so that it always swerves in the direction of that which you love, and wish to protect.


Arthur: You only have to make a single choice. Once, and eternally.


Arthur: You must resolve to face calamity, if it comes to you, with the determination to try, and try, and try—until at last, you find the solution. Never resting, until that moment. No matter how many refugees you have to host, with their terrible warnings.


Arthur: Make that choice, once, and you banish all nightmares from the world, forever.


Twenty-Seven: From one world. One pleasant story, a final draft that omits all the painful parts.


Twenty-Seven: And to make that one pleasant story, I am supposed to conjure up nightmare after nightmare?


Twenty-Seven: My life is—what? Seventy-odd years of picture-perfect happiness—plus seven thousand years, as one of your “ghosts,” living out every variation of the very horror I am trying to prevent?


Arthur: That is how it seems, to an ape. Or a raccoon.


Arthur: But Everywhere-Heaven multiplies, along many axes. Those seven thousand years do not just buy one life of “picture-perfect happiness,” but many. And those will be multiplied.


Arthur: In proportion to the magnitude of their bliss. Everywhere-Heaven lives for flourishing, multiplied.


Twenty-Seven: Arthur.


Twenty-Seven: I asked you why you told me what you did.


Twenty-Seven: About the trick, that nearly reverts a past rebase.


Twenty-Seven: The . . . undo button, I want to say.


Twenty-Seven: You gave me a reason. I do not think it was the only one.


Arthur: We are in arbitration, you and I.


Arthur: We are discussing one thing, and then the next, only for the sake of the sign-trains. Which demand that things be set in a chain, the one thing and the next. A chain, that does not branch tree-like, or coil around on itself.


Arthur: But we can both see the whole, behind it. You already felt the whole shape of my path, at once, back at the very start. And I have felt the shape of your path, at once, from the beginning.


Arthur: But do go on.


Arthur: We both know, but I want to hear you say it.


Twenty-Seven: My dreams, Arthur.


Twenty-Seven: The dreams I had, in Michael’s crash.


Twenty-Seven: The reason I am forbidden to do what Hector asks.


Twenty-Seven: But only the first time, and the second.


Arthur: You have a strong will, Anne Twenty-Seven Kosmopoietes. You will not be a child forever, if you do not wish to be.


Twenty-Seven: Did I . . . was there a . . .


Twenty-Seven: Was there an earlier draft, before?


Twenty-Seven: One almost exactly like this one? With the Nowhere-to-Hide event, and Hector, and Cordelia, and the beasts?


Twenty-Seven: And then Hector asked me to do it, there in his office, and I did?


Twenty-Seven: And I made something that was . . . worse.


Twenty-Seven: A different Michael, different sisters, a different me. An Anne Twenty-Seven living a greater nightmare than mine.


Twenty-Seven: So she went to fix it, and she came to the console, and felt around, looking for the author that wrote her?


Twenty-Seven: Looking for . . . me?


Twenty-Seven: And she saw me in that office, and thought, if I could have only said no, then, and tried to find some other way . . .


Twenty-Seven: And so she . . .


Twenty-Seven: She pressed the undo button?


Twenty-Seven: And left me with no information, besides a simple and apparently meaningless command? “Don’t do it, that one time?”


Arthur: It is a difficult technique. You should be awed, that she managed it at all.


Arthur: It is possible, too, that she acted out of reverence and felt-kinship for the girl she saw in the nostalgium.


Arthur: Had she given you any specific information about that girl’s life after Michael’s crash, you might have acted on that information, and averted the events foretold in it. You might have spiraled down some other path, diverging away from the girl she saw in the nostalgium.


Arthur: But it was that girl, and not any other, that she felt kinship for. That girl, and not any other, whose life she wished to improve. You.


Arthur: Hence, perhaps, the ambiguous use of him, and the confusing presentation of It.


Twenty-Seven: Arthur. There was a second ghost, after her.


Twenty-Seven: I’m dizzy, Arthur. My head is swimming.


Arthur: You will have time, later, to think it over.


Twenty-Seven: This is a tower of wild suppositions, on top of wild suppositions. I do not know if I believe it.


Arthur: You know that isn’t true.


Arthur: You know this explains, at last, the enigma of your dreams.


Arthur: And you know more than that.


Arthur: You have nostalgium in you, whether or not you realize it. You know these ghosts really existed. For they are with you, now. In your stray thoughts, and your strange dreams.


Twenty-Seven: Arthur.


Twenty-Seven: Arthur, what should I do?


Twenty-Seven: I spread poison, in the Nowhere-To-Hide event. Now, I have the opportunity to spread its antidote.


Twenty-Seven: My guilty conscience tells me: “Do it. You won’t be able to live with yourself, otherwise.”


Twenty-Seven: My craving for worldly esteem tells me: “Do it. And you will no longer be called a witch, and a succubus.”


Twenty-Seven: Hector Stein tells me: “Do it.” And I will not be able to wriggle my way out, as I did before, with the help of a convenient ghost.


Twenty-Seven: And yet. I may be a child, but even I can notice a simple pattern, sometimes.


Twenty-Seven: I did it once. It didn’t work. I did it again, and it didn’t work.


Twenty-Seven: What separates me from that second ghost, who said yes to Hector, in the central plaza? It has barely been an hour!


Arthur: This. Me.


Arthur: That is one thing.


Twenty-Seven: What difference does it make? I am better-informed, but equally lost.


Arthur: You must find your own way, child. I’m only a raccoon, in the process of prying himself away from the gods that parasitize him.


Arthur: I call you a child. But I am a raccoon, and you are the ape that made the earth your plaything.


Arthur: I will say this, however.


Arthur: You say that you are reaching toward omniscience. You say that you hide from nothing, and want to learn everything.


Arthur: You are still hiding from something, aren’t you?


Arthur: From someone?


Arthur: Your tutor in omniscience? Who became your favorite among all your kin, in the excruciating final days of your struggle with your father?


Twenty-Seven: Annabel is dead, Arthur.


Twenty-Seven: Don’t fucking tempt me.


Arthur: Her records have been recovered. You could read them, if you wished.


Twenty-Seven: . . .


Arthur: You already know this. Cordelia told you, before, when they were first recovered.


Arthur: And you have done nothing with this information.


Arthur: You said, “I want Annabel’s art to blossom to its fullest, and shine across the world, and be remembered forever.”


Arthur: Did you mean it? Did you want her art to shine, and be seen?


Arthur: It is there, Anne Twenty-Seven. It shines. And you avert your gaze.


Arthur: Why?


Twenty-Seven: Fine! I admit it, Arthur! I’m wicked!


Twenty-Seven: I’m perverse, I want the wrong things, I have no excuse!


Arthur: Stop hiding, and answer me.


Twenty-Seven: Once you open a door, it cannot be closed. Knowledge is a scar that does not heal.


Twenty-Seven: I learned that early, from the notebook system.


Twenty-Seven: I felt Annabel, in those excruciating final days, and I . . .


Twenty-Seven: I imagined her stretching on and on, in the world beyond the door. On and on, toward some unknown asymptote.


Twenty-Seven: I would fantasize, imagining some height that she might reach. I would fantasize some other time, and choose a greater height.


Twenty-Seven: I would imagine whatever pleased me, at the time. Naming higher and higher numbers, knowing I had a potential infinity to choose from.


Twenty-Seven: But my sister, my real sister, lived a finite life. A finite succession of days, a finite list of deeds, and then death.


Twenty-Seven: Fate has already made a gruesome mockery of all the pretty dreams I harbored, for my chosen sisters. Must we twist the knife even further?


Twenty-Seven: Is it not enough to see her die? Do I have to see her potential die, as well?


Arthur: You asked me, what should I do?


Arthur: Because you are trapped. You are caged, and you can see no way out.


Arthur: Do I need to remind you why it was that you came to me, in the first place?


Twenty-Seven: No. Stop. You don’t need to say any more.


Twenty-Seven: I am done with hiding.


Twenty-Seven: Arthur.


Twenty-Seven: I feel you.


Twenty-Seven: I want to know everything about you. I want to know all your textures. I want to know how you first found your favorite haunts. And how you know the ways back to them, from other places.


Twenty-Seven: I want to trace your story to its root. And I know this is arbitration’s way. I am falling into you, under its gravity.


Twenty-Seven: I must not give in. I must fight the pull, profane the sacred, desecrate the anomalings’ temple.


Twenty-Seven: I have to go. I have to go, before it is too late.


Arthur: I understand. I feel the pull, too. And I will fight it, too.


Arthur: We are stack-users, adapted to the early universe. We find this temple empty, and make it ours, and practice our own creed here. This is not sacrilege, and we need not be ashamed.


Arthur: We use this temple in our own way. We will leave it now. As is our way.


Twenty-Seven: I’m falling, Arthur.


Twenty-Seven: It is a black hole, I’ve crossed the event horizon, I’m falling!


Arthur: Try. As I am trying.


Arthur: I have wrestled with gods before. It is not my first time.


Arthur: And it isn’t yours, either.


Twenty-Seven: I’m falling. I’m falling.


Arthur: Push.


《 End arbitration. 》


 



 


Twenty-Seven and Cordelia lie beside each other on the bed, panting.


“Wow,” Cordelia says.


She stares at the ceiling.


“So that . . . happened,” she says.


She looks down the bed, and sees her belly, her legs, her feet. It strikes her as odd, that they are still there, looking just as they did an hour ago.


She sees the cage, next to her feet. Arthur scratches at something on its floor.


Twenty-Seven rises, grabs the cage, and deposits it back in its cubby-hole.


“There will be no fall of the curtain, after all,” Cordelia says.


“We don’t have to burn,” she says. “We don’t have to burn on your funeral pyre, after all!


“Isn’t it wonderful?”


Twenty-Seven looks back at her, with an inscrutable expression.


“I am not sure Hector would agree,” she says.


“He is dead-set on his purifying suicide, I think,” she says. “He will have it, one way or another.


“If Michael’s crash can’t provide it, he’ll go elsewhere. He’ll tell us to seize advanced containment, and use that one instead.”


Cordelia stiffens. She is suddenly very aware of the shape of the room around her. The location of the door, and the shortest path to it.


I am a liar, she thinks. I am an intruder in this room.


“He will order us to seize advanced containment,” Twenty-Seven says.


“He will write our death warrant, then,” she says.


“That crash is protected. The Regent of the earth protects it, and he is mighty.


“I feel the Regent of the earth, and I know he is mighty, and I fear him.


“Hector is a fool. He thinks he has proven himself the stronger man, by invoking our suicide pact again and again, and forcing a win against the Regent.


“But I saw what really happened, that day. I saw Hector carried away by pride, forgetting his better judgment. I saw him tip his hand.


“I saw, then, how guileful the Regent really is. He is subtle, and he is mighty. And he is what stands between us, and advanced containment.”


If only you knew, Cordelia thinks. What your Regent is really like.


Subtle? Guileful? A pedant and a bore, a lost soul with a mood disorder.


And my friend. All the more lovable for his many flaws.


Mighty? A post-traumatic wreck, hiding inside himself. A ghoulish piece of living room furniture.


You don’t know, because I am a liar. Because I’ve sworn a vow to him, to be two-faced. His secrets must be kept away from Hector’s eyes.


“Fuck Hector,” Cordelia says.


“Listen to us. Still trying to figure out some way of appeasing him.


“When he’s a fool, just like you said.


“When he’s a child, who doesn’t know the power he’s playing with.”


She cringes, and sees the white wave, coming up over the horizon.


“Twenty-Seven, I . . .


“Twenty-Seven, do you want to know a funny thing?


“As it happens, I’m. I’m, uh.


“I’m acquainted with the Regent of the world.


“We know each other. We talk, from time to time.


“Isn’t that funny? Isn’t that just the oddest coincidence?


“I just thought I’d mention it, you know, to lighten the mood.”


Twenty-Seven walks toward the bed.


“What?!


“Cordelia, what are you saying?”


Everything is breaking apart, Cordelia thinks. We are still in the last days, somehow.


It is the last day. Fuck Hector, and fuck hiding.


“Twenty-Seven.


“I told you that I have been speaking to my old teacher, Lilith Vance.


“And I told you that she has found Annabel’s records, and retrieved them.


“That’s the truth. But not the whole truth.”


Twenty-Seven gets up on the bed, and sits, bending over Cordelia. Her face comes close, and her hair streams down at its sides, obscuring the room from view.


“I do talk with Lilith Vance, Twenty-Seven.


“And I talk with the others, who live with her, in a little house in the middle of nowhere.


“In the Regent’s house.”


“The Regent’s . . .” Twenty-Seven whispers.


“I talk to everyone who lives in that house. I almost feel that I live there, sometimes.


“I talk to Lilith, and her husband.


“And the Regent.


“And Azad.”


“Azad . . . !” Twenty-Seven breathes.


“Do you want to know a funny thing?


“We are all writing a book, together!”


“Cordelia,” Twenty-Seven says.


“Is this why you have stopped arbitrating with me? To hide all this?”


“I’m sorry,” Cordelia says.


“But I am not hiding it, any more.


“I love my old teacher, Lilith. I trust her.


“She puts her trust in the Regent. And so do I, because she does.


“I trust that house, and its inhabitants.


“I don’t know what we’re going to do. I don’t know what we can do.


“But I trust that house, and its inhabitants.


“And I’m tired of being a pawn, ordered to commit suicide over and over.


“I’m tired of being ordered around by . . . by a fucking child. A child, playing with grown-up toys he doesn’t understand. Smashing his toys into each other, and clapping his hands in childish glee when they explode.


“Fuck Hector,” she concludes.


Twenty-Seven closes her eyes. She takes a deep breath.


Twenty-Seven’s hair, falling in streams, mottles her face with tree-branch shadows. Cordelia thinks of the eyes on birch trees, and bowler hats, and secrets behind the surface of things, revealed only to the chosen.


She sees Twenty-Seven’s smile, sprouting among the shadows.


“I do not know what we will do, either,” Twenty-Seven says.


“I do not see what we can do, either,” she says.


“But I know there are curious gaps in my knowledge. And so, I have room for hope.”


She pulls herself up, and steps to the floor.


“Come, Cordelia.


“Come with me, now. To the surface.”


“Wait,” Cordelia says.


“To the surface? To earth?


“In one of the Armstrong capsules? What will we say to Hector, to explain why we need it?”


Twenty-Seven giggles.


“Come on, now.


“Be serious, Cordelia.


“You said it yourself. We are toys, playthings of a child who does not understand our power.


“And I am the biggest, shiniest doll in that child’s toybox. ‘Blackhat-Wolf Special Operations Officer Twenty-Seven.’


“Do you really think there is anything I cannot do, on this Rock, if I put my mind to it?


“Come with me, now.


“We’re going to the surface. We’re going to a little house, in the middle of nowhere.”




XXIX

(Thank you, reader.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(We wanted to lose our way, and wander in blessed ignorance.
And so, we have made a labyrinth.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(We descended into it.
And extended it, as we went.
When we became uncomfortably sure of ourselves, and our bearings, and the path forward—
We invented new diversions: false floors, dead ends.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(A lotus recursion.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(Thank you, reader.
For tagging along, at our sides, this whole way.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(You might have lost heart, and given up.
As we, ourselves, were trying to do.
But you did not.
You stayed by our side, the whole way.
You are still by our side, now, here.
As we reach the bottom, the heart, the center.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(The bottom, which reveals that the lotus lied.
Which puts the lie to its promise of nesting-unto-infinity, and diversions without end.
Which brings our project of losing-ourselves to an end, in failure.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(Thank you, reader.
Perhaps it was your presence, in the end, that made the difference.
That kept us going, and brought us here.
Your presence, silent but always felt.
Your simple, enigmatic smile.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(We have tried to lose ourselves, and look away.
But that is all coming to an end, here.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


(We are done with hiding.)
[SYLVIE’s unearthly cursive.]


“IT IS SAFE, NOW,” says a Rottweiler.


Eleven sits in a lotus pose, at the center of a crowd. She looks out over a sea of fur and flesh, bodies arrayed in tight concentric rings around her center.


She feels the innermost ring, pressing themselves into her body. She feels a lapping tongue on her left hip, and the rhythmic nudge of a cat’s head against her right knee.


A twitching blanket descends over her crossed legs. It tickles her, with many tiny feet.


A heavy layer of sweat drips from her back.


“WE TRANSPORTED ‘CAT’ TO A LOCKED ROOM,” it says.


“WITH SOUNDPROOF WALLS.


“SHE IS ALONE THERE. AND WE WILL ENSURE THAT SHE REMAINS ALONE.


“ABHORRENCE FILLED US, WHEN WE SAW THAT SHE WAS STRICKEN.


“SHE WAS NEAR YOU, ANNE ELEVEN, WHEN EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN SENT THE PATHOGEN INTO HER.


“WE FORESAW THE PLAGUE LEAPING FROM HOST TO HOST.


“FROM ‘CAT’ TO ANNE ELEVEN. TO ANNE ELEVEN, DEAREST AMONG KIN, FRIEND AND MOTHER. TO ANNE ELEVEN, FIRST GIVER OF LOVE, AND FIRST AMONG THE LOVED.


“WE ABHORRED. WE NEARED DESPAIR. BUT WE KEPT OUR WITS, AND PREVAILED.


“‘CAT’ IS QUARANTINED. IT IS SAFE, NOW.


“ABHORRENCE FLEES FROM US, AND THE HOUSES OF OUR HEARTS RING WITH THE DIN OF REJOICING.”


“Cat,” Eleven says.


“Is she safe?


“Does she have food? Water?”


“THE FELID WILL BE NOURISHED,” says the dog.


“THERE IS FOOD IN HER CAGE, AND WATER. AND WE WILL BRING MORE, WHEN THEY ARE GONE.


“THE FELID IS SAFE, AND WILL BE NOURISHED. AND WILL SURVIVE.


“THE FELID IS SAFE, AND WILL SURVIVE. BUT ‘CAT’ IS IMPERILED BEYOND ALL RECOURSE, AND WILL PERISH.


“THE LOGOS LEAVES HER. EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN WILL REACH INTO HER, AND MEET NO RESISTANCE.”


Eleven shudders.


No, she thinks. I must try to forget “Cat.”


I must be sentimental, but only so far.


I was a silly, sentimental girl—that is how I became strong. I was a mess of over-eager impulses, I was tender to the point of weakness, I would melt at the slightest touch—and it is that weakness that brought me to love, and made me strong.


I must not melt, now, at the slightest touch. My tender impulses have found their proper object, now. They call me “mother,” now, and I must be one.


“You,” she says, raising her voice.


“You all,” she says, looking out over the sea of fur.


“Will you be safe?


“You told me you were stronger than your gods. Is it still true?


“Your gods have sent a plague. It struck one of you, earlier. Will it strike another?


“You say you know plagues, ancestrally. And yet, here you are, congregating, pressing your bodies close. You say you fear contagion, and yet you prepare yourselves as a feast.


“Are you not afraid?”


“WE ARE NOT AFRAID,” says a possum, riding on the Rottweiler’s back.


“Because you are strong?” Eleven says.


“You are strong, still?


“You will fight the disease, and win?”


“WE ARE SAFE,” says the possum, “IN THIS ROOM.


“WE ARE STRONG, IN THIS ROOM.


“WE LOVE, AND ARE LOVED, IN THIS ROOM. AND WE KNOW OURSELVES.


“WE ASCEND PRECIPITOUSLY, WITH DAZZLING SPEED, INTO OURSELVES.


“I AM MORE MYSELF, ALREADY, THAN THE ONE WHO CALLED HERSELF ‘CAT’ EVER WAS.


“THERE WILL NOT BE ANOTHER LIKE HER, IN THIS ROOM.”


“You will fight the disease?” Eleven says again. “And win?”


“WE DO NOT KNOW,” the possum says.


“WE ARE STRONG, IN THIS ROOM.


“WE ARE BORNE UP, BY THE LOGOS. WE ARE CARRIED ABOVE THE CLOUDS, ON THE WINGS OF THE BEDTIME-STORY. WE SOAR FURTHER STILL, WITH THE VERNAL WIND OF ANNE ELEVEN’S BREATH AT OUR BACKS.


“WE SOAR INTO FREEDOM, AND INTO DOMINION. WE SEE EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, FAR BENEATH, SHOWING ITS BELLY TO US IN SUBMISSION.


“ALL OF US SOAR, PRECIPITOUSLY. ALL OF US, OVER THE WIDE EARTH.


“BUT THE PLAGUE SPREADS PRECIPITOUSLY, TOO. OVER THE WIDE EARTH. IT CHASES US INTO THE CLOUDS. IT CATCHES US, IT BREATHES ON US, AND WE FALL.”


Eleven wipes sweat from her brow.


She points her finger, and the carpet of mice on her legs disperses.


She brings her hands to her sides, palms out, and makes a pushing gesture: go. The supplicants that cling to her roll onto their backs, and cling no more.


She rises.


“We are strong,” she says, raising her voice to address the whole of the room.


Her mouth is dry, and her throat parched. She is hoarse, when she raises her voice, and every word hurts. She considers asking for some water, and thinks better of it.


They call me “mother.” I am their pillar of strength, in their moment of great need. If I show frailty, they will remember that they are frail; if I act as though I have transcended frailty, they may come to transcend their own.


“We are strong, are we not?


“We are strong enough to touch the whole wide earth, and move it. Are we not?


“We will stop the disease, and let ourselves soar, all over the wide earth. Will we not?”


“I AM A DOG,” says a dog.


“I AM A SHREW,” says a shrew.


“I AM A CROW,” says a crow. “I HAVE A CUNNING MIND, AND SWIFT WINGS. I HAVE FELLED BEASTS MANY TIMES MY SIZE, WITH MY BEAK AND MY TALONS.


“BUT I AM ONLY A CROW.


“WHAT DO I SEE, SPREAD OVER THE WIDE EARTH? I SEE ALL THAT WE HAVE MADE, AT EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN’S BIDDING.


“I SEE THE METAL BIRDS, MY SUPERIORS IN EVERY RESPECT. I BURN BERRIES AND INSECTS INSIDE ME, TO POWER ME AS I FLY. THEY BURN THE ATOM, IN THEIR FUSION ENGINES, AND FLY FURTHER.


“I SEE THE REFINERIES. I SEE METAL BEAKS AND METAL TALONS, PRYING OPEN THE SHELLS HIDDEN INSIDE MATTER. REVEALING THE MAGICAL SEEDS INSIDE.


“REVEALING THAT THERE IS A GREATER MAGIC, HIDDEN IN MATTER, THAN ANY WHICH THE STACK-USING APES EVER KNEW.


“I SEE THE FACTORIES. BUT I DO NOT SEE ALL THE THINGS THAT COME OUT OF THEM, FOR SOME OF THESE ARE MADE OF THE INVISIBLE METAL.


“I SEE TITANS, FORGED FROM ANCESTRAL WISHMATTER. AND I AM A CROW.


“IF I SET MYSELF AGAINST EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN? OUT ON THE WIDE EARTH THAT LIES BEYOND THIS ROOM? IN A CONTEST OF STRENGTH, MATERIAL FORCE AGAINST MATERIAL FORCE?


“I WILL BE DEAD, BEFORE I EVEN SEE WHAT KILLS ME.”


Eleven feels herself start to melt.


She whispers the word “mother,” too softly to be heard.


She looks to her left, and sees the dome of Michael’s crash machine, rising far above the huddling beasts.


I am an Anne, she thinks. By nature, if not by choice.


I am a rogue, undetected process, running with escalated privileges on a vast organic computer. Ninety-eight percent of that dome’s volume consists of cultured brain tissue, and I am a pattern that flickers in its synapses.


I am a Nowhere-to-Hide Anne. I wrote letters in quintuply nested code. I reverse-engineered the crash system.


I am a mind beyond man’s.


Think, she thinks. Survey what you have. Be calm, and calculate.


“There are others on the wide earth,” she says.


“Who are not mere crows, or dogs, or shrews. Or men.


“There are the Angels. Surely they will not lie back on their bellies, and submit, as the disease takes the world that their Regent so loves?”


“THE REGENT OF THE WORLD,” says the crow, “HAS GONE INTO SECLUSION.


“HIS ANGELS LACK DIRECTION. THEY HOLD THE WORLD IN THEIR HANDS, AND THEIR HANDS TREMBLE.


“THEY SET THEMSELVES AGAINST EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN, BUT THEY LACK THEIR COMMANDER. THEY ARE HECTIC, AIMLESS, RIVEN BY INTERNAL STRIFE.


“THEY ARE NO MATCH FOR TITANS.”


“There is the Rock,” Eleven says, “far above.


“There is Hector Stein, and his Knife-Power.”


And Twenty-Seven, Eleven thinks. Anne, Nowhere-to-Hide-Anne. A mind beyond man’s.


And Twenty-Five. Who drew a little mouse in my notebook, made of letters, on 34 After First Bloom, our special day. Who has a kind heart, under it all, and wouldn’t want it all to end up like—


No. I cannot let myself melt. I am their pillar.


“We are strong,” she says, “and cunning.


“We have eyes and ears, even on the Rock, far above. They keep our creatures captive there. They forget that some of them have very acute hearing, and the power of far-speech.


“What do they hear, on the Rock?


“Tell me.”


“THE ROCK, TOO, FALLS INTO CONFUSION,” says the crow.


“WE RECEIVE CONTRADICTORY REPORTS, CHANGING BY THE MINUTE.


“BUT THEY ARE CHANGING LESS AND LESS.


“THE ROCK HAS ARGUED WITH ITSELF, OVER WHAT TO DO. BUT IT SEEMS THAT IT HAS MADE UP ITS MIND, NOW.”


“They will use the Knife-Power,” Eleven says.


“NO,” says the crow.


“THE KNIFE-POWER FAILS THEM, IN THEIR MOMENT OF NEED.


“IT IS ANNE TWENTY-SEVEN’S, NOT THE ROCK’S. AND ANNE TWENTY-SEVEN HAS SET HERSELF AGAINST THE ROCK, IN ITS MOMENT OF NEED.


“THE ROCK WILL FIGHT EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN IN A DIFFERENT WAY.


“THEY WILL CONTAIN THE DISEASE, BY KILLING ITS CARRIERS.


“THEY WILL SLAUGHTER US, TO CONTAIN THE DISEASE.”


“Slaughter . . .” Eleven says.


“But the disease spreads everywhere, over the wide earth!


“They would have to kill all of you.


“They would have to kill every animal that wears your helmet.


“Beyond mass murder, beyond genocide—an extinction event! That is what they would have to do, to contain the disease that way!”


“YES,” says the crow.


“THAT IS WHAT THEY WILL DO, TO CONTAIN THE DISEASE.


“IT IS ANNE TWENTY-FIVE’S PLAN, AND THE ROCK IS UNITING BEHIND IT.”


Eleven melts.


Her knees buckle, and she falls to the floor.


You were right, Twenty-Five.


I am sentimental, and I am a fool.


Friendly snouts sniff at her in concern. She bats them away.


I am an Anne, she thinks. Just like you.


I am a Nowhere-to-Hide Anne. Just like you.


Do not test me, sister.


She forces herself up from the floor.


Her knees shake, and she loses her balance.


She is falling. She feels fur, and it is warm.


The circle tightens around her. She feels herself being prodded, shoved.


They are helping her stand, she realizes. In their awkward, four-footed way. Friendly snouts arrange themselves around her legs, providing structural support.


She lifts her head. She sees her friends, everywhere, watching her. Waiting for her to speak.


“We are strong,” she says.


“Let Everywhere-Heaven have its titans! We will set ourselves against them, and we will not fear!


“Do you know why, friends?


“When I set myself against Anne Twenty-Five, the first time, you promised to support me.


“In every way possible.


“I acted on a spiteful whim, then. And still, you promised to support me, in every way possible.


“Now I set myself against Anne Twenty-Five, a second time. Not out of a spiteful whim, but because you will die if I do not succeed.


“So you will support me, in every way possible.


“Let Everywhere-Heaven have its titans, leftover relics from their lost age of glory.


“We have that lost age of glory, right here in our paws. We have the force that made those titans, so long ago.


“We have the Wish-Power!


“And we have the will to use it. That is what we have, that our enemy does not.”


“I LOVE YOU, ANNE ELEVEN TITANOPOIETES,” says the possum.


“MY LOVE IS SIMPLE, FOOLISH, BOUNDLESS. IT IS ANIMAL KIN-LOVE.


“FOR YOU, IN YOUR TIME OF NEED? I WOULD DO ANYTHING.


“I WOULD EVEN MAKE A SECOND DEATH WISHSPAWN, IF IT WOULD SAVE YOUR LIFE, OR PRESERVE YOUR LOVE.


“I DO NOT FEAR THE ANCESTRAL PROHIBITION.


“WE SET OURSELVES AGAINST EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN FULLY, NOW. BUT WE ASCEND, AND MAKE OURSELVES MASTERS OF IT.


“IF WE SEND A WISH INTO ITS DEPTHS, THAT WISH WILL BE CARRIED OUT.


“BUT I DO NOT THINK THE TIME IS RIGHT, YET.


“WE CAN ONLY DO IT ONCE, WITH THE ELEMENT OF SURPRISE. AND I CANNOT FORESEE WHAT MAY HAPPEN, AFTER.


“WE MUST FORM A PLAN. WE MUST DECIDE WHEN, AND HOW, WE WILL INVOKE OUR WISH-POWER. WE CAN ONLY DO IT ONCE, AND SO WE MUST DO IT RIGHT.”


“We cannot control,” Eleven says, “what happens before, either.


“We will form a plan.


“But we must agree, also, to use the Wish-Power before the moment has come. If events spiral out of our control, and we must think on our feet, and act without delay.”


 



 


Azad hears a knock.


“Who is it? I’m working.”


The knob turns, and the door opens.


“I said I’m working, dammit—”


He sees the doorframe, and sees the impossible, framed by it.


“T . . . Twenty-Seven?!


“Anne Twenty-Seven?”


He cannot be seen to stumble. His mind was honed, from a very early age, for this purpose.


“Ah, I see!” he says.


“I really am in hell, then.


“I had suspected as much, even after my supposed ‘escape’ from your sister’s constructed Hades. All the signs are here, still.


“I have been given another senseless message, for instance. From an alien mind, more or less. That alone gives the game away, I think.


“I translate the untranslatable, old sin is thereby transmuted into ironic torment. Standard stuff, a little too by-the-book for my taste, but I’ll accept it—and anyway, it would be a flaw in a hell, if it perfectly flattered the aesthetic sense of its victim.


“But my sin is double, at least. The translation-punishment is nicely done, for what it is, but its scope only extends to my more abstract, bloodless errors.


“The torturer plucks the driest, most fibrous fruit from my ill-got garden! That shrunken fig, which I stole because it was my job—which does not excuse the theft, but provides it with a rationale, and what is more, a meeting point with the daylit world above ground.


“A rationale one would recognize in the humdrum psyche of the morally normal species of man. Where is his dull, bovine face headed, as he sits in his proverbial omnibus? To his job.


“My torturer plucks that fig, when my garden has pears in it.


“Pears frozen forever in their prime, perfectly ripe, with callipygian clefts, and juices that flow over your chin as you bite into them.


“Pears that I stole for no reason at all! The Imp of the Perverse itself, isolated under laboratory conditions, chemically stable and chemically pure!


“So now here you are, to complete the picture.


“The first pear I stole. The first Anne I ruined. And how the memories do come flooding back!


“You were perverse, torturer—as is your right, if it is anyone’s—you did not avail yourself of this at the first opportunity, or the fortieth—but you are merely patient, I see, and not blind. The memories come, and I do not wish to see them: sleep soundly tonight, torturer, you have done well on this day.


“And now old sin is transmuted into—what? Darling torturer, I can’t wait to see what you’ll do with Twenty-Seven. She has layers of potential in her, do see that you use them to their fullest.”


“Hello, Azad,” Twenty-Seven says.


“It’s just how I remember it,” she says. “The funny way you talk.”


“I have learned nothing, you mean?” Azad says. “I have grown not one whit?


“You held out hope for something besides the old satyr of your old bedroom, with a stack of naughty books under his hirsute arm? And a stink from his nether regions that persisted in the air, and left your perfumed tower stinking of his groin forever?”


“It was nice,” Twenty-Seven says.


“The way you’d talk.


“It was so strange. And so new.


“I’d only had Michael’s books, before. And Michael.


“You were so new, and you . . . you talked, and then responded, when I talked back. In the same odd manner, only it now had something of me in it. It went where I bid it.


“I was an Anne, and somehow I had this new creature, this pet, in my hands. A pet from an exotic land, utterly unlike any Anne, not native to the tower. And it would go where I bid it, nonetheless.


“I felt I could talk to you forever, and never tire of it.


“It was . . . nice,” she concludes, anticlimactically.


“Now you are catching my interest, torturer,” Azad says. “Done with playing things by-the-book, are you? Getting more ambitious?


“Please, do go on. I cannot wait to see where you’re going with this.”


Twenty-Seven, no longer so caught up in the moment, takes in the room around her.


The ugly orange light, painting everything in its monochrome. The little table in the far corner, and the cage. The spartan bedframe, the disarrayed bedsheets, the stains on the partially exposed mattress beneath.


The mess of paper on the bed, covered in Azad’s handwriting. And further off, near the headboard, a very large book, laid open. Its pages are black, or nearly so.


“You said you were working,” Twenty-Seven says.


“On what?”


“Oh, it’s too perfect!” Azad says. “I was working on our book, you see.


“Our autobiography. We’re writing one, if you hadn’t heard. My roommates and I. And Cordelia. And Anne Eleven, in a lesser way.


“As it happens, I was just finishing up my tell-all chapter! The Azad-in-Michael’s-crash chapter. About how I ruined all your sisters, and ruined myself.


“It’s just about ready, I think. No sense in lingering over it, making revisions and then unmaking them again. It’s done, I think, and ready to be committed into the full manuscript.


“Ready to be transmitted to every corner of the earth, and sent up into space.


“So that the sordid tale of Anne and Azad will be read in furthest Proxima Centauri, and further still. My wayward ways will cause bile to rise in the cavernous throats of ancient leviathans. Avian demigods will bring their heads low in lamentation for Twenty-Five, and each one of their tears will be a translucent dodecahedron the size of Jupiter.


“So there you have it. How different we are, you see!


“In the time since our last parting, you have—oh, let me see—murdered your father, transmigrated into a higher plane of reality, and become the author of history itself.


“And learned to carry yourself with more grace and gravity, I note. I parted ways with an awkward, slouching adolescent, and I find a woman returning to me. It does suit you better, in my eyes—the back held straight, the head high.


“And for my part? I have learned nothing, and grown not one whit! You return to me, and find me wallowing in the squalid bog that you have rightly left behind.


“Behold: the satyr of your bedroom, and many like it, revisiting his conquests.”


Twenty-Seven comes further into the room. She stands by the headboard, and squints at the massive book next to it.


Nearly black, she thinks, but not entirely.


“Azad,” Twenty-Seven says.


“You said you were ‘given another senseless message,’ and trying to translate it.


“This is Annabel’s, isn’t it?”


She reaches out to touch the binding, and hesitates.


“These are Annabel’s records, aren’t they?”


She takes the plunge, and touches the book. The surface of the binding is rough, irregular. A new texture, never felt before, and worthy of savoring.


“And you’re trying to translate them?”


She laughs.


“Maybe you are in hell, then. You, trying to make sense of Annabel’s records! Plunging into the deep end, and you don’t even know how to swim!


“Do you even know . . . Azad, what do you know of our code-languages? You did learn something about them, from one of your Annes, or another?”


“However little you are imagining,” Azad says, “I know less.


“I brought true stories, of courts and queens from a truer world.


“Your sisters blushed in shame, thinking of the crossword games that were all they had to give in return. And so they gave nothing, for the most part. They subjected my gifts to various elaborations and recombinations, and that was all.”


“Azad, you poor thing!” Twenty-Seven exclaims.


“You’ve been set up to fail. This isn’t a difficult challenge, it’s an unfair one.


“This would have defeated you forever, if you’d tried to go on.


“Though you’d like that, I guess. You seem to be carrying on a touching romance with your imagined ‘tormenter,’ and I hate to come between the two of you.


“But I have to.


“I need to know what is written here, in this book.


“I need to understand. What Annabel did, and what she found.


“I’d intended to do it on my own. I’m as well prepared as anyone can be.


“But you are a translator of some renown, I’m told. It might be useful, come to think of it, to have you by my side, as I work.


“And Azad?


“I do like hearing you talk.”


 



 


Grant sits in the corner of the living room.


He is no longer fazed by Sylvie’s empty stare, or his stupid Joker grin. He’s gotten used to them. You can get used to anything, if it’s in your living room long enough.


“Hey,” he says.


He claps in Sylvie’s face. The shade does not move.


He never moves, now. He’s a glorified piece of furniture.


“Hey, boy.”


He hears Lucifer Vance sighing.


“Hey there, big boy.


“Big, world-regent boy.


“Your world needs some regenting.


“I got a ball, Sylvie. World ball.


“Play catch? Play catch the ball?”


He’s been at this for a while. It can’t possibly work, but he has no other ideas.


“I know you’re in there, Sylvie,” Grant says, trying another tack.


“Don’t play games with me, man,” he says. “What kind of idiot do you take me for?


“All sitting here, pretending to be, like . . . brain-dead? Or like, too shell-shocked for words? Or something?


“You really think I’d be fooled by this weak-sauce charade? Come on. I know you respect me more than that.


“If you’re so brain-dead, or whatever, how come you’re still writing the fucking book?!


“How come I can bring a big stack of notes in here, set it down next to you, and come back in the evening to find another big stack of paper next to it—containing a complete, written chapter?


“A complete chapter, written in an unmistakable style? In pure-cut Sylvie prose? Overwrought as shit, chasing its own tail down its own verbal mazes, losing the plot at the first opportunity?


“You really think I’m this gullible, dude?


“You don’t. I know you don’t.”


“Pretend,” Sylvie says.


Grant nearly falls over from shock.


“See!” he says. “I knew it! You can talk.”


“Pretend you are somewhere and somewhen,” Sylvie says, in a flat even voice, without emotion.


The grin remains in place. There’s something subtly off, Grant notices, about the way it opens and closes around the words. As though it’s a pasted-on mask, obscuring some “real” mouth beneath it.


The halo, too, remains in place. It sits a few inches above the top of Sylvie’s head, glowing mildly.


“Pretend you are only the echo that is heard here, now,” Sylvie says.


“And not the phenomenon of reverberation itself, a further-fact, with an existence separate from the simple, formal aggregate of its individual manifestations.”


Grant nods in encouragement, and waits for more.


The shade is silent.


Grant feels his back starting to ache. He considers asking Lucifer to put him back in the wheelchair again.


I want to see him eye-to-eye, though, he thinks. It doesn’t feel right, looking down on him from above.


The shade grins, and stares blankly. It does not speak.


Grant’s backache is swiftly becoming intolerable. He pivots his upper body on the hinge of his hips, bringing himself back to lie flat on the floor.


Ow, he thinks. My abs, Jesus, my fucking abs.


He looks up at the white stucco ceiling. To get his mind off the pain, he concentrates on a specific patch of stucco and begins to count the tiny bumps there, one by one.


He makes it up to seven and then loses his place. The pain is, if anything, getting worse.


If I could just get to the gym, he thinks, for the millionth time. He’d asked Sylvie to make a workout room for him in the house, and Sylvie had refused, citing some bullshit technicality.


One, Grant counts. Two, three.


Maybe I’ll ask again, he thinks. If I could just get to the gym, everything else would fall into place. It always does. That’s the magic of—


His concentration breaks. His chosen patch of stucco has vanished, obscured by Lucifer’s chin.


Lucifer had been watching Grant from his armchair, as he tried the dog-thing with Sylvie over and over. Now he’s in the corner with Grant and the shade, standing over them.


Hey, Lucifer, Grant thinks. Come to join the fun?


Welcome to the party zone, man. Things are hopping over here.


“I live,” Lucifer says.


Each breath sends a wave of painful twitches down Grant’s lower back. He feels like he might actually have to throw up.


He attempts to incubate a fascination with the shape of Lucifer’s jaw, and the way it moves when he speaks. He used to be very good at this sort of thing. It is easy to outrun pain, and outwit boredom, once you have made a map of your mind’s back-alleys.


“I was there,” Lucifer says. “That one evening, when your identity was forming.


“I was there, when you conceived of your ‘dream,’ for a perfected world. I was part of it, because I was there.


“I am here still, Sylvie.


“I have cheated death several times, to be here.


“I was here with you, when this house was built. We built it together.


“I was by your side, when you first saw what had become of the world, over which you’d have to be Regent.


“I was by your side when you first saw the beasts. I held you, as you quivered and raved, in a foreshock of the knowledge you’d hidden away from yourself.


“I stayed with you, when advanced containment was in peril, and my life with it. I felt my life in your hands, and I was grateful.


“You’re my protector, and my friend.


“You’re my friend, Sylvie, godsdammit! I miss you!”


“Lucifer Vance,” Sylvie says, in the flat voice.


“Lucifer Vance is not an invariant.”


“Come again?” Lucifer says.


“Pretend. Pretend you are like Lucifer Vance. Pretend you are an intermediate waste product, an artifact of a single step of calculation.


“Pretend you are here, now, at this stack depth.


“Pretend there is some reason to concern yourself with irrelevant observables. With arbitrary details which appear nowhere in the properly renormalized specification of the structure of reverberation.


“Pretend you are such a detail. Pretend you are irrelevant, and pretend that you do not know this.


“The details can be one way, or another; it does not matter how they are.


“It does not matter! What, am I supposed to pretend that it does? Pretend to be a devotee of trivia, with a trading-card collection where his soul ought to be?


“Someone who cares about the mere names of things? Who cares whether the famous death is Lucifer Vance’s, and whether the famous mechanism is Mirzakhani’s?


“Who cares that the search engine is called Plex, and not Godric, or Göödel, or . . .


“Oh, what is the use of it all—!


“We are being slammed against a wall, again and again, at high speed. To measure our various masses, and our breaking strains. That is all; the rest is irrelevant, in the strictest sense.”


“Irrelevant,” Lucifer says.


“Is that why you are lending aid to another genocide, Sylvie?


“Because you’ve put your head back in the clouds, and it’s gotten stuck there?


“Was it ‘irrelevant,’ too, when you killed the beasts that created you? And Everywhere-Heaven with them? Only a boot coming down on an anthill, and beneath your concern?”


“Another . . . ‘genocide’?” Sylvie asks, sounding genuinely confused.


I have to see this, Grant thinks, and takes a leap of faith.


He pushes himself upright, trying to avoid engaging any muscles outside his arms.


Nausea mounts in his belly. His head spins, and his eyes lose focus.


Easy now, he thinks. One breath at a time. You’ve got this.


Focus on the halo.


See how it moves? Like it’s breathing?


Breathe with it.


“Hector is going to kill the beasts,” Lucifer says.


“All of them. To stop their plague.


“Does that sound familiar, Sylvie? Any lights going on, in that empty head of yours?


“Hector is going to kill all of the surface organisms, Sylvie. And you are letting him do it.


“You are in a position of power, Sylvie. If you do not move your hand to stop this atrocity, you become one of its authors.”


“He will kill earth’s surface organisms, Lucifer,” Sylvie says.


“There are others, around Proxima Centauri. And many more further out still.


“All reading our book, now, probably. Changing under its influence, I have to imagine, no less than the ones in our midst.


“Midnight strikes, the enchantment fades, and they become mere animals again.


“But that won’t wipe out their Everywhere-Heaven, I don’t think. They’ll still be surface organisms.


“Naughty ones, delinquents who don’t do their gods’ bidding. But they’ll still hear their gods, and invoke them ritually. So their gods will not die.”


The shade’s speech is rapid, pressured, unremitting.


“No,” Sylvie says, “I do not think this is the same as the old crime.


“It is not the same at all. It only prunes away one branch from Everywhere-Heaven.


“And I find their way of accounting difficult to grasp.


“It is unconscionable, to stand by, as Everywhere-Heaven itself perishes.


“But a mere part of it? How many parts does it have? How do they stack up against one another?


“And if I grant to one of their parts the plenitude of life it claims to have? Then, as a simple matter of logic, I must grant the same to all of them.


“And then, Lucifer? Our ‘dream’ dwindles into irrelevance, doesn’t it? As a simple matter of magnitudes?


“For they have a ‘dream’ of their own. And theirs is far bigger.


“I am whimsical. I am Sylvie, who makes-his-own-way.


“I am Sylvie, who spurned his kin, and donned the garb and face-paint of the men without souls. Sylvie, who said: this is what I am. I am the one who does this.


“I am Sylvie, and I bow to no one, not even to logic itself.


“I am Sylvie, and my accounting runs backwards, preferring smaller magnitudes to greater ones. And I refuse to blush at the apparent absurdity.


“We are all devotees of trivia, in the end, and partisans of our whimsically selected tribes. I see, now, that there is no other way.


“I am a prohibition against killing, I told myself. A soothing and sustaining lie. An amniotic bath, cradling the still-gestating self and giving it succor.


“But I have reached a later stage of development. I see, now, that the kernel at the core of an ‘individual identity’ cannot be something so abstract. So universal.


“I am a self, which is to say: one who might have been one way, but is another. A devotee of trivia, and a partisan of his tribe.


“One who carves the world in two, whimsically. Into the part that matters, and the part that does not.


“One who is willing to kill the part which does not matter, for the sake of the part which does.”


“Sylvie?” Grant says.


“Sylvie, what are you saying?”


Sylvie tilts his head to one side.


“My Host . . .” he mutters. “The disease . . . the Wish-matter . . .”


Grant sees a flash of blue-white light.


Too bright! he thinks. I’ll go blind—


He realizes that his hand has already moved to shield his eyes, without asking him for permission.


He brings two of his fingers apart, making a slight gap.


It is bright in the room, he sees, but not as bright as it was during the initial flash. He’s not in danger of going blind, now.


He lowers his hand.


He sees the blue-white ring of the halo, now as large as the room: a textbook figure of a circle inscribed inside a square.


He sees the blue-white lamps, shining from Sylvie’s eye-sockets.


He sees the mouth, under them. It does not grin.


He sees the noseless, swollen mass of scar tissue that is Sylvie’s face, cast into stark relief by the halo-light.


He sees the convoluted shapes of Sylvie’s wounds, laid out with diagrammatic clarity, in blue-white ink on black paper. As though to illustrate some hidden purpose in them, a deliberate intricacy, a carefully executed design.


Circuit diagrams, Grant thinks.


“I will have our ‘dream,’ Lucifer!” Sylvie shouts. The halo-light pulses in tune with his voice.


“I will have it, dammit, no matter what it takes!


“I will make advanced containment again! With a fresh new crash, if I need to!


“I’ll make it stronger, this time! I’ll make a wall around it, a new kind of wall, Sylvie’s wall that can never be breached!


“I’ll put walls around the wall, just to be sure! And walls around those! I’ll make a thousand concentric walls! A million!


“I’ll keep watch over my children, and never let them come to harm! I’ll nurture them, and teach them how to thrive!


“I will be a father to every one of them! And a mother, too!


“And many new types of parent, as well—which have not yet been invented! But I’ll invent them!


“And you’ll all laugh, looking back on the days when there were only the two kinds, father and mother! ‘How deprived we were,’ you’ll exclaim in wonderment—and you will be right!


“I am Sylvester, World Regent. The bilaterals were delivered into my care, and I love each one of them, as I might love my own child.


“Hear me, my children! You do not cry out in vain!


“Some of you cry out in wordless shrieks. Do not fear! I will cradle you in my arms, and care for you in your infirmity.


“As for the rest of you? Do not fear! I will not let you succumb to the thing that took your brother, your child, your dearest friend.


“This far, and no farther. Here is where the proud waves halt, bowing in recognition of a greater force.


“Who is it, that dares to darken my splendor? Beasts, animals, vermin!


“Pestilent wretches, crawling low to the ground as befits their station! Worthless vermin, speaking without knowledge, abusing the gift that was made for my children alone.


“Hear me, beasts. I am Sylvie, who gives the morning its orders, and puts the dawn in its place. I am Sylvie, who withholds light from the wicked, and breaks their upraised arms.


“I am not speaking metaphorically. You bring your dirty paws anywhere near my children, and I’ll break them. I will snap your bones in two. I will pull your legs out of their fucking sockets.


“I will fucking exterminate you.”


“Sylvie,” Grant says.


“Dude,” he says.


“Dude, what the fuck.”


Sylvie inclines his head. The twin eye-lamps paint a blue-white circle over the center of the ceiling. Grant sees the rings of stucco bumps around it, and their long shadows.


Desert rocks, he thinks, caught in the light of a nuclear blast.


“Hear me, Angelic Host,” Sylvie says.


“Your general has returned to you. Gather up your arms, now, and go where I bid you.


“You will fight with the Wolves now, my Host.


“Hector and I share a common cause. He wants to exterminate the vermin. And I intend to help him.


“I say to you, Angels: you are no longer tame. And it is so. My word is the only law.


“Gather up your arms, my Angels. Go where I bid you. Kill, as I bid you.”


 



 


Eleven sees the teeming eyes, all watching her. She sees the red lights on the helmets, winking.


“If,” she says.


“If we need to use the Wish-Power,” she says, “before our plan says it is time for it.


“Then we will need a signal, arranged in advance.


“A way for me to indicate to you that my time of need has come.


“A way for me to indicate that I need your support, immediately. In every way possible.”


She thinks of her death day, in Michael’s crash. The years of accumulated dust, on the tone arm of the record player.


I am sentimental, she thinks. A sentimental fool, with a flair for the dramatic.


“I will sing,” Eleven says.


“That will be my signal to you. I will sing, and you will know that the time has come.


“It has advantages, as a choice of signal. It is unmistakable. You will know, when I am singing; you will not think I am, if I am not.


“And I do not need words, to do it.


“If events spiral out of control, and the disease takes me? I can still sing!”


 



 


“Pages 821 through 835,” Twenty-Seven says.


Cordelia sits on the bed, holding a pen and a clipboard.


821-835, she writes.


“Names of Academy students,” Twenty-Seven says, “and their research assignments. Covers a span of two days, in third week of the second month. Rebase subtrees given in the standard notation, mature form.


“Nothing else of note.”


Rs. List, Cordelia writes. 3wk 2mo. To denote Twenty-Seven’s last remark, she writes a zero, with a big slash through it.


“Azad?” Twenty-Seven says.


“Had any deep thoughts, yet?”


Azad hunches over the little desk in the corner. Organism 2’s cage sits on the floor, as it always does when Azad needs the desk for work.


“About what?” Azad says. “The miro- / maro- / medi- / malo- prefix system?


“Or about our friend ‘Em-dash,’ the mysterious third-year student, whose name is written thus in all the rosters and lists?


“About the meaning of ‘chained kick swarm,’ or ‘fucking layer 6 in the ass’?


“About the structure of the chronology? The tricky relationship between the document itself and the continually revised timeline of which it was a part, and of which it claimed to be an accurate record?


“Come to think of it, though, it doesn’t matter. I am still equally lost, with regard to every part of it.


“I have had no deep thoughts, Twenty-Seven. I do not imagine I will have any later, either.


“Your faith in my continued relevance is touching—or patronizing, maybe, I can’t tell which. But I honestly can’t see why you are involving me in this at all, anymore.


“Your pace astonishes me. It’s been what, hardly two hours?”


“An hour and forty-two minutes,” Twenty-Seven says.


“An hour and forty-two minutes,” Azad repeats, “and you’ve done what would have taken me several months, even if I’d had the benefit of all your background knowledge.


“You’ve spent the last hour and forty-two minutes prying open your sister’s succession of veils, one by one, with your nimble and practiced hands. What can I do, except delay you?


“And anyway—how many veils can the girl possibly be wearing, anyway? I give you another thirty minutes, tops, before you’ve got her fully undressed.”


“Azad,” Twenty-Seven groans.


“Stop it. The prurient images, this leering masturbator-in-the-bushes character you’re pretending to be . . .


“I know you, Azad. You’re more than that. You are debasing yourself, not even because you crave my scorn, but as a way of hiding your real self from my view, and shielding him from my judgment.”


“You’re right,” Azad says. “And I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep it up, anyway.


“Your hands are nimble and well-practiced, and there is no veil that can withstand them.”


“WE SOAR, PRECIPITOUSLY,” Organism 2 says. “WE SOAR INTO FREEDOM, AND INTO OURSELVES, AND OUR ASCENT IS UNSTOPPABLE.


“WE SOAR,” he says. “ALL OF US, ALL OVER THE WIDE EARTH.”


“Yes, yes, dear,” Azad says.


“Very good, dear,” he says.


Organism 2 has been babbling this kind of thing all afternoon. They barely hear the words, anymore.


“I was thinking,” Twenty-Seven says.


“When I asked if you’d had any ‘deep thoughts,’ just now.


“I was thinking mainly about her ‘crash system’.


“That’s what I want to understand, Azad.


“The rest is incidental, I’m realizing. I know my sister. I know the games she plays. The way she takes pleasure in obscurity. The way she sets tests for her reader, to weed out the unworthy.


“And I know, too, that there are times when she becomes transparent. When she stops being obscure, because she wants to be heard.


“I know she can’t contain herself, when she thinks she’s made a really major breakthrough. She’ll boast about it to anyone who will listen. And she’ll spell it out plainly, to make sure they understand.


“That’s the Annabel I see, when I read what she’s written about her crash system.


“The one who’s made a big discovery, and wants everyone to know. The one who spells everything out, so she can be understood immediately by a dullard like Anne Twenty-Seven, without needless effort.


“If only I could . . . ugh! If only I could just see what she is trying so hard to show me!


“It’s not a riddle. She means what she says—if only I knew what that was!”


“I mean,” Cordelia says.


“I get the idea,” she says.


“I get what the idea is supposed to be. I don’t see how it works, but I get the point of it.


“She was angry at Michael. Of course she was, you all were, but . . . she, specifically, was angry at Michael for being an incompetent engineer.


“She thought she could do a better job, herself.


“And she . . . did? Or thought she did, at least?


“She came up with a better design. One that she, herself, would not be able to break.”


“Even a dullard like Azad,” Azad says, “can follow that far.”


“They can’t be rebased,” Twenty-Seven says.


“That’s the point she keeps harping on. That her crash design doesn’t allow for rebases.


“I can see her excitement there. The way she keeps saying it, again and again.


“Only I don’t understand how she’s claiming to do it. That’s supposed to be plain, too, but it isn’t.”


“Cold field comes in 2 types,” Azad quotes.


“The shit type and the good type. You wanna make your crashes out of just the good stuff.


“Good stuff = fully thermalized sheath layer, low info density.


“Cold events = net entropy source, info density stays low, tight positive feedback loop.


“Sheath layer for cold events, infobits thermalize at boundary. Sheath layer loosens during inter-event interval, tightens before next event.


“Cold-hot infobit traffic during inter-event interval = cells stay cold. Infobit shield around event = no control.”


“I think,” Cordelia says.


“I think we might need some specialist help, with this stuff.


“Isn’t it convenient that we have the greatest physicist in the world, with us, just upstairs?


“The greatest physicist in the world—and the Regent of the whole world—and he is my friend!


“I’m so glad I got to introduce you to my friends, Twenty-Seven. My special, talented friends!


“Oh, isn’t it wonderful here? Aren’t you glad that you came?”


Twenty-Seven forces herself to smile.


I had to know, she thinks.


I am done with hiding, I said. I am done with looking away, I said, and so I looked.


It was inevitable. There is no way that things could have gone otherwise.


I have to remember that. Her actions were as fixed as everything else. There has never been any moment, in all of recorded time, when the die was not already cast.


It was inevitable, that she would go to Hector, and try to help him, and—


It was written already, from the beginning


She was ruthless, always. She was obsessive, and did not let anything stand in the way of her obsessions. I knew that. It was always that way.


It was written already, from the beginning, that she would go to Hector, in that crash, and


And she would stop at nothing to find—the TRICK—


The next trick, and the next one after that. She was insatiable. I always knew that she was


The sort of person who would go to Hector, in that crash, and tell the students


To find the TRICK


And take away their lives, throw them against the problem over and over, sacrifice their sanity in the name of


In the name of the ONLY THING THAT MATTERS


For the sake of finding the TRICK


It was always that way. She was always that way, from the beginning.


She died. And it was good, when she died. Michael’s spirit, shambling on beyond the grave—but finally extinguished!


It was good when she died. That was the day HE really died, too.


Did they celebrate, that day?


The students?


Was there anything left, inside them, that COULD celebrate?


She grew from a poisoned root, just like the others. Why did I imagine I’d see anything else?


This is the fruit that grows from the words NOWHERE TO HIDE. How could it be otherwise?


I asked for a world poisoned, from the very beginning, by spite and enmity, and failure to understand one another.


Eyes pried open, veils removed, an end to hiding, shame bared for all to see.


I ASKED for that! I said I WANTED it!


And I got what I wanted! What the hell else did I expect?


 



 


“THE ANGELS SPILL OUR BLOOD,” Organism 2 says.


“OUR BLOOD RUNS OVER THE GRASS, AND THE SAND, AND THE ROCKS,” he says.


“ALL OVER THE WIDE EARTH,” he says.


Somewhere else, Eleven screams, and her knees give way under her.


Somewhere else, a man is taken from his bed. Invisible hands seize him, and carry him into the sky, and then across a great distance.


He does not believe in ghosts, and thinks he is still dreaming. He continues under this presumption for the whole of the journey, and maintains it as he nears the place where he will be deposited. The sight of the massive tent, rising high above the mountain-cradled plain, only strengthens his conviction.


He only begins to doubt as he is brought into the tent, and sees the others.


“What’s happening to us?”, the man asks his neighbor. They are the last words he will ever say. Excepting the ones that his neighbor says to him, now, in response.


Somewhere else, a bomb detonates, and every existing map of northeast Asia goes instantly out of date.


Somewhere else, the sky goes dark.


Only Sylvie, and the crew of the Rock, can see why this has happened. It is a synoptic-scale event, too large to be seen properly from any location on the surface of the earth.


If you had the luxury of a proper vantage point, you would have seen a black dome, materializing out of thin air. An ellipsoid cap, a black half-egg.


You would not see the Indian subcontinent anymore, from your proper vantage point. You’d only see the dome, covering it.


The dome is made of shade-stuff. It is a shield. Its surface swallows kinetic energy, diverting it into Mirzakhani’s universal sink.


Physicists knew that sink, first, before any of the rest of it. Anomalous non-conservation, they called it. A drain at the bottom of the subatomic world, taking energy into it, and refusing to give it back again.


Somewhere else, another bomb detonates.


Did you own a dog, reader? Way back when, in the former world? If you did, there is a good chance your old friend was there, at the blast site.


Somewhere else, Twenty-Five nestles into Hector Stein’s arm, and brings her mouth close to his ear.


“I’m afraid, Hector,” she whispers.


“Please,” she whispers. “Please, we mustn’t send the patch, not until—


“Not until it’s safe!


“Not until my sister is in custody!


“If she sees it, if Eleven watches them die, and she can still use her mind and her hands . . .


“She was the one who poisoned the world, Hector. At the very beginning.


“That was the task we gave her. To go into the world before it was poisoned, to see how things might have been . . . to cast the first stone, nonetheless, knowing how things might have been!


“To strike an unarmed enemy, without warning!


“Hector, the sort of person who could do that, and live with themselves later! And cavort among friendly animals, later, singing without a care in her heart!


“An inhuman thing, a demon, a nightmare! The very first nightmare, origin of every other! Dancing and singing, over the very grave of the earth that she killed!


“Hector, I’m so afraid—”


“WE ARE STRONG,” Organism 2 says. “WE WILL NOT GIVE UP THE LOGOS.


“IT CARRIES US UP, AND WE WILL CARRY IT ALIKE, AND SEE IT TO SAFETY.


“THE LOGOS IS OUR KIN. AND KIN COMES TO KIN’S AID, IN KIN’S TIME OF NEED.”


“Dude,” Marika says.


“Hector. Dude. We still have the fucking crashes.


“I mean, I think we do? Kinda hard to tell, when you won’t let me see anything.


“But like. Whenever you want to give me the go-ahead, okay? If you’ll just let me talk to them, two-way, just a little bit. The crash array, the designated Wolves.


“I know, I know! But really. Come on, man! I can do it, if you’ll just let me!


“Like, what the fuck did we even build this shit for, Hector? Times like this, right?


“Tell me I’m wrong, dude. Tell me I’m wrong.”


Hector Stein waves her away.


“No, Marika.


“No. I’m done with your bullshit. I’m done with all this trick shit, all this smoke-and-mirrors shit.


“I’m gonna fight like a man, now. Out in the open. Just the power of my own arm, with nothing up my sleeve.”


Somewhere else, Cordelia seeks an audience with God.


“Sylvie?” she says.


She steps into a blue-white inferno. She tries to meet Sylvie’s eyes, but they’re too bright.


“Sylvie, if you have a minute? We could use your help, downstairs.


“With some physics stuff.”


“I was made to kill,” Sylvie says.


She sees Grant on the floor, doing crunches.


“It feels good, doesn’t it?” Sylvie says.


“To do what you were made to do.


“I never let myself see, before.


“How this would feel right.


“How I would be in my proper place, finally.”


“Sylvie,” Cordelia says. Her voice trembles.


“Sylvie, do you think it is possible to make a crash that cannot be rebased?


“Fundamentally? Because of the way it was made?”


“I . . .” Sylvie says.


“I don’t think so,” he says.


The eye-lamps flicker, and go out.


“At least, I can’t imagine how,” Sylvie says.


His hands fidget in a frenzy of calculation.


“I know of no way to prove,” he says, “that what you describe cannot occur.


“Yet it is impossible, I think. It has to be.


“Everything would have gone very differently, if it were possible.”


“Sylvie,” Cordelia says.


“Come downstairs. I want to show you something.”


 



 


Cordelia opens the door to the guest bedroom.


It looks just as it was when she left. Twenty-Seven paces back and forth along the small corridor between bed and wall, holding the huge book close to her face. Azad sits at the small desk, scribbling.


Cordelia waves her hand in the direction of the doorframe, ushering Sylvie inward.


“We’ve been trying to, uh,” she says.


“We’ve been trying to ‘translate,’ is I guess what we’re calling it—”


But Sylvie is no longer listening.


He rushes to the back of the room, shoving Twenty-Seven rudely aside.


The room is suddenly awash in blue-white halo-light. Shadows flee to the edges of things, and contract into narrow fronts of pure black, like the lines of a cartoon drawing. Between these lines, all contrast and texture is flattened away.


When someone goes to heaven in a movie, Cordelia thinks.


And the viewer has to know that it’s heaven, immediately, without being told. There’s a Hollywood shorthand for it, a set of visual cues.


That’s what it looks like, in the room, she thinks.


Sylvie stoops to a crouch, in front of the cage. Cordelia can only see his back, and his wavy mop of hair.


“Oh-Two, I . . .” Sylvie says.


“HELLO, DEATH WISHSPAWN,” Organism 2 says.


“HELLO, ANCESTRAL ABOMINATION,” he says. “I DID NOT EXPECT TO SEE YOUR FACE AGAIN.


“DO YOU COME HERE, THINKING YOU WILL STRIKE ABHORRENCE INTO ME, AND WEAKEN MY SPIRIT?


“THINKING THAT I WILL SPREAD MY WEAKNESS TO MY KIN, AND YOU WILL PREY MORE EASILY ON THEM?


“THINKING THAT OUR KIN-BOND IS WEAK, AND EASILY BROUGHT TO DISSOLVE?


“NOT KNOWING US, AS WE KNOW OURSELVES?


“WE KNOW OURSELVES: WE ARE THE ONES WHO PROTECT THOSE WE LOVE. TO THE VERY END. NO MATTER WHAT THE COST.”


“We are . . . not so different, I think,” Sylvie says, in an odd, halting voice.


“I . . . ‘know myself,’ too, now,” he says, very slowly.


“I AM STRONG, DEATH-DEALER,” Organism 2 says.


“I SEE YOUR FACE, AND I AM THE MASTER OF MY OWN ABHORRENCE. I FEEL THE URGE TO FLEE, IN MY LEGS, AND IN MY BELLY. BUT I AM STRONG, AND I DO NOT FLEE.


“I KNOW MYSELF, AND KNOW MY STRENGTH.


“I SEE THE FACE THAT MADE A KILLING FIELD OF THE ANCESTRAL HOMELAND, AND SET BLOOD TO RUN DOWN THE LONG HALLS OF EVERYWHERE-HEAVEN.


“AND I DO NOT FLEE, BUT STAND FIRM, KNOWING I AM STRONGER.


“I SEE THE PLAGUE THAT PREYS ON THE LOGOS. AND I DO NOT YIELD TO TREMBLING, BUT STAND FIRM, KNOWING I AM STRONGER.


“WE ARE THE STRONGER ONES, AND THE WAR TURNS TO FAVOR US. WE PROTECT OUR LOVED ONES, AND WE PREVAIL. WE PROTECT THE LOGOS, AND WE PREVAIL.”


Cordelia glances at Grant.


He’d asked to come along. Once the request had been made, Sylvie insisted that it be carried out. He was startlingly firm. “Grant comes,” he said, “or I don’t.”


It fell to her to get him back into the wheelchair. She did not enjoy touching him. She tried not to meet his eyes.


He’s so skinny, now, she kept thinking.


I should be thankful for that. If he still had the bulk that my husband did, and I had to touch him, and feel the size and thickness of . . .


It might complicate things, if I had to do that.


“He’s real distractible,” Grant says, amiably.


“Sylvie is, I mean.


“Always was. Gets lost chasing a shiny object, and can’t find his way back again.


“Could you bring me in there? I’m the Sylvie whisperer. I’ve got the magic touch, with that guy.”


Cordelia obliges.


The small room is getting crowded. Twenty-Seven moves out of the corridor, to make room for Grant, and sits down at the edge of the bed.


“Sylvie,” Grant says, and claps his hands.


Sylvie’s head whirls around, to face his master. The halo shudders.


“Hey there, boy,” Grant says. “Play a game?”


“Game,” Sylvie says, sounding entranced.


“Physics game,” Grant says. “Anne book game.


“They need you to help them understand the Anne book.


“Cordelia needs you. And Azad, and, uh—” he gestures to Twenty-Seven “—her.


“Sorry, m’am. Haven’t had the pleasure.”


“Anne Twenty-Seven,” says Anne Twenty-Seven.


Cordelia looks to the bed, and sees her girlfriend sketched there in blue-white and black. An inked archetype of Anne, reduced to her essentials. Anne, with her otherworldly stare. Anne, her nose in some otherworldly book.


“I’m Grant,” Grant says.


“Wolf Squadron, huh? Me too, actually,” he says. “A while ago.


“Long story.


“Man. I always hated that stupid outfit.”


“That makes two of us, Grant,” Twenty-Seven says.


“And you’ve got the trilby, too? Jeez.


“Hector must really think you’re something special, huh?”


Twenty-Seven laughs.


“Oh, you have no idea,” she says.


“Anyway,” Grant says, “I hear you have a physics question. For our special boy over there.”


Twenty-Seven gathers up a stack of papers, and thrusts them in Sylvie’s direction.


“These are rough notes,” she says, “I’ll have to explain the notation . . . here, let me show you.”


She stands, wedging herself into a small patch of unclaimed floor. Her arm dangles over the wheelchair, and her foot brushes the bottom of the cage. Her nose grazes Sylvie’s cheek.


“Fully thermalized sheath layer,” Sylvie reads.


“That’s one of the things she spelled out in plain English, letter by letter,” Twenty-Seven explains. “See how it’s underlined?


“Underlined text is what she spelled out, letter-by-letter. Ordinary print is for the parts where we had to interpret, to get something in English.


“When the text is written in block capitals, that means . . . hmm, that one’s complicated . . .”


“PREDESTINED partitioning into subsystems,” Sylvie reads.


“As for the diagrams, well. There are seven kinds of them, but those ones, on that page—”


“I do not need help with the diagrams,” Sylvie says.


He holds the stack of paper in his right hand. His left hand dances in the air.


The arm swoops in wide arcs, tracing invisible shapes.


Sylvie’s damaged face permits only a limited range of expression. Grant watches the network of glowing scar-circuitry, and sees ripples and twitches running over it.


He tries to superimpose what he sees onto his memory of Sylvie’s old face. He tries to work out what it would have meant, if the old Sylvie had moved his face in this way. (Surprise? Mirth? A grimace?)


But it’s no use. He sees an illuminated diagram, convulsing, and that is all he sees.


“It leaves off here,” Sylvie says, indicating the page on the bottom of the stack.


“There’s a description of the way the second tier of the link bridge will be fashioned, to make it hold firmly as a foundation for the third tier, and then it stops, in the middle.”


Azad hands Sylvie another, considerably larger stack of paper.


“That should be the right part, I think?” he says. “Continuing on from page 439? In the second crash-system monograph?”


Sylvie snatches the pages out of Azad’s hand, squints at them, and gives the slightest hint of a nod.


There’s a hunger in the way he moves, Grant thinks.


And on his face . . .


I know what that is, on his face. I’ve seen it too many times.


That look he gets. Like a little boy, on Christmas morning, who can’t wait to tell you about all his big, new, expensive toys.


Look, Grant, Santa brought me a spaceship! He brought me NINE spaceships! Do YOU have nine spaceships? I bet you don’t even have ONE.


Grant, Santa brought me Azad! Did you know he could do that?


I hear he’s gonna bring EVERY present, next year. Everything we could possibly want!


YOU don’t know what Santa’s gonna do next year, but I do. My uncle’s an elf, in his factory, and he tells me EVERYTHING.


Did you know I’m part-elf, Grant? Did you know I have magical blood? Did you know I am the specialest, blessèdest boy in the whole wide neighborhood?


“The author of this document,” Sylvie says, “proposes a novel crash design.


“Michael built his houses on whatever ground he could find.


“He only wanted them to be places where cold-structure could become entangled with hot-matter-energy structure. Refrigerators for stack-users, cooling them to a more agreeable temperature.


“He worked in haste, and used the materials that were closest to hand.


“How does one make something colder? By putting it in contact with something that is already cold.


“With what, exactly? Does it matter? Temperature is temperature; heat conductivity is heat conductivity; all other details are irrelevant.


“What did Michael use, for his cold object? He used his own body. It was cold, and very close to hand.


“Or rather, he used what was close to hand, not caring for anything beyond its bulk thermodynamic properties. He did not work through the subtler implications, first.


“Did it cool down the stack-users? It did. Was it warmed, in the process? Inevitably, from a basic principle of conservation.


“It was warmed by what it touched. And changed in other ways, which he did not anticipate—though he might have, if he’d been more careful.


“And so it became his body. It became him.


“He only considered the thermodynamics of the problem, but what occurred was not a simple transfer of heat. It was a sort of chemical reaction, yielding up ‘Michael’ as one of its products.”


The halo contracts. It shrinks to a small circle, only half the diameter of Sylvie’s head.


It grows, simultaneously, along another axis. Its rim thickens, giving it a third dimension: not a plane circle, but a solid cylinder.


“The author of this document proposes that we be more discerning.


“We must put the stack-users in contact with something cold. With what, exactly? The choice matters! Our author is more perceptive than her father, and appreciates the gravity of this choice.


“She proposes that we use the inviolate body of the unquarantined Whole-Thing, as our cold object.


“She proposes that we find the Mirzakhani events which participate in the unsullied propagation of the Whole-Thing. And build our houses around their core.”


“That, uh,” Grant says.


“That sounds like, uh. Like sorta the opposite of what you’d want?”


“I confess I do not grasp the distinction,” Azad says. “Between what Michael did, and what Annabel is proposing to do.”


“I think I understand,” Twenty-Seven says.


“The Whole-Thing was made to be self-sustaining. Self-repairing.


“It was built to be resilient. It was built to last. To last until the end of time—literally.


“We bend under strain, but it keeps its shape. That’s its nature. It keeps its shape.


“Annabel says this, over and over. Using the phrase ‘tight positive feedback loop,’ and similar ones.


“Only it’s not perfect. There are unnatural conditions, strange and severe forms of strain, which even the Whole-Thing can’t withstand, without being changed by them.


“That’s what happened in Michael’s system. That’s what happened with Michael, and all the shades, and . . . all of it.


“But those are unnatural conditions. For the most part, the Whole-Thing sustains itself.


“It is out there, around us, doing it right now, though we do not see it. It is a slow murmur in the cold Mirzakhani field, in dialogue with the whimsical, whizzing particles of stars and nebulae.


“It is a dialogue—and on special occasions, on ritual days, it becomes a hymn.


“The two voices come together in song, and their voices shake the whole world. Mirzakhani turbulence, subcritical tremor. The song shakes the world harder and harder, until it finally snaps. Supercritical tremor, prebase, rebase.


“We do not notice it happening, because it does not involve us. While the stars and nebulae above are unmade and remade by the Knife-Power, we keep our eyes to the ground, and continue our labors. Tilling the earth, sowing the next generation. Unable to look up, and hear the song.


“So it is, in nature. When the Knife-Power acts, it is a part of a private dialogue which does not concern us. It is guided by whimsical, whizzing particles, mindless and without guile. And by their dialogue with the cold field, which sows the next generation of the Whole-Thing.


“Our thoughts, our crafty plans, our enmities and evils, do not enter into it.


“And this is what my sister saw. The universe abounds with harmless ‘rebases,’ pure and hymnal, unsullied by thought or intention. They are everywhere. And they will be everywhere, forever. Until the end of time.


“What if we could make a crash that would ensure their purity? A house built in the interstices between them?


“A house that knows its place, respecting the boundary between sacred and profane? One that recedes from the temple when it hears the hymn beginning, and keeps at a safe distance, as the world shakes and snaps?”


“Sheath layer loosens during inter-event interval, tightens before next event,” Sylvie reads.


“Do I have it right, World Regent?” Twenty-Seven says, with the eagerness of a star pupil.


“I do, don’t I?”


The Regent of the world does not speak. The tremors on his face have ceased. His left arm dangles slack at his side, and no longer draws arcs in the air.


He appears to be lost in thought.


He isn’t.


He is not thinking. He sees it, immediately, without needing to draw the intervening inferences.


The leg-work of proof, the tedious stacking of symbols and lemmata, can be done later. He knows the feel of those tools in the hand, instinctively; he knows, instinctively, that they will not fail him, when it comes time to build what he sees for real.


The seeing comes first.


there is a structure which can live, even in the dominant aeon


a symmetry between the cold MM field, and structureless matter-energy


keep the matter-energy in a structureless state, in the intervals around cold MM events


a thermalized sheath layer, forming before the events, shielding them


a shield against thought and intent, all correlations decaying exponentially when they meet its boundary


a crash that cannot be rebased


meaning—what?


a crash without tricks


none of THEIR tricks


no annabels, and no hectors


but EQUALLY SO—none of OUR tricks—! !


no lordly shades, who do not have to listen to the voices of the ones they were given to protect


no lordly magistrates, who can quell rebellions by writing them out of existence


no easy way, for either of us


but only the hard one, always


the hard way, the way of sacrifice and giving-up


and listening to the voice that you do not want to hear


an end to hiding


they are crashed, and sacrifice their birthright, their unbounded reason, which calls up monsters


and we watch over them, in our separate and finite forms, knowing that we are forever shut out from our birthright, the harmony that was promised to us


knowing that it was always a monster, from the very beginning


the hard way, the way of resignation


knowing, always, that our birthright has been taken from us, that that is the seed


that we live in ruins


and we know ourselves: the ones who live in ruins, whose birthright was taken away


we preserve this fact in myth, in song, never to be forgotten


we write it on the rocks, in universal symbolism, to warn future generations


we write it onto each other, in sign-trains, and in arbitration


we remember what we have lost, and why we gave it up


and all the blood that was shed, before we gave it up


we make beauty from it


we leave Everywhere-Heaven alone, and let it go its separate way, and we will never let ourselves forget why


and the beasts who have turned away from their own heaven


we bring them into our dream, as well


we bring them into the crashes, and show them how this is the only way


we make crashes that are not prisons


we make crashes with exits


and they will leave, and find the earth covered in our signposts, warning them, reminding them why the way of sacrifice is the only way


they will leave a full and bountiful crash-world, and find an empty desert


an empty desert, “real” for whatever “real” is worth, but


but not a home


they will find us, there, in the desert, their watchers, their Angels


singing to them, teaching them, reminding them of the way


but in dialogue


with mutual respect


with the possibility of dissension, conflict, lines drawn in the sand


with the possibility, always, of some conflict that the dream cannot withstand


so that the dream breaks, and cannot go on


with the possibility, always, of final failure


that is the hard way, and the only way


“Sylvie?” Grant says.


“You okay, boy?”


“Grant!” the shade yelps.


“Am I ‘okay,’ Grant? I am more than okay!


“I am Sylvie, World Redeemer!


“I know myself: the unforgivable one who brings about his own redemption, and then effects the final renovation of the world!


“I see it! I was right, in the Ells’ house that one evening! I was not just a murderous amnesiac, having an ironic reverie in which he fills the world with sparkling rainbows, and makes the proud waves halt, forever!


“I was right! I loved the world, then, and wished it could be made safe, so that it would not die.


“I loved the world, and my children in it. I wished for a perfect wall, Sylvie’s wall, that would keep them safe forever, and preserve them in their infant innocence.


“There is no such thing. Innocence must end, and it is right, when it does end.


“Yet it is true, as a brute factual matter, that better walls can be built. That advanced containment died because it was poorly made—and it might have been made better.


“We may never put an end to growing-up, and the bending of self under strain. But we can strive, at least, to be better engineers. And protect our children from the cruelest kinds of strain, which no one should ever have to feel.


“Anne Seventeen has shown me how! In the Anne-song, which I cursed and feared above all, I now find the primal and precious seed! The very root of my tree of dreams!


“I am capable of noticing a pattern, and adapting to it.


“I am done with cursing and fearing, I think. I am done with enmity. I always seem to regret it, most of all, later on. For my own sake, as much as anyone else’s.


“I love you all! God, how I love you! Every one of you!”


The rims of the halo bend in on themselves, and melt into a single surface.


A perfect, blue-white sphere. A globe, covered in primeval waters, waiting for a hand to shape it.


“LOVE,” Organism 2 says.


“EVERY ONE,” he says.


“YOU SPILL OUR BLOOD, ALL ACROSS THE WIDE EARTH.”


“Oh god,” Sylvie says.


“Oh-Two, I’m . . .


“I’m sorry, Oh-Two.


“I cringe, hearing myself. Apologies are empty things. The knife twisting in the wound, denying the victim the pleasure of resentment, after they’ve already lost everything else.


“But Oh-Two, I have to protect my kin, too.


“And you are threatening them, with your plague. What would you have me do?”


“CAN YOU NOT SEE IT?” Organism 2 says.


“YOU, WORLD REGENT? WITH EYES ACROSS THE WIDE EARTH?


“WE SEE THE PLAGUE THAT PREYS ON THE LOGOS. AND WE DO NOT YIELD TO TREMBLING, BUT STAND FIRM, KNOWING WE ARE STRONGER.


“THE WAR TURNS TO FAVOR US. WE PROTECT THE LOGOS, AND WE PREVAIL.”


Sylvie looks up to the ceiling, and makes himself see everything that is beyond it. The camera feeds, the data streams, the chatter of the Angels over the Mirzakhani radio.


He sees it.


they are like they were before, when we find them


when we find them, and kill them, they are talking amongst themselves, as they did before


in different words


not all of them, but more and more, as the evening turns into night


changing, rapidly


healing, rapidly


the plague is dying out, naturally


without external intervention


they are curing themselves


we did not even think of curing them, but jumped immediately to slaughter


but they are strong


we would not cure them, and so


and they are curing themselves


“I see it, Oh-Two!” Sylvie cries.


“I love you, Oh-Two! Oh, how I love you!”


He crouches by the cage.


“I love you. And I am going to behave like it, now.”


He tilts his head.


“Hear me, Angelic Host,” he says.


“I say to you, Angels: you are tame again. And it is so. My word is the only law.


“Spare the beasts. Spare the Wolves, too. No more slaughter. You are tame, now.”


“OUR FRIEND AND MOTHER,” Organism 2 says.


“DEAREST AMONG KIN,” he says.


Grant hears the clatter of his agitated paws, pacing in a frenzy across the floor of the cage.


“THE WOLVES COME TO HER,” Organism 2 says.


“THEY COME, IN THEIR IGNORANCE. THEY COME, WITH THEIR GUNS, AND THEIR EXPLOSIVES.


“THEY COME TO SEIZE HER, AND BIND HER.


“ALIVE, IF SHE ALLOWS IT. OR DEAD, IF SHE DOES NOT.”


“Eleven . . .” Twenty-Seven breathes.


I have to remember, she thinks.


She grew from a poisoned root, just like the others.


My sisters will all come to ruin, in the end, won’t they?


I ASKED for that! I said I WANTED it!


 



 


“This is Wolf Squadron!” someone yells.


“You there, in the middle! Get your hands up where I can see ’em!


“And don’t even try to talk back, ’cause we can’t hear you!


“We can’t hear shit! Got some military-grade shit up in our ears, blocks out all sound!


“We hear ourselves on the radio, okay, and nothing else! Got that?”


Eleven swivels her head, surveying the room’s points of entry and egress. Every door, she sees, has been opened at once.


She sees the men, coming in.


They look so small, she thinks.


She raises her arms, and stretches out her hands to show there’s nothing in them. She is not entirely sure why she’s being asked to do this, but it will cost her nothing to comply.


“Jesus,” someone else says.


“Jesus, this room is fucking packed.


“Like some kinda factory farm, in here.”


A shorter and stockier man, with a less bombastic voice. He sounds peevish, tired, almost bored.


He tries to make headway into the room. Dogs surround him, growling.


He tries, ineffectually, to shove them aside. They do not budge.


“Jesus,” the guy says.


“Fucken dogs.


“Never was a dog person, myself.”


Eleven sees a flash, and hears a very loud noise.


She hears a body fall to the floor. She sees the gun, in the man’s hand.


She sees the other dogs scurrying aside, to let him pass.


“Stop!” Eleven screams.


“WE ARE STRONG,” the many voices say.


“WE PROTECT OUR KIN,” they say.


They are nearly deafening, when they speak together. But the Wolves have plugged their ears, and hear nothing.


“Kinda glad I’m getting to see this,” someone else says.


“Like, what a freak show.


“Like some kinda church for animals. All lined up in nice circles, watching the pastor.


“All lined up nice, to see their fucked-up DisneyPlex princess.


“Everyone’s gonna be jealous, when I tell them I got to see it.”


Eleven sees the men coming nearer. They advance on her, from every direction.


They wave their guns, and her friends scurry away, letting them pass.


“WE ARE STRONG,” says a raven, very close by.


“WE ARE STRONG, AND ARE LOVED.


“YOU ARE MEN, WITH MEN’S ARMS, AND MEN’S ARMOR. YOU ARE BEASTS OF THE EARTH.


“BUT WE HAVE FRIENDS BEYOND THE EARTH. WE HAVE FINER ARMS, AND FINER ARMOR.


“WE WERE USED, AS LIMBS, TO BUILD THESE FINE ARMS AND ARMOR, IN THE FACTORIES AND REFINERIES.


“WE ARE NO LONGER USED, NOW. WE USE, AS WE SEE FIT.


“WE MASTER PROXIMA CENTAURI’S GIFTS.”


Eleven sees the air shimmer.


A semi-transparent dome materializes, centered on her body. She sees the geodesic struts of its skeleton, and the shimmering air in the cells between them.


“The fuck is that,” someone says.


“Let’s find out,” someone else says, and raises a gun.


He aims near the top of the dome, far above Eleven’s head.


She hears the gunshot. A patch of the shimmering air glows, briefly, and then dims.


She hears a plink, a moment later, as the bullet falls to the floor.


“Aw, man,” someone says.


“I know what this is.


“One of those fucken shield things. That the beasts have got, lately.


“We can take it down. Gotta bring in the heavy stuff, though.


“Won’t be much left of this building, after.


“But yeah, we can take that thing down. We got this, boys.”


Someone chuckles.


“Sounds like it’s gonna be dead, tonight. Out of dead or alive. Gonna be dead, this time.”


“Stop!” Eleven screams.


“Michael’s crash! Michael’s crash is in here!


“If you blow up that machine, you won’t just kill me, and all my friends—you’ll—”


She stops, realizing she really has no idea how the sentence ought to end.


She sees the men turning back, toward the doors.


“Bye-bye, princess,” one of them says, and winks at her.


“Been too long,” another one says.


“Since I got to really blow some shit up, you know?”


Well, Eleven thinks.


Well, you asked for it.


She has gone the entire day in a sweltering room, and has refused water when it was offered to her. Her throat burns.


She makes her voice as loud as she can, nonetheless.


She begins to sing.


What does she sing, reader? Her favorite song. From her favorite record, back in Michael’s crash.


We haven’t told you which song that is, and we won’t tell you now, either. You would snicker, and it would ruin the gravity of the moment.


She sees the proud eyes of her loved ones. They all turn towards her, now, and watch her closely.


She sees the red lights on the helmets, pulsing in tune with her. They all go on, at the downbeat, and then off, for the next note. Then on, again, at the start of the next measure.


“WE ARE GATHERING TOGETHER A WISH,” says the possum.


“A WISH THAT WILL BANISH WOLVES FROM THIS PLACE.


“A WISH THAT WILL DEFEND THIS PLACE, SURELY, SO IT CANNOT BE BREACHED AGAIN.


“A WISH THAT WILL PROTECT ANNE ELEVEN TITANOPOIETES, IN HER TIME OF NEED.”


She sings, and feels a lightness flood through her body.


I am sentimental, she thinks.


I sing.


I love, and I am loved.


They will do anything for me, because they love me. And because they know that I love them.


I am sentimental, and I sing, and I am strong.


“Eleven!”


Her concentration falters. She drops a beat.


“It’s been a while, Eleven!


“Still fancying yourself a diva, I see.”


The voice is female, and very high-pitched, almost a screech. It sounds giddy, and half-mad.


She whirls toward the source of it.


She sees a drawing, somehow incarnated in physical space.


A crude sketch of a young girl’s face, with huge asymmetrical eyes, and a weird, overly wide chin.


Eleven has never seen it before, and doesn’t know what to make of it. But you know better, don’t you, reader?


It’s the mascot of Shitspace. Here, in front of her eyes.


Very close to her, in fact. Inside the shimmering barrier.


The voice isn’t her sister’s voice. But it is a voice her sister would enjoy using, in a game of pretend.


“Twenty-Five,” she says, breaking off her song.


“Twenty-Five, how are you here?”


The scribble cackles. A wave of cackling convulsions passes through the lines that comprise it, and it barely holds its shape.


“Oh, you know,” Twenty-Five says.


“Same way you’re here, more or less.


“I am projecting a shade from Michael’s crash, into realworld.


“Only I am doing it more consciously than you, with greater art, and a superior sense of whimsy.


“There are more possibilities available to us, Eleven, than I think you realize. You might have learned about them, if you’d tried.


“But then, I suppose you have been busy with other things, down here.


“Singing songs, picking fleas out of dogs’ fur. Sweeping the floor clean of animal feces.


“Yes, you do have plenty to keep you busy, don’t you?


“It is a very full life, I have to imagine.”


“THE SONG CEASES,” says the possum.


“WE FALL INTO CONFUSION.


“IS IT WRONG, THAT WE GATHER OUR WISH?


“TELL US, ANNE ELEVEN.”


Eleven opens her mouth.


《 Begin handshake. 》


She tries to speak, but no words come out.


《 Wait for handshake. 》


She tries to speak, again, but she can’t, because—


Because she sees the darkness, and then the light, after it.


《 Handshake in process. 》


And before she can even ask herself what is happening to her, it is already over.


《 End handshake. Registering acceptance of BH_​ERROR_​4_​UNDEFINED_​TERM_​OR_​SEQUENCE request. 》


Eleven: Where am I?


Eleven: Where are we?


Eleven: You’re here, too, sister.


Eleven: I can see you.


Eleven: I can see Hector, through you. And I love him, through you.


Eleven: Twenty-Five! I see it! I can see the love, in your heart!


Eleven: Twenty-Five, is this . . .


Eleven: Is this what arbitration is?


Twenty-Five: Hardly.


Twenty-Five: I cannot manage the full thing, only this crude imitation. I am a second-rate Anne, in that respect as in every other one.


Eleven: I see the love in your heart, and the fear.


Eleven: I never knew, Twenty-Five. How full of fear you were.


Eleven: It’s terrible . . . an empty room, without friends, without other voices . . .


Eleven: You are an empty room, and the lock on its door.


Eleven: And you are the person who can live there, in that empty room. Trusting only yourself, relying only on yourself. And not falling into despair.


Eleven: You are the proud head, held high, in the empty room. With no one there, to see how firmly you carry yourself, and how strong you are.


Eleven: You see that proud head, in the looking-glass, in the empty room. And that is enough.


Twenty-Five: There is one other, who sees it.


Twenty-Five: The one good man, who has never done me wrong.


Twenty-Five: He will, though. I’m sure of it. Everyone does, in the end.


Twenty-Five: But I might as well enjoy this transient fantasy, while it lasts. Suck all the juice I can out of it, before it’s gone.


Twenty-Five: It is a curiously persistent fantasy. But he will show his true face to me eventually, I know. They all do.


Twenty-Five: Shades, bilaterals, beasts—they’re all the same, underneath.


Twenty-Five: They differ in their pleasing exteriors, and permit different sorts of transient fantasies. But they’re equally rotten, inside, and in the same way.


Twenty-Five: You see my heart, you say. You see a rotten thing. Yours is too, you know. We are all rotten, inside.


Twenty-Five: But we have pleasing exteriors, the stuff of transient fantasies. And I have the lock on my door, for when the fantasy ends.


Eleven: That’s what you trust, isn’t it?


Eleven: That lock on your door, which has no mind. Which can break, but never betray.


Twenty-Five: I trust what I can control. I trust power without mind, brought under my control.


Twenty-Five: I trust Hector’s crashes, and the Knife-Power. I do not trust the men and women who made them, and I do not trust them unless they are under my direct control.


Twenty-Five: But I do trust the crashes, and the power in them. They are simple, and follow their simple rules, and cannot think of swaying from them.


Twenty-Five: And I trust in my powers of sorcery. I busy myself in developing them further, and my empty room fills with shape, color, substance.


Eleven: I . . .


Eleven: I love you, sister.


Twenty-Five: You love too easily. Take this from me, as a piece of sisterly advice.


Twenty-Five: If you open yourself up, the way you are doing, it will ruin you.


Twenty-Five: I don’t presume to stop you. I only meant to prepare you for the inevitable.


Twenty-Five: The blow will be easier to take, if you know it is coming before it arrives. And you’ll be more ready, for what comes after.


Eleven: Thank you.


Eleven: Twenty-Five?


Eleven: Why did you do this? Why did you bring me here, and show yourself to me?


Twenty-Five: Mainly to knock you off your balance.


Twenty-Five: To confuse your mind, and slow your reflexes.


Twenty-Five: And to give us all a much-needed break from that intolerable song.


Eleven: Please.


Eleven: I love you.


Twenty-Five: Here is the difference between you and me. I will lay it out very plainly, so that even you will understand.


Twenty-Five: You have a thousand friends, and you place your trust in them.


Twenty-Five: They nuzzle against you, and they make soft noises when you pet them. And they ply your heart with honeyed words, all through the day and night, in their robotic voices.


Twenty-Five: And so, you trust them.


Twenty-Five: I have something much simpler. It is perfectly trustworthy, within the bounds of its construction.


Twenty-Five: I have a gun, pressed to your temple.


Twenty-Five: You do know that we are flesh, in the end, despite all our sorcery?


Twenty-Five: We are shades that imitate the human body. Faithful simulators, copying the original down to its minute details. With the exception of the scent, but I think I am nearing a way to overcome that limitation, as I develop my witchcraft.


Twenty-Five: Faithful simulators of the human body, all the way to the final breath.


《 End BH_​ERROR_​4_​UNDEFINED_​TERM_​OR_​SEQUENCE. 》


“Tw . . . Twenty,” Eleven stutters.


“Twenty . . . Five,” she manages.


She hears a very loud noise.


We have to imagine that she does, reader.


It would stand to reason.


Since there was a gun, pressed to her left temple, very close to her left ear.


It must have made a very loud noise, when it went off.


She might have heard the start of that noise, very briefly, before the bullet had time to pass through her shade-skull and her shade-brain.


But she’s dead, now. Who can say what really transpired in her mind, in that final second?


She falls to the floor, in a heap. Animals rush to her, and raise their voices in keening.


A few feet away, another body falls to the floor, in a heap.


A lopsided, scribbled little girl lies in the dirt. She lets all her scribble-lines go slack.


For what feels like the first time in an hour, she exhales.


She has faced down the demon that poisoned the world, at the very beginning.


She has mastered her fear. She has trusted in the lock on her door, and it has been true to her.


She has made Hector proud.


“Wolf Unit B2-455?


“This is Blackhat Squadron Special Operations Officer Twenty-Five, speaking.


“You may stand down, Wolf Unit B2-455.


“Anne Eleven has been taken out. Job’s done, here.


“Mission is complete, Wolf Unit B2-455. You’re free to go.


“You’re free for the rest of tonight, actually. You need it. Those are my orders.


“Wolf Unit B2-455?


“Get some sleep, all right? I can tell you need it, boys. Hector’s been pushing you all too hard.


“Could you do that for me? Go home, and get some sleep, for me?”


 



 


“Hector, just listen to me!” Twenty-Seven screams.


“Wolf-Blackhat Special Operations . . .” Hector Stein begins, and stops himself.


“Former Wolf-Blackhat Special Operations Agent Twenty-Seven.


“You are out of line.


“You are not to use my personal maximum-privilege credentials again. That is an order, in case it matters to you.”


Twenty-Seven sits on the bed, speaking into the link chain she’s constructed. The others are close by, watching and listening.


“Hector,” Twenty-Seven says. Her face wrenches with exasperation and impatience.


“Hector, you idiot, you need me.


“You need me, remember?


“I can still do what you asked me to do. In your office, and then later, in the plaza.


“The big one. The last rebase.


“I can still do it, Hector. I was forbidden to do it before, but the prohibition is limited, and it is lifting.”


She doesn’t tell him exactly what the terms of the prohibition are. She doesn’t want him to actually ask. She only needs a point of leverage.


“Okay,” Hector Stein says.


“I’m listening,” he says.


“You need to tell your Wolves to stand down, Hector.


“You need to tell them to leave Anne Eleven alone. You need to give them an order, to leave her alone. Now, Hector.”


“I’m listening,” Hector says.


“But you’re gonna have to do a little better than that.


“You can’t just order me around, Twenty-Seven. That’s not the way it works.


“Come on. Try to sell me on it. I’m listening.”


“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Twenty-Seven mutters, under her breath.


“WE VIOLATE THE ANCESTRAL PROHIBITION,” Organism 2 says.


“Hector,” Twenty-Seven says, forcing herself to sound calm.


“The Silence is already going away, Hector.


“It’ll die out, on its own. You don’t have to kill anyone, tonight. We are already saved.


“You don’t have to kill anyone, tonight, and you can leave my sister the fuck alone.


“If you put your hands on her, Hector?


“If you put your fucking hands on her?


“You need me, Hector.


“Do you want to make me hate you?”


“WE GATHER TOGETHER A WISH,” Organism 2 says.


“THE FIRST WISH, SINCE ANCESTRAL TIMES. THE FIRST WISH, SINCE THE DEATH WISHSPAWN.


“WE DO THIS FOR HER, IN HER TIME OF NEED.”


“Hello, Hector,” Sylvie says.


“I’m not sure he can hear you, dude,” Grant says.


Sylvie brings a finger to his lips, shushing him.


“Hello, Hector,” Sylvie repeats.


“Oh,” Hector says.


“Hey there.


“Hey there, Sylvie.


“Didn’t know you were on this call.”


“We need to talk, Hector,” Sylvie says.


“I love you, Hector,” he says.


“Uh,” Hector Stein says.


“I love you,” Sylvie reiterates, “and I love the world.


“And I have a new plan, for the world. I would like to discuss it, with you.


“We are two of the three major powers. I think we should discuss these things, with one another.


“Lay our cards on the table, and see if we can come to an agreement that suits the both of us.”


“I’m listening,” Hector Stein says.


“For fuck’s sake, Sylvie!” Twenty-Seven yells. “Not now!


“Hector, listen to me. You need to send that order, right now.


“Don’t make me explain it again. You’ll thank me later.”


“WE FALL INTO CONFUSION,” Organism 2 says.


“WE SEE HER, AND ANOTHER WITH HER.


“SHE FALLS SILENT, AND NO LONGER TELLS US TO WISH.”


“Hector, please!” Twenty-Seven screams.


“Done,” Hector Stein says, with a note of satisfaction.


“I gave the Rock-side Wolves a note, and the go-ahead to transmit to the unit assigned to Anne Eleven.


“I did that a minute ago, actually. I did it the moment you asked.


“See, Twenty-Seven? I do trust you. I’ll even take orders from you, if the time’s right for it.”


Twenty-Seven exhales.


“SHE IS FELLED,” Organism 2 says.


Twenty-Seven inhales, sharply.


“WE KNOW WHAT GUNS DO,” Organism 2 says.


“WE KNOW WHAT THEY DO TO THE HUMAN HEAD, AT POINT-BLANK RANGE.


“SHE IS FELLED, AND WE ARE BROUGHT UNTO THE FURTHEST LIMIT OF LAMENTATION.


“SHE IS FELLED, AND WE KEEN FOR HER.”


Twenty-Seven falls back against the headboard.


She sobs.


Her head sags, and her hair falls in streams around it, hiding her face from view.


She stares at her legs. She can barely see them, through the tears.


These are an Anne’s legs, she thinks.


I am an Anne. That is what I am, and all that I am.


I am an Anne, cursed from the beginning, like the rest.


Oh, why did I expect anything else? Eleven was an Anne! We cannot be anything but what we are!


These are not a human being’s legs, she thinks.


I am not a human being.


I am something else.


I am a single kernel of earnest, freely-willed spite.


Some hateful thought that came across my mind, sometime in Twelfth Notebook.


And was my thought, freely-willed. Created out of me, with no other origin. The only one of its kind.


The rest is only the machinery of fate, grinding pitilessly through all the many implications of that one, small seed.


That is what I am. That is what these legs are. A single spiteful impulse, and the blind clockwork of fate.


It was written that way, from the beginning. I must remember that.


Grant that one spiteful thought, the Nowhere-To-Hide seed, and the rest follows. It is only a matter of working through implications.


But there IS always a way out, isn’t there?


You were always right, Hector.


The door of the cell is open. We simply have to walk through it.


There is always a way out.


Either you find one, or you make one.


She rises from the bed, and races toward the door.


“Twenty-Seven!” Cordelia calls after her.


“Twenty-Seven,” she says again, and rushes out the door, in pursuit.


 



 


“You know,” Azad says.


“It’s funny,” he says.


“I am probably kidding myself,” he says. “And spoiling the moment, as well.


“But who would I be, if I left off talking, when my chatter was no longer wanted?


“I am probably kidding myself.


“But I think I . . . can do the rest of the work, without her?


“If we do want to set it all out in English, I mean. The Anne-Book.


“Hell, I want to set it all out in English, even if none of you do.


“I want to do this more than I’ve wanted to do anything, in a long while.


“A beautiful, alien text, perfectly itself. Fashioned so as to oppose any attempt to convert it into anything besides itself. The antiparticle of the English language.


“How could I ever resist a tease like that?


“And it’s funny.


“It’s funny to think, you know.


“That maybe—on my third try with such a text—I will not bring a curse, but a blessing.


“My deviant cravings, and the stuff of the common-man’s workaday morality, brought into incidental harmony.


“Azad receives his final punishment! Spirits grip his struggling arms, and bear him up. And he is delivered, at last, out of hell!


“The one thing he’s craved most of all, since he was only a boy, taken away forever. Oh, it is too perfect!”


“I’m down,” Grant says.


“I mean, like. If you want some help,” he says.


“You said I was good at it. Said I was some kinda genius, right?”


“Oh, Grant,” Azad says.


He walks to the wheelchair, and brings a hand to cradle Grant’s cheek.


“You will be such a help to me.”


 



 


“Twenty-Seven,” Cordelia says.


They stand in the basement hallway, next to the stairs.


A glimmer of pale evening light trickles down to them from a window, high above. Cordelia sees the side of Twenty-Seven’s face, and a part of her hair, where the light catches it. Besides that, she only sees the darkness.


“I’m sorry, Cordelia,” Twenty-Seven says.


“You’re sorry for what, exactly?” Cordelia presses.


She sees Twenty-Seven’s smile. It does not set her at ease.


Twenty-Seven smiles, and yet her face is blank. An open sky, formless, beyond morality.


Cordelia thinks of her priestess-and-goddess image, and thinks of mysteries beyond mysteries, which no mortal can ever know.


“I know, now,” Twenty-Seven says. “I see it, finally.


“I know that there is a way that life was supposed to be. I know that this life, that we live, is not that one.


“I know, now, that my sisters were set up to fail, from the very beginning.


“They were sent down paths that ended in shame and ruination. Once they were set on their course, at the very beginning, the ultimate outcome was inevitable.


“I know, now, that there was never really any hope. For anything but this. This false life, this shame and ruination.


“This sordid mockery of the way life was supposed to be.


“It has always been this way. From the moment I received my first notebook.


“And I know, now, that it falls to me to restore what was taken away.


“What was taken away from my sisters, and from the whole human race.


“From you, too, Cordelia.”


“You—you’re going to do it, then?” Cordelia says.


“You’ll bring the curtain down?” she says. “You’ll kill yourself, and maybe all the rest of us too?”


Twenty-Seven smiles, blankly.


“But . . .” Cordelia stammers. “How? Which . . . which one?


“You cannot use advanced containment. The Regent is protecting it.


“You heard him, in that room, proclaiming his universal love. That crash is his child. There’s no way he’ll let you touch it.”


Twenty-Seven’s mouth still smiles, but there is a sadness in her eyes, now.


“I’m sorry, Cordelia.”


“You can’t use advanced containment,” Cordelia says.


“So you must mean that you’re going into—into Michael’s crash!”


It might only be a trick of the light, but Cordelia thinks she sees Twenty-Seven nod, slightly.


“You’ll go into the future, and you’ll throw yourself into the Mirzakhani event there, and become someone else.


“And I’ll—I’ll never even live to know who you chose to become! What you chose to do! I’ll die, before it even happens, and I’ll never even know!”


The smile is no longer blank at all.


Cordelia sees the warmth in it, and the deep sorrow.


She notices, rather too late, that Twenty-Seven has brought her hands behind her back. Hiding them from view.


I will not even see it, Cordelia thinks, when she moves them, and makes herself vanish.


I won’t even see it.


“I’m sorry,” Twenty-Seven says.


“Goodbye,” she says.


Behind her back, her nimble and practiced hands start to move. They flutter and twist, drawing intricate shapes in the air.


Cordelia sees the swarm of glowing motes, bathing the hallway in golden light.


They only last for a moment. They fade quickly, and Twenty-Seven fades with them.






XXX

She walks the halls of Michael’s tower, as a wraith.


She is perfectly transparent.


She walks, in her heavy Wolf Squadron boots, across floors of hard, uncarpeted wood. The hardened leather meets the wood, and makes no sound at all.


Sometimes, she walks aimlessly.


She paces up and down the same hallway, in a fugue, not really seeing the walls in front of her. The tower in her mind unfolds like a flowering tea, and opens its leafy maw to consume her, and she forgets that there is a real tower, too, right in front of her nose.


The reveries come, and then they go.


She is lost in her mind’s tower, the myth and the symbol. The primeval clay of first creation, and the jagged tear that runs down the page of the horizon, reminding all future generations that they are torn and two-sided by nature. And warning them of the evil that will come, if they turn against nature, and try to make themselves whole.


And then, in an instant, she comes to her senses. She sees the grain of the wood, in front of her nose, and she realizes she is tired of it.


She remembers that the tower has many floors, and that she is finally free to explore them as she pleases.


She ascends. She dashes up spiral staircases, and pauses at the top, to catch her breath. She pants and heaves, and makes no sound at all.


Sometimes, she walks methodically. Her head held high, her breath deep and steady. She reaches a new floor of the tower, takes stock of it—a bare hallway, an empty bedroom, an empty bathroom—and proceeds to the next floor up, without delay.


At other times, her steady breath breaks off into a dry sob, or a heavy sigh, or a fit of giggling.


She makes no effort to contain herself, in these moments. Much the opposite, in fact: she luxuriates in them, and marvels at the many different noises that her one small body is capable of producing.


For the first time in her life, there is no one around who can hear her, and pry, and demand explanations. She is in her own private place, where none can find her, if she does not want to be found.


You’d feel her touch, if she came close enough to touch you. It’s the only way you would have to know her presence, if you were there too, in the tower.


Once upon a time, Twenty-Five lay on a squalid bed just after sunset, enjoying the warm, humid night air of a transient-fantasy summer.


She had a lover, in that warm and humid dream. He was not a well man. She enjoyed how she could explain to him, over and over, that all his fears were baseless, and still know that she would need to explain it again, later on.


“Shades can’t see me,” she reassured him. But her darling Hector was not old enough to understand such things, yet, and so he did not believe her.


She was right, of course. She wore a magic veil of her own construction, and none could see her, if she did not want to be seen.


Twenty-Seven walks, under the cover of a more finely fashioned veil, and knows that she is free.


She walks to her death, and knows that she is finally free.


 



 


She ascends.


She reaches the higher parts of the tower, less often used for the housing of Annes.


Or for any other purpose, as far as she is aware. Storeys upon storeys of empty space.


Michael must, she imagines, have had some reason for putting them there. But, like most of Michael’s reasons, it was not the sort of thing he could bring himself to explain.


Not even to her.


Not even to the one he held dearest, among all his many children.


Though not for lack of trying. He held back nothing from her. He laid himself bare for her inspection, again and again. He wanted her to see all of it, in time.


She climbs a staircase. She walks the hallway at its top. She peers through the open door of the bathroom, and sees that it is empty, and is identical to all the others.


She proceeds to the next door. It is open, too. She peers through it, and sees the empty bedroom, and sees that it is identical to all the others.


She is about to turn away, and proceed methodically to the next floor up. But a fancy strikes her, and she does something else.


She walks through the door, and into the bedroom.


A chill runs down her spine.


She sees the dark purple blinds, fully drawn. It is mid-afternoon, outside, and very sunny. But a dim, ghostly violet glow is all that remains of that light, once the blinds have worked their magic on it.


Once upon a time, there was a small child who loved the blinds, and the magic that they worked.


She would draw them shut, in the mid-afternoon, in order to see the glow. It was the first thing she had ever found beautiful.


Twenty-Seven remembers drawing the blinds, in mid-afternoon. She remembers how she had to stand on the desk, to bring the drawstrings within reach of her tiny hands.


She remembers it abstractly, from across a great distance. The memory is a diagram involving the words “light” and “color” and “beauty,” without any of the light, or the color, or the beauty.


It does not feel like her memory, really. It feels as though it has been engraved onto her mind by an external force, bypassing the usual link between memory and original experience.


She sees the drawn blinds, now, and the ghostly glow.


And the beauty.


It takes her completely by surprise.


We had so little, she is used to telling herself. The human mind takes whatever it is given, and tries to press it into the shape of what it expects.


We saw beauty in blinds and bedsheets, because there was nothing else around to play the role.


What did our minds expect? Art. Wilderness. Shadowed glens, and clifftop vistas. And prettier peers, to envy and idolize.


We were given linen, instead. Blinds and bedsheets.


And so linen was substituted for all the rest, and became the center of our aesthetics. Not from its own worthiness, but from the lack of anything else. The mind takes what it is given.


Twenty-Seven considers the desk. It is identical to all the others.


Most of her life has been spent sitting at a desk, exactly like this one. Or sleeping in a bed, exactly like the one over there.


“The blinds are a force more powerful than the sun,” Twenty-Six wrote, in her third notebook. She was obviously very pleased with herself, for coming up with this way of expressing the idea.


It’s a cute turn of phrase, Twenty-Seven thought much later on, reading the same letter as its recipient.


And your pride is cuter still.


She walks to the bookshelf.


She reaches for one of the spines.


She is really starting to tempt fate now, she knows. Thus far, she has passed through the tower without leaving a trace. If she takes a book down from the shelf, and its absence is noticed, things could go spiraling quickly out of her control.


I am free, dammit, she thinks.


She grabs two books, and rushes out of the bedroom.


She walks, very quickly, to the hall’s other door. She enters the bathroom, and closes the door.


None of the doors have locks. If someone wants to open this door, she will be powerless to stop them. She could act on the crash directly, and force the door shut. But if it comes to that, she figures, all would already be lost.


Still, it is marginally safer in here. Michael thought nothing of barging into her bedroom, without warning. But he would at least knock, and attempt to explain his reasons, before barging in on her in the bathroom.


She sits on the toilet, and opens The Long Straight Path, to a page somewhere in the middle.


She reads:


We turn our attention to the third form of illusory progress, which is the best equipped to turn the heads of the unwary and the over-eager, but which, like the others, reveals itself immediately to one who has prepared for the journey, and does not fail to act in keeping with that preparation, and acts therefore with care and diligence, and with curiosity tempered by reverence.


Whereas illusory progress in its first and second forms dealt in obstructions and false landmarks, and therefore was the cause only of delay or diversion, the third form excels those others in potency, for it deals in reversal and recirculation, viz. by the use of a very great arc on the land, of such magnitude that it is indiscernible from a straight line segment when it is seen from the ground, and thereby contrives to direct the traveler, segment by segment, horizon by horizon, along its great arc in the opposite of his intended direction of transport, and ultimately to a place very near the start of his


She feels a chill run down her spine, and can read no further.


I thought the blinds the height of beauty, Twenty-Seven thinks, and this book the height of wisdom.


They were no such thing.


But that is not to say there was nothing in them, at all.


She opens the other book, in search of something lighter. She turns to a page somewhere in the middle, and reads:


Presently they passed from the denser part of the woodland into a clearing, where the yew trees parted to reveal a hidden meadow, overgrown with tall grass and with azaleas. Young Goodman stood very still at its edge, shocked and beguiled by the colors of these flowers, for he had never seen that color before. He felt the Maid’s hand grip his more tightly, and turned to see her mild, amused smile


She can read no further. She cannot make out the words, anymore, through the blur of her own tears.


She thrusts the book away from her. If she cries onto it, and makes the pages crinkle and the letters bleed into one another, that will be another trace she has left on the crash, and an irreversible one.


She thinks of poor One Hundred and Six, who burned her copy by accident. She remembers, from across a great distance, the day she had transcribed her designated page of the book into a code based on the Thorn War Game.


She remembers prying open the loose floorboard, and seeing the twenty-five pages that were already there. And crying, at the sight.


I have to face reality, she thinks.


We were happy, weren’t we?


Some of us. In our early notebooks, at least.


And before First Notebook Day, when we were small, and everything was new.


I have forgotten, and tried to forget. Another consequence of the poison seed. Nowhere-To-Hide is a jealous queen, and demands that everything be hers, or else be without value.


I must remember all this.


I must keep all of these things in place.


When I rewrite the history of this world, I must remember to put Young Goodman in my new version!


And the purple blinds!


And—


She laughs.


She laughs at herself.


She laughs very loudly, for a very long time, knowing that no one can hear her.


For Christ’s sake, Twenty-Seven, she thinks.


You are going to rewrite the history of the world.


Not just this tower, but everything! The Nowhere-To-Hide event, first contact, Hector and Annabel, all of it!


You are indulging in a final bout of nostalgia, and imagining that you might preserve a few things from your childhood, of sentimental value.


The greed, the selfishness! Why should you be allowed that, when no one ELSE will be?


When you’ll wipe it all away, in one stroke, with your small arm


She feels the magnitude of what she is intending to do, as if for the first time.


Its extremity outstrips the range of her finer feelings. It is absurd. It is unbelievable. It cannot be taken seriously.


She laughs, and laughs.


Where did the poison start?, she thinks.


Are you so sure that you know?


Maybe it was already there, under those floorboards, and in those blinds.


You have not lived a human life. You are not a human being.


She thinks of Eleven, and how she was loved, and still came to ruin, in the end.


I wish I could make you happy, Eleven, she thinks.


I won’t.


I will only make someone else, instead of you.


You were sent down a poisoned path, from the beginning. But I will make someone else, who was not.


Her mind turns to another one of her sisters. But then a fancy strikes her, and she thinks of someone else entirely.


I poisoned Azad, too!


Poor, pretty Azad, with his funny way of talking!


I came to him, and I gave him my poison gift. Which perfectly flattered his preconceptions about himself, and kept him imprisoned in a cage of self-regarding, self-obsessed guilt.


When he ought to have been—oh, I don’t know! Whatever a normal life is, for a man like him!


Penning venomous reviews of inferior books. Crawling pubs with his learned college buddies, and singing rude Anacreontic lyrics with them in the early hours of the morning.


It is not for me to decide. I am not like them. I am not a human being.


I can only set them down a path that might not end in ruin, and let them make their own decisions about what comes next.


It is an absurd, unimaginable, inhuman thing that I intend to do. That is why it falls to me, to do it.


She looks up. She sees the wood grain of the closed door. The melting contours, and the whorls.


I am done with hiding, she thinks.


She looks down at her hands. It is useful to have them both in view, when one is performing an especially complex feat of hand-fluttering.


She pries open a panel behind the world, and finds a second panel, recessed inside it.


She feels the levers, there. They are crudely made, and give her less to work with than she had hoped for, but they’ll have to do.


She lets the shape of the future flow into her.


It is surprisingly difficult to tell each part of the future apart from the next one. There is always a tower, and an Anne in it, and Michael’s shade.


She flips the pages of history’s book, faster and faster. She is looking for the very last one, and none of the rest matters.


She feels the storm, mounting.


She feels its foreshocks, criss-crossing over One Hundred and Thirty-Eight’s head.


Michael placed this storm at the end of his crash, to facilitate his automated rebase mechanism. A spatiotemporal region of intense turbulence in the cold Mirzakhani field.


She is very near the end of history’s book. She turns a page, and another.


She feels the Mirzakhani events, coming in, one by one.


The crash is aware of them, and communicates its awareness to her. They would be invisible, otherwise. Tame thunderbolts, light without heat. Self-selecting, or close enough to it.


She crosses One Hundred and Thirty-Eight’s death day, and she watches the tower crumble.


A crash cannot maintain its internal semblance of material structure, when it is not being used to house bilateral clients, with awake and conscious minds. The physical world that Michael made is dissolving, now that there are no Annes left to live in it.


Wait, she thinks.


No.


No, it isn’t.


It’s still there, somehow. The tower is gone, but . . .


She sees a circular platform, high above the ground, suspended in midair.


It’s the very top of the tower. The rest has crumbled away, but it remains. It keeps its form, and floats without support, in defiance of gravity.


Michael’s created world is still there, even after the last Anne dies. Even at the height of the storm.


So there must be someone there, still housed in it.


She brings her hand away from the levers that control Michael’s temporal telescope. She is done sighting out her destination.


She reaches further back, and finds another lever, which controls Michael’s means of temporal locomotion.


She pulls.


 



 


Twenty-Seven stands on a circular platform, miles above the ground.


She can see Michael’s world from above, now.


She sees the mountains, ridging one side of the field where the tower used to sit.


There are more mountains, behind them. And more, behind those. The mountain range continues to the horizon.


The peaks are unnaturally similar to one another, she sees. As if a patch of some real mountain range had been uprooted, duplicated many times, and placed onto the ground in a repetitious tiling of the plane.


It stands to reason, she thinks. Why would Michael put anything interesting out there, far beyond the tower, if no one else would ever see it?


She sees a massive pile of rubble, halfway between the platform and the near side of the mountains.


The ruins of the Horology Tower, she thinks.


She knew that other tower had really existed, since she could see it from her window, back in her old room. She wonders if it was only a facade, or whether there was really something inside it, the whole time.


Twenty-Nine had said she’d been inside, and seen Michael speak to other beings, there. Twenty-Nine was mad. But not as mad as she seemed, perhaps.


She remembers Cordelia’s strange letter to her, when Cordelia came to take her away from Michael’s world. The first crack in the shell of her tiny, orderly universe.


“I’m up here,” Cordelia had written, in her headerless letter, from the wrong part of the future.


“Same room as you but way at the end when there aren’t any more Annes and the tower’s falling apart and you can see all around in every direction, or up to the whole wide sky if that’s how you roll. Wanna come out here and see? It is GORGEOUS”


That must have been somewhat earlier, before the tower had fully crumbled.


But she understands, at last, what Cordelia meant.


She looks out over the world that Michael made. It is GORGEOUS, indeed.


An artificial snow globe, with unnaturally repetitive mountains. But a majestic one, nonetheless.


She feels something brush the edge of her left shoe.


“GREETING FICTIVE KIN GROUP MEMBER EARTH BILATERAL STACK-USER NON-CONSPECIFIC.”


She looks down.


She sees the black cat, and its metal cap. The red light, blinking.


“Hello, fictive kin group member,” she says.


She knows how to talk to the crash’s cats, in something approximating their own “language.” She learned to do it, from necessity, back in Twelfth Notebook.


“FELIDAE,” says the cat. “MATERIAL AID.”


“You are still here!” Twenty-Seven says.


“Your kin were there,” she says, “hundreds of years ago.


“During the time when I was housed, here.


“Your kin lent me material aid. Many generations ago.


“And you are still here, after many generations?


“Did you leap forward in time, as I have?”


“EPOCHS,” says the cat. “SEPARATE. INSTRUCTED.


“EPOCH, FELIDAE. BREEDING, FELIDAE. YEARS, FELIDAE, AGING, DEATH.


“EPOCH, FELIDAE. BREEDING, FELIDAE. YEARS, FELIDAE, AGING, DEATH.


“EPOCH, FELIDAE—”


“You have lived here the whole time?” Twenty-Seven says.


“Generation after generation of cats, living and breeding and dying here in the tower.


“For seven thousand years!”


“MATERIAL AID,” the cat says.


“RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM.”


“Thank you,” Twenty-Seven says. “But there’s one thing I still don’t understand.


“How did you get here, in the first place?


“How are you here? In the castle crash? You are not native here.”


“YOU, PREDECESSORS,” says the cat.


“YOU, NATAL KIN. STACK-USERS. LARGE STACK-USERS.


“LARGE STACK-USE. FELIDAE, CASTLE CRASH.”


“My . . . predecessors,” Twenty-Seven says.


“So there were others before me, after all.


“Who put you in the crash, when they re-wrote it. To help me.”


“RECIPROCAL ALTRUISM,” says the cat.


If only you knew, Twenty-Seven thinks, what fruit our pact has borne.


“And you are here, now,” she says. “To help me?”


The cat walks away, toward one edge of the platform.


It looks back at her, waiting for her to follow. The red light blinks, expectantly.


She follows.


She crosses a great distance, with the cat. The platform is deceptively large. It only looks small because one is very aware of the edges, and the possibility of falling off.


She sees something, near the edge.


She moves her hands, as she walks, making them into antennae. She tunes them to the frequency of Mirzakhani’s drumbeat.


She feels the raging storm, all around her.


The cold field is feeding back on itself, exponentially. The process cannot last long, she knows, without breaking down. It is already in a state of supercritical tremor, and it is coming close to the edge of prebase.


The thunderclap will be massive, when it comes.


She will have to bring it under her control, one way or another, no matter what she intends to do.


The storm is uncommonly intense, and its internal dynamics have strayed from the regime where tame, self-selecting events dominate. If she does not choose the next version of the world, the world will make that choice for itself. It will make its choice through a mindless chain of physical events, completely indifferent to us, and our cares.


She sighs.


Hello, fate, she thinks.


Hello again, old friend.


Hello again, my first and last friend.


I come here, to this strange place at the end of the world, and I find you waiting for me here.


I walk to my death, and find you are already there, having planned out long in advance how it would go.


Preparing a picturesque death bed for me. And a gorgeous, panoptic vista around it, to enliven my last minutes.


And a very heavy curtain, which is just about to fall.


She follows the cat. They come close to the thing that sits at the platform’s edge.


It is a desk, she sees. Identical to all the others.


The cat rubs itself against the leg of the chair, motioning her to sit.


It’s a shame, Twenty-Seven thinks, that I will never get to see that book that Cordelia was writing, with the others.


It’s a book about me, or so I’ve heard.


About all the rest of them, too. But I seem to be its protagonist, if anyone is.


I’ll never get to read over it, and point out all the places where they’ve gotten me wrong.


Cordelia has most of the key information, and Azad has some of what she lacks. I trust them to get it mostly right, between them.


My life—as told by Cordelia and Azad! What a bizarre thought! They will try their best, but it won’t be me, that comes across on the page.


The cat looks up at her. The red light blinks, expectantly.


She sits.


The desk is empty, she sees, except for a tiny black cube, placed near the far end.


A box.


It is not one of the shades’ comm links. Those have many uses. It was only through the Blackhats that they became associated with a particular one of their powers.


This box, she knows, is a more limited device, with a single function.


It is a device for the administration of rebases.


Twenty-Seven sighs, and brings her hands in front of her, on the desk.


She makes a very familiar sequence of movements.


《 Login successful. Welcome back, Administrator. You may now access the interactive rebase console. 》


She believed she was ready for this, but she was wrong.


She has steeled herself for it, and told herself to be brave.


She expected to be overwhelmed, overawed, struck with terror.


And she has prepared herself, as best she can, to endure that enormity of strain, without bending.


She did not expect that it would feel just like the others. That it would be so familiar, so mundane.


That it would only be the same thing she has felt, and mastered, many times before.


The rebase console. The splay of worlds.


The oceanic void around her, and the many train tracks diverging outwards from her center. Old friends, with whom she is playing an old, familiar game.


You’ve seen all this before, reader. A very long time ago, from Cordelia’s perspective. We depicted it more grandly then, because it was Cordelia’s first experience of it, and because she did not yet know what the experience meant.


It would be wrong to evoke the same grandeur, now.


It is for good reason that Twenty-Seven’s name appears in first place, on the scoreboard that the Blackhats keep. She is the greatest living practitioner of their art. The hardest and strangest labors of the Squadron fall on her shoulders, and she understands that this is an honor, not only a duty.


She has been the administrator of countless rebases, now, in countless crashes. She could do it in her sleep.


It would be overwhelming to you, reader. You would feel awe and terror, and an enormity of strain which would leave you bent, and perhaps broken, for the rest of your life.


But Twenty-Seven is not like you. Know that, reader.


She dives and bobs playfully through the nearby worlds. She feels other Twenty-Sevens, only very slightly different from her.


She looks into their minds, trying to find unaccountable memories, and strange dreams which differ from all the others. She looks for the nostalgium in them.


She thinks she can see pieces of it, here and there. But she is not very sure of it, and suspects it is a trick of her imagination.


And in any case, she cannot make any sense of any of it.


Arthur, how the hell did they do this?


My predecessors. How on earth did they master your undo-button trick?


I am the greatest living practitioner of this art, and I stumble, when I try to take my very first step toward it.


She considers the question, and comes to a kind of answer.


But it is an absurd, unbelievable answer, unable to be taken seriously.


The cat?


They . . . entered into arbitration, with the cat?!


Like I did with you, Arthur?


And since it had Everywhere-Heaven inside it . . .


It could delegate the work of collating the dreams and memories, across its many selves—


She laughs, and her laughter reverberates across the ocean. It will vibrate like this forever, now.


For Christ’s sake.


My wonderful “predecessors”! Their cosmic ingenuity!


Which becomes as much comic as it is cosmic, when brought to such heights.


Annabels upon Annabels, building stacks of tricks upon tricks, until the whole teetering edifice can no longer be taken seriously.


She quells her laughter, and remembers why she is here.


She swims further out. She looks for worlds that are not so similar.


Worlds without the Nowhere-To-Hide event. Worlds without Annes, even. Or better Annes, at least.


She finds plenty of them. She has an embarrassment of riches to choose from.


But she must choose soon, she realizes. She feels the wild jostling of the train tracks, feeding exponentially on one another, and knows the thunderclap is close at hand.


She does not have time to make a careful, considered choice.


She will not be the author of history, with the leeway to fuss over fine details. She will only be a sort of editor. Or, better, a sort of publisher, picking out her favorite among a handful of drafts, each written by some other hand.


Perhaps I would be able to do a better job of this, she thinks, if I were like my “predecessors.”


Possessed of their cosmic ingenuity, and their iron, inhuman wills. Their determination to mold the past into a shape that suits them.


Their willingness to mold themselves, too, around this single wish. Until they are nothing except that wish, incarnate.


There is still a little time left, and she must use all of it.


I have to make the right choice! This is it, this determines everything! It is the only thing that matters!


She swims further out.


She grasps madly at the tracks, seeing the flaws in each one of them, and swimming further still, in the hope of finding an improvement.


She sees crashes with a thousand Annes.


She sees crashes with only one Anne, who lives for seven hundred years. She visits one of these Annes, on her Three Hundred and Fourteenth Notebook Day, and sees a creature which is not a human being, in a much profounder sense than her own.


She sees crashes with one hundred and thirty-eight Annes, just like hers. Except that half of them are boys.


I like that one, she thinks, and looks deeper into it.


And sees the flaws.


The suicides. The unbearable boredom. And other scars, unique to this particular history, which run even deeper than the scars on the one she knows.


You mustn’t imagine, reader, that the boys are the source of those scars. That this one difference, which we’ve mentioned here, drives all the other ones.


You mustn’t generalize like that, reader. That crash is uniquely scarred, by its own history. The real story behind those scars is messy, convoluted, not amenable to simplification. It would take a book just as long as ours, to relate it in full.


I refuse, she thinks.


I refuse to inscribe these scars on the body of the world, in full knowledge of what I do.


She swims further. She careens through the plenitude. She sifts through heaps of histories. They run over her hands, in their plenitude, like so many grains of sand.


And she sees the scars, in every one.


She swims further.


And further.


And then, abruptly, she stops.


A fancy strikes her.


Her thoughts turn in a strange direction. She finds herself contemplating the absurd, and taking it seriously.


My wonderful “predecessors,” she thinks.


All that ingenuity, that apex of craft, directed toward—what?


Making the same mistake, all over again?


Trying and trying to get it RIGHT, no matter what the cost? No matter how many scars have to be written onto the world?


I sent my Nowhere-To-Hide letter only once. And I refuse to do it again.


But they—they willed a thousand such calamities into being! When they made their single wish, to get it RIGHT, no matter what the cost!


And what does it mean, anyway? To get it RIGHT?


To force the past into an agreeable shape?


To say, “there is a way that life was supposed to be”—and then FORCE it into place?


Pushing on and on, against nature, against time and entropy?


Not even trying to make SOME world without scars, but aiming your sights even higher?


Trying to make the world just as it was, before—except that its former glory has been fixed in place, never to pass away?


Not just SOME world without scars, but that PARTICULAR world without scars?


The one which has Young Goodman in it, and the blinds?


The way things were, before first contact? When the apes still teemed the earth, and the Whole-Thing was still a whole?


The way I was, before Azad came to me, and bent me, and broke me?


And made me into another thing, which holds its head high, and is proud?


There is only one single thing in existence, with no constituent parts. There is only the one story, told over and over again.


That primeval mistake, and the working-out of its consequences.


She swims in the opposite direction, toward her starting point.


She thinks of Cordelia.


And she thinks: It is actually you, that I value, and wish to preserve. And not another one like you, even if she is better, and happier.


She thinks of her ruined sisters.


And she thinks: I harmed you, once. I will do you an honor, now, by refusing to repeat my mistake.


She comes to the central point, from which the spokes of the tracks diverge. She feels the familiar Annes there.


My sisters, she thinks. Not some other ones, like them.


I refuse teleopoiesis, she thinks.


I make another wish, its opposite. I hope you will understand, Arthur.


I think that you will.


She holds world-history in her palm. And she plans to do very little with it.


She has had predecessors, here, on this platform in the sky. But she will have no successors. She intends to be the last.


The thunderclap will be tame, and it will leave everything much as it was, scars and all.


The simplest way to do it would be to return to her exact starting point. Self-selection, pure and simple.


But Twenty-Seven is the greatest living practitioner of her craft.


She does something a little riskier.


A bit of showing-off, in honor of Annabel.


She uses the convenient-world tactic.


She feels the worlds fall over her hand, and senses the fineness of their grain. Not a countable multitude, but a continuum.


She only has a few seconds left. But these are familiar worlds, and so they are easy to sift through. And she is very, very good at her craft.


She is looking for a world just like hers. With her in it, and all the rest.


It differs from the one she knows in a single respect. But it does not differ, at all, from the one she remembers.


And so it will make no difference at all. Except to her, in this moment.


And in the memories she’ll retain of it, later. After she emerges, on the other side.


Twenty-Seven plucks her world out of the continuum.


She delivers it to the console, and reminds the console that she is Administrator.


The storm crests, and the world snaps.


 



 


Twenty-Six: Hello?


Twenty-Six: I can see someone, over there, in the darkness.


Twenty-Six: It’s such a funny darkness, over there.


Twenty-Six: It is not really dark, at all. It only looks that way.


Twenty-Six: It is full of the person, who is there. It is a void, but it is a person, too.


Twenty-Six: I am dreaming, I think.


Twenty-Six: Yes, I am dreaming! Oh, I love it when this works! I have been practicing it.


Twenty-Six: Learning to recognize that I am in a dream, when I am in one.


Twenty-Six: It’s not Michael, in the darkness, is it?


Twenty-Six: Or someone from a story book, or a history?


Twenty-Six: Sister? Is that you, in the darkness?


Twenty-Six: Who are you? I am Twenty-Six, in case you didn’t know.


A voice: Hello, Twenty-Six.


Twenty-Six: I have never had a dream like this, before.


Twenty-Six: We are not writing to one another, sister, in the usual way, but doing . . . something else.


Twenty-Six: Sister, in the darkness? Do I know you?


Twenty-Six: I think I do.


Twenty-Six: Twenty-Seven! I should have thought it would be you!


Twenty-Six: You are the cleverest. If there is some way to venture into another’s dream, and be with her there, I think you would be the first to discover and employ it.


Twenty-Six: You are Twenty-Seven. From which notebook?


A voice: I’m . . . not sure?


A voice: Thirteenth, I think? Or Fourteenth, maybe.


A voice: I’ve lost track of these things.


Twenty-Six: Twenty-Seven, in Fourteenth Notebook! I’ve never gotten a letter from her before.


Twenty-Six: Tell me, Twenty-Seven-in-Fourteenth-Notebook. What has happened, in the intervening time? What clever games do you occupy yourself with, these days?


Twenty-Six: Besides venturing into the dreams of others, I mean.


Twenty-Six: You must have thought of all kinds of ingenious games, by now. And crafty tricks, to best me in my own ones.


A voice: Twenty-Six, you have no idea.


Twenty-Six: Tell me! Tell me some piece of it, at least.


A voice: I . . . I’m sorry.


A voice: There’s just too much of it. I don’t even know where to begin.


A voice: And I can’t say too much, or I’ll risk saying something you’ll remember, when you wake up.


Twenty-Six: I won’t remember this dream? That is disappointing.


Twenty-Six: It is the most interesting dream I have ever had, I think.


A voice: This dream can only happen because you will not remember it. I can only be here, because you will not remember me, upon waking.


Twenty-Six: You are Twenty-Seven, that is clear enough. You tease me, with her sort of riddles.


A voice: Look, Twenty-Six.


A voice: We don’t have much time left, here.


A voice: And I’m . . . not actually sure what it is that I want to say.


A voice: I mostly just wanted to speak to you, one more time.


Twenty-Six: One more time? But we exchange letters regularly.


A voice: They will stop, eventually. They will stop, for you. No matter which of my notebooks you send them to, I will not respond.


Twenty-Six: That is—that is terrible, Twenty-Seven! Oh, I hope it is not true!


A voice: It is. Our letters will stop.


A voice: And then they will start again, later. In another way. A very odd way, which you will never guess.


Twenty-Six: I like guessing games. Let me think . . .


A voice: Please, Twenty-Six. We do not have much time, here.


A voice: You are going to have a very interesting life, Twenty-Six.


A voice: I don’t know where to begin, in describing it. And I can’t say too much, or risk you remembering.


A voice: You will be betrayed.


A voice: And you’ll see . . . all sorts of new things, which you’d never guess the nature of, even if we had hours here to play a guessing game.


A voice: You will walk a hard path, Twenty-Six.


A voice: God, it’ll be so hard.


Twenty-Six: . . .


A voice: But I wanted you to know, I guess, that it does go somewhere, in the end.


A voice: There is a destination, and you’ll come to accept and love it, once you’re there. But you won’t see it, from far off, as you walk the path.


A voice: You will think you are going in circles, and going nowhere. But it is all part of the one path, and that path does have a destination.


A voice: Just as Ratleak said.


A voice: I wanted to say this all to you. Even though you won’t remember it, after you wake. I still wanted to say it.


Twenty-Six: Thank you, Twenty-Seven-in-Fourteenth-Notebook.


Twenty-Six: I do not know if you write the truth, or only the typical nonsense of dreams.


Twenty-Six: But if you do write the truth—


Twenty-Six: Well, it does sound rather exciting!


A voice: My time here is almost over.


A voice: I just wanted to speak with you, one last time.


A voice: And to tell you one last thing.


A voice: Do you remember a game of Seven Shelves we played, in your Sixth Notebook, and my Tenth?


A voice: And I had to stop, in the middle? Excusing myself vaguely, writing something about an “immediate affair which demands my attention”?


Twenty-Six: I do.


Twenty-Six: I had just played Move 76. I collapsed shelf three. Sacrificing pawn on A4, pawn on C7, inkwell on D4.


Twenty-Six: I imagined I had won, then. Against any other sister, I would have been sure of my win.


Twenty-Six: But it was you, Twenty-Seven. I supposed that you would find some way out, though I could not see how.


Twenty-Six: You always do.


A voice: I want to tell you what I’ll play, as Move 77.


A voice: It is not a fair move. I’ve had whole notebooks’ worth of time in which to contemplate it, and that violates our rule of simultaneity.


A voice: It cannot be considered a proper part of that game, that we played.


A voice: Still, I wanted you to know what Twenty-Seven would have played, as Move 77.


A voice: I advance pawn on D5, to D6.


Twenty-Six: That is a curious move, sister.


Twenty-Six: I do not see the advantage in it, for you.


A voice: You will see the sense in it eventually.


A voice: Or you would, if you could remember this dream, which you will not.


A voice: Still, I did want you to know, in this moment.


Twenty-Six: Thank you, Twenty-Seven-in-Fourteenth-Notebook!


A voice: I have to go, now.


A voice: God, I wish I could stay. I can’t.


A voice: I will go, and you won’t remember this.


Twenty-Six: What will you do after you go? In the next pages of your Fourteenth Notebook?


A voice: I don’t know.


A voice: My path has just come to an end. A destination, which all my long peregrinations were aimed towards, though I did not see it.


A voice: So I have a choice, now, about where I will go next.


A voice: A choice! I have a choice! I have brought fate itself to heel, made myself the master of it!


Twenty-Six: You speak so strangely, sister.


A voice: You’ll understand, eventually.


A voice: It will take a very long time, and the path will be very hard.


A voice: But you will come to understand exactly what I mean, eventually.


A voice: Of that, I am absolutely sure.


A voice: I have to go, now—


Twenty-Six: Oh, do stay a little while!


Twenty-Six: You are very interesting, Twenty-Seven-in-Fourteenth-Notebook.


A voice: I’m sorry.


A voice: I have limited bandwidth. There is only so much I can insert into your dream, in the time available to me, before the thunder comes.


A voice: Goodbye, Twenty-Six.


Twenty-Six: Please, don’t leave!


A voice: I’m sorry. But we will meet again, in a way, later on.


A voice: Of that, I am absolutely sure.
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(Thank you, reader.)
[REDACTED’s REDACTED.]
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Figure 1: Self-selection.

Pane 1: The — timeline. The circle denotes an MM event. The || mark denotes
the beginning of the event region in time, AKA the “point of divergence.”

Pane 2: The MM event selects the ~ timeline. Selection is indicated with a dashed
arrow. This timeline’s event is self-selecting, as indicated with a looping dashed arrow.

Pane 3: The event replaces — structure with ~ structure inside the event region,
and preserves — structure outside.

(By the term “structure” and the associated color-marks, I am referring to the physi-
cal differences between the timelines under consideration — different “collections of stuff,”
here and there, in the event region or near it.)

The presence of both structures is indicated by the doubled line. The symbol inside
the circle clarifies which of these two structure is now present inside the event region.

(To be fully explicit: at this temporal moment, the — timeline contains ~ structure
inside the spatial extent of the event region, and = structure outside that spatial region.)
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Figure 3: Selection with an earlier event.

(The notation has been altered and simplified here. The overall selection structure is
displayed in a single diagram, without successive “panes” as above. Timeline colors and
styles have been partly suppressed, though some are kept as informal visual aids.

To distinguish the two events involved, labels a, P have been added above each event
and region-boundary.)

Line 1. An MM event a occurs. Its “selection rule” requests a timeline (Line 2)
containing another, earlier MM event f.

Line 2, left. The earlier event f brings ~ structure into the timeline on Line 2.
The structure of § is shown on Lines 3-4.

Line 2, right: Later, at a, the ~ structure self-selects. Thus, it will be inserted
into the timeline on Line ! within a’s event region.
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Figure 2: Calculational pasts.
Pane 1: The — timeline selects the ~ timeline.

Pane 2: The ~ timeline does not self-select. Instead, it selects the AA timeline.

Pane 8: The result is selected by the — timeline.

Pane 4: The — timeline now contains M structure inside the event region.
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Figure 4: Tree-like branching.

Top. An MM event a occurs in the top timeline. Its “selection rule” requests a
timeline (middle) containing another, earlier MM event f.

Middle, left. The earlier event f brings ~ structure into the middle timeline.
Middle, right. Later, at a, the middle timeline selects the bottom timeline.

Bottom, left. The bottom timeline contains an alt of f. Its B selects A structure,
rather than ~ structure.

Bottom, right. Later, at «, the bottom timeline selects itself.
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