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  Monday Blues


  It’s the bots that changed everything.


  —Leary


  Monday


  “It's only a matter of time, my friend. The malls are crumbling.”


  Eddie Eight has just popped up in Cisco's tank. Outside Cisco's apartment window, meanwhile, a slowjoe shambles towards the perimeter. One of its limbs, supposedly an arm, keeps morphing. The simulacrum's chest swells as the arm grows shorter, collapses as it grows longer. Then the slowjoe waves two appendages towards the ESUSA Mall, a parody of some kindred soul in need of sanctuary.


  Venturing outside, it's said, means instant death. Victims blur and disintegrate before they have proper time to scream. Dust to dust. Nobody can say what molecular disassembly feels like. No one survives being dissed to talk about it, including the unfortunate human beings who supplied the template for this monstrosity, the ill-formed and twice-too-large foglet simulacrum that's currently trying to penetrate the local defenses.


  Breach… breach… breach…


  As though the mall is reading Cisco's mind, the alarm sounds. The shrilling gives him the willies. It's the Southwest Quadrant. According to the monitor, this is the ﬁrst action down that way in many cycles. The racket stops after a few seconds.


  All clear. Breach contained. All clear.


  “Believe that, you'll believe anything.” Eddie Eight is jeering. “MOM's shucking us.”


  The supplicant slowjoe, a badly sketched apeman, staggers closer. Then it disappears in a ﬂash of light—either a satray, a satellite beam or the mall's force ﬁeld itself. Reduced to half its bulk, the slowjoe slumps to the ground, an amorphous lump that melts into a circular steel-gray pool and starts bubbling. A badly corroded ﬂitter, another anomaly in that PlagueBot-homogenized panorama, slides off its edge and begins to dissolve. Now, it appears, the bot superorganism is trying to tunnel under the force ﬁeld bubble. It's persistent. Some believe the thing is also intelligent, but in fact it never learns. Whatever. Smart or stupid, the PlagueBot may be winning out over the malls.


  “Yo!” Eddie Eight says. “Hey, man: look at this.”


  Cisco looks.


  •


  Befuddled, Cisco comes to himself, his arrival confused by sparks of rage.


  Vestigial spurts of adrenaline. After-effects of action undertaken in some other place. In yet another place, Eddie Eight had been showing him something.


  How long was he gone this time? Gravity weighs unreasonably heavy, which suggests he's at home. Back in ESUSA Mall. Back in mondoland on a Monday. It was a Monday when he blanked out. Is this the same Monday or has he lost a cycle? And, once again, the real question is this: Where has he been?


  Smoke is watching him. As usual. Motionless, perfect form perfectly poised. An organic robopet. A gift from Sky. A cat. The 'pet abruptly transposes herself, her ﬂuid phase, to the other room. Then something else moves, something on Cisco's periphery. He whirls, over-reacting, still burning hot. But there's nothing. Just the bland surfaces of his apartment.


  Everything is as usual. As normal as things ever get these days. He listens. The place is dead quiet. Except for the Doll ticking away on standby and the nearly subliminal dither and hum of a zillion nanobots maintaining the integrity of the mall. Cisco's world. People say you can't really hear the bots, but Cisco believes he can. He also registers a slight hubbub from outside the apartment. Only at times, mind you, and even then he can't be sure the noises aren't in his own head. But he does hear them more often these days.


  He opens his locket to look. There's a tiny holo of a woman in early middle age, lovely but sad. He wants to ﬁnd the woman smiling, but she hasn't smiled in many cycles. Wisps of memory tease at him, traces of somewhere he is not. A bittersweet mix of sorrow and loss, affection and warmth. She almost speaks to him. Her image, more than ever, evokes a sense of some time when he was someone different yet the same.


  Cisco goes into the bathroom to have a look at himself. He prods at his cheek and leans closer to the digiscreen. Two things. First, no mallster should ever have a zit, not with a trillion medibots running around inside him taking care of business. Second, if he does have a zit he should be able to see it in the digiscreen. But he can't. He pinches at where the screen tells him there is no zit and comes away with a smear of pus ﬂecked with blood. He looks in the screen again. Cisco has to admit it, if only to himself—he's worried. Not scared. Just worried. He ﬁngers the invisible zit on his cheek. The tiny crater is sore.


  Cisco tells his Doll—the ProvidAll—to make him a peanut butter and banana sandwich. It refuses. Again.


  Eddie Eight says things are falling apart. Maybe he's right. Whatever. Cisco tries to shrug it off. “That's frig all,” he says, trying to sound just like Leary.


  Leary's Chronicle


  I've just had a nice chat with the toilet.


  Seems my blood sugar levels are elevated. Unlike my friggin' spirits. But I don't think the toilet's picked up on that yet. My triglycerides and whatnot are all jim-dandy, thank you, and why wouldn't they be? Seeing as how I haven't had a decent drink in longer than I can remember. Or a good steak. A wise man, I can't remember who but it was a hundred years ago or more, talked about teetotallers not living any longer than the rest of us, it just seemed longer.


  Talking toilets. I guess we've come a long way since the pisser in the Thaniya Plaza Building. That was in old Bangkok. The thing used to ﬂash red and ﬂush automatically after you had a whiz. As much as to say, “Good job, young man,” though it didn't really talk. But the darned elevator would ask you, “Which ﬂoor?” in this voice like a woman from Toronto, most likely a Presbyterian, and then tell you, “Going down,” as though you hadn't noticed on your own. That whole building took a motherly interest in you. Then you hit the street, Thaniya Road, and a bunch of nice girls took another kind of interest in you, especially if you were Japanese, which I wasn't. My toilet has a woman's voice. Probably one reason I'm troubled with constipation these days, even if my toilet says it's because I need more roughage. No trace of cancer, anyway. Though I guess it doesn't matter; most likely I'm soon gonna be dead anyway.


  Another wise man, not me, once said that getting old is the only way there is of living a long time. And I wanted to live a long time. The things that go on in this life, you just don't want to miss what's gonna happen next. But I don't have much time now. Darn it. A hundred and thirteen years. That's a fair run by anybody's standards.


  But I do wish the medibots would ﬁx it so I can sleep. Here it is, close to midnight and, though there's nothing I really have to do, I can't sleep. I reckon the Kid, over there in ESUSA, is getting up about now.


  Monday


  Outside, it's morning.


  Farther to the east, a tower of dark cloud rises against a shimmering aurora of mauve, pink, aquamarine and turquoise, throwing spokes of gray against the creamy-orange sky. This is an odd spectacle even by current standards, when freak atmospheric effects are common. The iceberg that showed up last Monday looms, surreal, on the horizon. It blazes like a titanic jewel in that dreary landscape, reﬂections of the strange sky superimposed on its own blue-white ﬂash and dazzle. Eddie Eight says the polar caps are mostly open water now; there isn't much left of them aside from a few shrinking icebergs. Of course Eddie Eight is a total paranoiac, and a pain in the ass.


  Cisco activates the holoport, specifying southern Yunnan 1930, tiled temple roofs gleaming amid sunny green and gold rice terraces. He glances back towards the tank where a ghost, an inarticulate, half-formed ﬁgure, ﬂickers and wanes like a damned soul. “Our qubital slowjoe,” Eddie Eight calls it. Meanwhile a cryptomajig substantiates in the middle of Cisco's living room ﬂoor; this one resembles an altar. “Majigs” are rogue assemblies of molecular robots—bits of ﬂoor, walls, shelves, whatever—that reconﬁgure as various objects and often move, unnervingly, from place to place. As soon as Cisco spots the majig, it slumps back into the mall's foglet substratum. Maybe in case Cisco is getting bored, a message bounces up in the tank:


  A god is born.


  The bad news? She has a personality disorder.


  That tranzoominist loonies could ﬁgure out how to hack the system is incredible in itself. But this grafﬁto suggests another agency, someone even quicker, more in control. But who could that be, given that no human being understands the code these days?


  “All this stuff happening.” Sissie says. “Where's MOM?” Sissie has adopted a gothic avatar, all caved-in cheeks and hollow eyes, black VitaSkin halter and half shorts, big purple bauble blinking away in her bellybutton.


  “Yeah,” Cisco says, smiling a big smile of propitiation. “This is bad management.”


  In certain quarters that might be considered blasphemous.


  “And it's just about always Monday, these days. I can't handle it any more.”


  “Don't be a total nanowit,” he tells her. Tough love.


  Joy pops in, attracted by any opportunity to bellyache. She's wearing a featureless head-to-toe gold avatar. “Everything's always changing,” she says. “All the time.”


  “We know, Joy,” Cisco tells her. “Please don't go on about it.”


  “Inside, outside; it's all the same.” Her bright gold avatar dulls to pale yellow.


  “That's right,” says Eddie Eight. “We're falling apart. MOM's losing it. Losing control.”


  “No, no! Yes, we're falling apart. We are. But it's not MOM. It's something inside us.”


  “There's only room for so many paranoiacs here, O Joyful One.” Eddie reaches to rearrange the bulge at his crotch, his bright yellow jockstrap spattered with electric blue sequins.


  Cisco's screen is counting down to Worldsday. And it can't come too soon. Escaping the dreariness of the mall is usually enough in itself. But a good workout with Dee Zu, fellow Worlds UnLtd test pilot and primary love of his life, would do wonders for his spirits.


  Mind you, Mondays aren't really as bad as all that. Not lately. They offer the chance, at least, that he'll get to see Sky again. Though he can't tell anybody about that.


  Smoke transposes across the room to park right in front of him. She's holding something. Cisco's last thought before he blanks out.


  Worlds Unlimited


  The combination of zoomerism and magifacturing made crack cocaine look like broccoli. Then along came the Worlds.


  —Harlan Bertz, Loaves and Fishes and Selves (2032)


  Monday


  Cisco comes to himself rocking in the hot surge of his rage, a hangover from a dream in which he was someone angry. It must have been a dream. Smoke was holding something, showing him. Maybe he's still dreaming. He isn't sure. He isn't at home in front of his tank. This is a dream. Or a World.


  The anger recedes. But the surge continues.


  •


  “Slowly,” Sky says. “Ride with it. Gently, gently.”


  The surge booms against the headboard on the big wood-framed waterbed. Cisco focuses down to pore level. Sky's skin remains as smooth as porcelain. Even at the cellular level there's no change. “I want to see you,” he says. He wants to see her wet master.


  “Shh,” she whispers, riding Cisco with slow insistence. “Do not talk.”


  “How did we get in?”


  “Not now.”


  “It's Monday, isn't it? We're not supposed to be here.”


  “Do not worry about it.” Sky rides. She leans forward and twists, trailing nipples across his chest. Pores or no pores, perspiration glistens between her breasts. The sheet beneath Cisco remains cool and dry. Nice. Just in passing he notes that he himself has a lot of chest hair, which isn't usually the case. “Trust me,” she says.


  Leave it to her. And he lets himself go. Forget he has known Sky for only three cycles. Forget that entering the Worlds on Monday constitutes an ofﬂining offense. “Who's the pilot here, anyway?” he says.


  “Relax. Come with me.”


  “Okay.” Cisco closes his eyes and groans with pleasure. He relinquishes control; he knows he can take it back any time he likes.


  “I have things to show you. Yes.”


  Cisco opens his eyes, sensing another presence in the room. Someone watching from the shadows.


  “Do not talk now,” Sky says.


  “But…”


  “Not now.”


  “Listen.”


  “Hush.”


  Cisco lifts his hips to meet her and the bed booms louder. And louder. Then the door crashes open to a booming like shotguns. Cisco falls away from Sky in a torrent of water.


  •


  He hovers, sunlight glimmering through the depths on a jumble of giant boulders ahead. A cave entrance gapes large enough to admit a person. He hasn't hit the bail button. He hadn't been even nearly ready to punch it. Where is the button, come to that? His whole console is gone. Two ﬁsh swing with Cisco in the slow surge, one vivid blue and yellow and near, the other obscure and far. Cisco attends to the periphery of his visual ﬁeld, to where his HIID, the heads-up internal informational display, should be presenting data about tropical reefs. Nothing. Breathing slow, he hovers, collecting himself as he ﬁns gently against the current, wondering where Sky is.


  A patch of coral on one of the boulders suddenly moves. It gathers and then launches itself, tentacles trailing. Reﬂexively Cisco consults his HIID, and again he draws a blank. The system isn't responding. But he isn't dreaming, for all the dreamlike quality of the experience. This is a World. He's in a World on a Monday, and he'll be offed if MOM ﬁnds out. And how could she not know? He should abort. But he can't. Besides which, he doesn't really want to. He isn't in control, he realizes. The tentacled animal settles on another spot, shifting from red-gray through white to mottled gray-black, its skin pebbling as it disappears against the new background.


  Cisco looks up to the blue-white pulse and roil above him where waves crash against rocks at the surface. Finning steadily, hanging just outside, he resists the drag from the cavemouth. It pulls harder, and Cisco collects himself. Centers. Fights a swelling sense of conﬁnement. Of entrapment in a dark chaos. Then the nearer of the two ﬁsh darts into the cave. Cisco kicks hard in pursuit, swimming forward with the surge, abandoning himself to the experience. Slurped up by the rockpile, he hurtles through a narrow passage into a sunlit chimney. Finning even harder on the next turn of the surge, he shoots straight up like a missile into a grotto full of sun and angry rocks and battering surf.


  •


  He resonates with the slaphappy bubble and splash of molten rock above him, counterpoint to the measured sheer and strain of gigantic forces below. Rising in tandem with him, two glassy spheres add their hollowing chimes to the symphony.


  “What is your name?” A voice.


  “Cisco Smith.” The essential self, a kernel of identity, is drawn tight as a rawhide knot, tough as a nut. What he thinks of as his brait. Impervious. “Who are you?”


  “Come with me.”


  It's Sky. And whoever she is, she can world like no one Cisco has ever heard of.


  Even himself.


  •


  The earth music resounds within him, and he shudders with pleasure, sighs in delight at the slick slide and searing heat of magma. He lets himself expand to engulf the spheres as the mountain intervenes, blowing all to smithereens with a gigantic bang.


  •


  Drawn to the limits of the ephemeral, he trembles with delight. Colored a hue that has no name, all the universe stretches thin, extends towards inﬁnite ecstasy before tearing with a scream that is no sound.


  •


  Poised on a buoyancy that yields to enfold him between spheres solid and subtle, he drifts down in a long lazy spiral, a giant psychedelic autumn leaf, vivid red-blue-yellow-orange chute above and behind him. The late sun charges the river valley below with an extradimensional texture, and he aches with pleasure and with sadness that this can't go on and on, spiral without end.


  Between him and the sun, a hawk sings of bright hues, sunlight strikes chords off metallic plumage, and he has the sense of another above and behind him.


  “Who are you?”


  The voice again.


  “Cisco Smith.” He touches the scar that traverses his face. Feels for the locket, which, as always in the Worlds, no one can see.


  “What is my name?”


  “Sky.”


  “Where are we?”


  “I don't care.”


  His chute spills air. Too much air. Faster then, and faster, he falls, the hawk and the other plummeting with him. The earth with all its history and life and color rushes to meet them in cataclysmic union.


  •


  He drops smack into the middle of the hotel room. Sky's gone. A note is taped to the mirror above a bureau of drawers: “And you want to meet face2face. Could a wet rendezvous ever compare to that? I do not think so.”


  Cisco's console is there at hand. It looks like a panel of switches for the ceiling fan and old-fashioned electric lights and whatnot. Sky has a zany streak, staging from a World as retro as this one. Cisco ﬂicks a big red toggle. Abruptly, with the sense of having been away only an instant, at the same time knowing he's been away an eon, he feels himself drop again as if through a hole in space-time two meters above his cradle. But in reality he'd never left in the ﬁrst place. He neutralizes the suspension ﬁeld and steps out to see Smoke watching him, motionless, frozen gray light poised by the doorway to Cisco's living room.


  Cisco shakes his head and stretches. What a trip. Cutting-edge worlding. Beyond the edge. Maximum rez plus. Especially the sex. In fact Cisco doesn't see how she managed it. Never mind Cisco is an alpha Worlds UnLtd test pilot. “Taking the Worlds to their limits, making them better, safer places for you.” Giving the mallsters maximum kick, maximum distraction. Trying to ensure they don't destroy their minds in the process.


  Sky had simply appeared in one of Cisco's test Worlds. Three cycles ago. And today, all the more unaccountably for its being a Monday, Cisco came to, with her, in a World—or Worlds—with no memory of how he had gotten there. Who is this woman? That question vies with others. Where had he been before the waterbed, for example, and why had he been so angry? And how could he so readily yield control?


  Fluid as mercury, Smoke moves to his side and then freezes again.


  What would Leary say about this little indiscretion? This peccadillo that could get Cisco totally offed, marooned in this apartment for the rest of his life.


  Cisco's HIID is working again. Strange. He asks his Doll for a pot of green tea and a peanut butter and banana sandwich. Big surprise—she gives him the sandwich without further ado. He moves to the living room and says, “Tank,” whereupon the wall opposite his window shimmers and gains depth to reveal Eddie Eight, pumped up and glistening with oil.


  “Hey, man.” Eddie holds something up. “Look at this.”


  Cisco looks.


  Behind him, still as death, Smoke looks too.


  Chronicle


  C'mere, boy. Relax, okay?


  Look at Rexy. Whining and scratching away at the portal just like he wants out. First off, he doesn't eat anything, so he doesn't need to go walkies. And he doesn't need the exercise. This may sound stupid, but for the past couple of cycles it's like he's been trying to tell me something. Something to do with Outside. I know he's only a machine, an “organic simulacrum,” like the ads used to say, an “inﬁnitely transmutable nanobot assembly.” But I swear he senses something's wrong. He sits and stares at the north wall and whines. How do you ﬁgure that?


  Gosh, Rexy. What's got into you, anyway?


  Talking pets. Twenty years ago people started cloning pets. Sure, it was sad when Fluffy kicked the bucket, but all you had to do was take a clone off the shelf and start the house training all over. Before long there was a move to do the same with babies, routinely banking a few clones as insurance. Clones often developed along much the same lines as the original, or so the argument went, especially when the kid was very young, and this could ease the pain of loss no end. Then the GR worlds came along, and you could simulate anything mondoland had to offer, and you didn't even have to wait for the clone to grow up.


  Joy has a new 'pet. This one looks and acts like a genuine Lhasa Apso. I know because Nance, my ﬁrst wife, Singaporean Chinese she was, had one way back when. A shaggy little dustmop of a dog. You couldn't tell which end was which till one barked or the other farted. But no problem; the mutt was always doing either one or the other. I never did care for that animal too much. Of course robopets don't fart, generally speaking. You could add it to the specs if you wanted, though I can't imagine why anyone would want to. Except, I guess, if you're going to have a Lhasa Apso, you might as well go the whole route.


  Joy calls her dog Toot, and she talks to it. A lot of people, back when there were a lot of these items left, speciﬁed speech circuits when they ordered pets. Can you imagine? Nance used to talk to her Lhasa Apso, that's true, but it never did answer. Real dogs didn't talk. They didn't have to—big eyes looking at you, tails wagging away—they communicated just ﬁne.


  Isn't that right, Rexy?


  Rexy, here, can wag and gawk with the best of 'em. Looks exactly like a red setter. Scary, how real he is. Once in a while I think he's a tad too smart, mind you, even if he doesn't talk. You look at him and you get the idea, at times, that all sorts of things are going on behind those eyes. And many of 'em are nothing like what dogs used to think about.


  Smoke and Mirrors


  We've got more realities than you can shake a stick at, including one that nobody dares acknowledge.


  —Eddie Eight


  Monday


  Cisco drops out of nowhere and no-time, still raging from something that made him angry. In a dream it had been Monday, and he was in his apartment talking to someone. Eddie Eight. In the holotank. “Look at this,” Eddie Eight had said. “Check it out.” Cisco wasn't able to see what Eddie was holding. Or he can't remember now. He thrums with fury, and he hurts all over. He explores the socket of a missing incisor with his tongue. It feels as though he also has a broken knuckle in his right hand. He can feel the medibots tingling as they begin to fix it.


  There's the usual disorientation. The kludginess. Gravity is oppressive outside the Worlds, and Cisco resists the impulse to cancel it. Anyway, he isn't coming out of a World. It's Monday and the Worlds are closed, at least to anyone but Sky. This is mondoland, ESUSA, where his powers don't extend to nullifying gravity.


  Cisco has emerged from dark oblivion like a coma. He touches his face where it stings, and his ﬁnger comes away wet with blood. He goes into his bathroom to examine himself in the digiscreen over the handbasin. None of the tiredness shows in the screen. A squareish face with regular features gazes back at him. Blue eyes, a ﬁrm mouth set straight and uncompromising, head shaved clean. The digiscreen shows nothing but the old scar running from cheekbone past corner of mouth to chin. No fresh wound. No missing tooth. No locket. He can't see his locket in the mirror, but it's there when he looks down, the only tangible link with his missing childhood. It's smeared with blood. Musing, he rinses it between foreﬁnger and thumb.


  Cisco is tired. Plagued by apprehension. He pushes against his eyeballs with thumb and foreﬁnger, and his optic nerves project the familiar lightshow. He touches the scars on his face, checks his locket. “I am Cisco Smith,” he tells himself. But it isn't enough. He turns to his screen.


  “Request Lode access. ID conﬁrmation.” He hates this, feeling like a standard mallster. “Conﬁrm ID.”


  Specify target ID.


  “Cisco Smith. Citizen ZEZQ112.”


  Cisco Smith requests ID conﬁrmation for Cisco Smith. Conﬁrm.


  “That's right.”


  Cisco Smith, asker, identical with Cisco Smith, target.


  MOM can display what Leary describes as bureaucratic stupidity reﬁned to an unbelievable degree. A principled refusal to learn from experience. Mallsters are perpetually suffering identity crises, always asking MOM for reassurance. For an alpha test pilot, however, this is an embarrassment, so why can't she just get on with it? “We've been through this before,” Cisco says.


  You request self-conﬁrmation of ID, target Citizen ZEZQ112?


  “You've got it,” Cisco replies. He smiles hugely to belie the edge in his voice. Happy-happy. See?


  Look directly into the screen, eyes open for three seconds.


  Cisco looks and he smiles and he feels like a horse's butt, again as Leary might put it. The screen begins to scroll:


  Status: Full Citizen ZEZQ112, ESUSA Mall.


  Name: Cisco Smith.


  Sex: male.


  Age: 22 years.


  Height: 189 cm.


  Weight: 85 kilos.


  Distinguishing marks: single 7-centimeter crescent scar, left side of face; refuses cosmetic reconstruction.


  Birthdate: AD 2035.


  Birthplace: ESSEA (nursery). Parents: n∕a.


  Siblings: n/a.


  Occupation: Worlds UnLtd operational maintenance and assessment. Position: Alpha 2 ranked.


  Afﬁliations: OmniStrike Premier League (Rank 1); Monday Reading Group(second-generation member).


  Awards: First Place, Speed Journalism, ESUSA Southwest Sector Community College (2050); Junior Pan-Malls Champion 4D Game-Master (2050, 2051); Silver Cup, OmniStrike Seventh Dan Finals (2055, 2056, 2057).


  Recreational Worlds of choice: OmniStrike IX (consultant-designer member); ZenDoozy (level three).


  Standard primary telep alters: n/a (WYSIWYG).


  Sexual orientation: egalitarian omnitech hetero.


  Musical preferences: drizadrone; 20th-century R&B.


  Dietary preferences: peanut butter and banana sandwiches; simsoy hotdogs with yellow mustard and chopped onions.


  That's him. Nothing changed, beyond his Omnistrike ranking. How did he get to be number one? He's still only number two, unless he has bumped Lars King without realizing it. It's odd to find this sort of glitch in the Lode.


  Otherwise the report is interesting mostly for the information that's missing.


  And he doesn't feel any more certain, any better about himself.


  Enter passcode for further information.


  Cisco subvocalizes his code. The screen goes blank as his HIID kicks in. His WalkAbout HIID, a special privilege for alpha pilots, gives him full twentyfourseven mondoland Lode access. Leary, who doesn't qualify but uses the standard model while in the Worlds, says reading an HIID is like catching sight of a rear-view mirror in the periphery of your vision. Cisco thinks of it more as looking askance at something in the dark, where you have to look to one side of it to see it clearly.


  Conﬁdential report for Citizen ZEZQ112 follows:


  Bio-modiﬁcations: special beta version AllWorlds WalkAbout; heads-up real-time augmented reality with real-world Lode access (awarded 2048).


  Psychoneurotherapeutic surgical adjustments: n∕a Current happiness quotient (HQ): 4.1


  Five-cycle average HQ: 4.9.


  Current connectivity quotient (CQ): 8.0 Five-cycle average CQ: 7.2.


  Enough, already. This is him. Nothing new, beyond evidence of ﬂagging spirits.


  He recognizes himself. For whatever that's worth. He's reassured, he supposes.


  Although, as usual, the important questions go unanswered. And Eddie Eight claims that the “n/a” refers to both “not applicable” and “not available,” which allows for any amount of fudging on MOM's part.


  The screen ﬂashes:


  Citizen ZEZQ112. Attend to HIID message.


  Cisco looks askance to see the scroll.


  Borderline HQ pathology. Advisory: Citizen ZEZQ112 should volunteer for therapy. Alternative: diversify diet; explore new recreational activities.


  Possible evidence of delusional state. Citizen ZEZQ112 is referred to the main body of his ID report: 'Information on sibling unavailable; such data irrelevant.' Please conﬁrm: putative sibling a construct.


  The ﬁrst item is of concern. The second is merely unaccountable. That same message has accompanied every ID check he has ever requested. Cisco can't remember when the Lode ﬁrst decided he didn't have a sister. But his HIID has deleted Sissie from his personal inventory. And all his requests for amendment have been disregarded. Worse than that, MOM is accusing him of psychoneuroaberration. No matter how intelligent many mallsters believe her to be, as Leary says, MOM is basically a government ofﬁcial.


  Conﬁrmed, Cisco subvocalizes. Putative sibling is a construct. Whatever makes you happy, he almost adds, but thinks better of it.


  •


  Cisco is looking out his window. Not really seeing, just looking. Within seconds a dust storm comes up, and Cisco stares into a dimensionless void. He turns back to his apartment, contaminated by a foreboding that involves more than the superorganism outside or the sea rising in the distance. More than the gray skies and bleak prospects Outside. The mall is closing in on him while he himself is threatened with implosion.


  “Wait!” Eddie Eight is in the tank. “Look. Look at this.”


  Cisco empties his holotank without a glance in Eddie Eight's direction. Then he blanks both port and screen. He stands there staring into the gray depths of the dead screen. A face begins to form, a ghost. The man in the moon. The Buddha's face in a turnip. Cisco has never seen a turnip. Not a real one. He leans forward and stares harder, tries to resolve the ghost as a reﬂection of his own face. But it disappears. Qubital ﬁgment or mere progeny of his own imagination? “We are all of us qubital ﬁgments,” says the golden oldie grafﬁto.


  Unconsciously, he's been gripping his locket nearly hard enough to draw blood.


  Now he opens it. The woman is smiling. Why? If only he could ﬁgure out her moods, her three faces. He believes this portrait might offer a key to his own real identity.


  Chronicle


  Cisco the Kid. They called him the Tiger Woods of 4D gaming. That was back when he was ﬁfteen years old. By the time he was eighteen he was the Michael Jordan of worlding. “An uncanny sense of place and relationship,” etc., etc. “An unfailing sense of self and location in relation to his existential context.” Whatever the heck that means. And here he's suffering an identity crisis. But he's gotta handle it. It's part of what's happening, even if we can't tell him what's happening. Not yet.


  People used to look themselves up on what we called the World Wide Web. They'd check every now and then to see what the world was saying about them. Generally that was nothing at all. But nowadays most mallsters check with the Lode to see if they're still who they think they are. Even more often these days, I guess, they're checking to see who they are, period. Because they don't know. They need somebody, or something, to tell them. Even the Kid. He's going through tough times. Who isn't? Still, he's been checking his loded ID more than you would want to see. And we can't answer the questions he really needs answered. Not yet.


  My Ellie—that's my second wife, and she was smart as they come—she'd say our world is a mirror that shows us who we are. We are who we see ourselves to be in the eyes of others. And how they see us, at least partly, is how we see ourselves. More or less. Whatever. The only real mirror we've got these days is MOM. The question is, can we trust her? Maybe it's all nothing but smoke and mirrors.


  Everything we see is presented to us compliments of our loving Mall Operations Manager. It makes you think. Could be we've got machines deciding what we're supposed to do, maybe even deciding who we're going to be when we do it. In the meantime, we've got more and more people falling apart. Or suffering phobias, terriﬁed of everything from the dust to being cooped up to merely being alive. Can't handle it? You op out. Or volunteer for psychoneurotherapeutic reconstruction—PR, for short.


  Sometimes, I hear, you aren't given the choice; the medibots take care of business before you know what's what. And rumor has it the Dolls are adding anti-anxiety drugs to our food.


  It's true that everything from my toilet to my Doll to the friggin' ﬂoor thinks it knows better than me. But something the toilet doesn't know: it's getting short-changed. Every day I hold back a bit of grub. Jerky and hardtack. Brown rice. I've lost weight, which the toilet has noticed, but it looks like MOM and the toilet ﬁgure it's an HQ situation. Strange. You'd think my toilet would have picked up on the shortfall. Unless it thinks I've turned into a matter annihilator.


  It's funny, when you think about it. Basically, human beings were merely devices for turning food into fertilizer. Call it man's nature. But now we don't have any plants left to feed, so what use are we? Unless it's to turn simulated veggie burgers into material the Dolls can turn back into more simulated veggie burgers. Somehow that doesn't sound as important as feeding plants.


  Delete all that, back to where I say the toilet doesn't know everything. And delete the earlier part about not answering the Kid's questions yet.


  Monday


  “Right in the middle of the best sex I've ever had.” Joy sounds distraught. “And what happens? Lockdown. All of a sudden it's Monday. God! We just get one Monday out of the way and, bang, it's Monday all over again. What's going on?”


  In fact nobody is happy with the way things are going. Part of it is the unpredictability. You never know when it's going to suddenly become Monday. And it seems Mondays can go on as long as they like. As long as who likes? That part of it isn't clear.


  Cisco stands facing his window, back to the holotank. He kicks, straight-legged, high enough to touch his fingertips, arms extended at seventy degrees from his shoulder. He grips his toes, leg extended straight, rises on the ball of his other foot, holds the pose, and then performs a spin though one hundred and eighty degrees as he releases the foot to twist and kick, quick as lightning, towards the ﬁgure in the tank.


  “Nice moves,” says Eddie Eight. “For someone with skinny legs.”


  This Monday is shaping up to be the Monday of all Mondays. For one thing, Dee Zu remains conspicuously absent; there's reason to believe she has found reason to believe Cisco is screwing around with another real woman. For a few other things, slowjoes are lurching around outside like the undead, Sissie's planning to op out, and Eddie Eight's in the holotank trying to get Cisco to have sex with him. Cisco badly wants to see Sky again, but he can only wait; she never appears in the tank, and he has no alternative way of contacting her. Right now Sissie is taking a break from explaining to Cisco, for the umpteenth time, why she's about to op out, and is instead engaged in a whining contest with Joy.


  “Mondays suck.”


  Cisco's kid sister. Her telep. Telepresent just now as a full, life-size avatar. Today Sissie is bald—head, face and body. She's solid black, except for the eyes, which goggle from the centers of thick white rings. And except for the tattooed grafﬁti that decorate her entire body. The gossamer monokini could be a tattoo as well. Bioluminescent grafﬁti ﬂash in alternating colors, one of them—Brand Me!—reiterating prominently on each breast.


  “You're looking good,” Cisco tells her.


  Eddie Eight pouts. “What about me?” His jock strap, all he wears, bulges absurdly. He poses, and his oiled thighs and calves also bulge. “Me, me, me. Me-me-me-meemeeeeeeee.” Eddie Eight sings it. “I'm hot,” he adds.


  Sissie turns with sullen vanity to display two more Brand Me!'s on her trim buttocks.


  “My God.” Joy sighs and cuddles Toot, her 'pet. “Is that your true avatar?”


  “Sequoya Joy Bean has a fat butt,” says Toot in a squeaky voice well suited to pissing a person off. According to Joy, Toot comes from a long line of Toots stretching back to bio clones, the ﬁrst of these a backup for the dearly beloved lap companion of Milly Honeysuckle Bean, Sequoya Joy Bean's grandmother.


  “My little Tootsie-Wootsie.” Joy stands and even as she does so her butt slims right down, maybe erring on the side of anorexic. “I need more exercise. Can't you practice OmniStrike with me, Cisco? I mean just sometime, okay?”


  Like Sissie, Joy is basically naked. In her case, however, she's wrapped like a psychedelic mummy in clear tape with trains of tiny red, green and gold lights that race around and around, many of them clockwise, others counter-clockwise, like an impossibly intricate commuter system on the verge of meltdown. The whole is surely designed to swathe her in a scintillating cocoon of security so she won't fall apart right then and there, her main concern in this life. Nevertheless, she is clearly fragging.


  “Cisco, my friend. Look at this.” Eddie Eight's jockstrap squirms. “I want to play; do you want to play?”


  “Whatcha got in there, Eddie?” Sissie jeers. “A pet?”


  “Yeah.” Eddie Eight clutches at himself. “A one-eyed trouser snake.”


  Joy's light-trains zip every which way with indignation. “You're disgusting,” she says.


  “What about you, O Joyous One? I'll bet you stuff little Toot down your panties soon as you switch your tank off.”


  “Asshole,” Joy says.


  “Bad word,” Toot advises her.


  “I don't know why you worry about everything all the time.” Eddie Eight looks concerned. “You're not even real.”


  “Eddie Eight, you're an asshole.”


  “You're nothing but an ebee. You must know that, on some level. But you've got no idea who's running you.”


  “Eddie!” Sissie is brieﬂy diverted from her own misery. “You're the worst…the worst…”


  “Asshole.” Joy says it again. She's weeping, her face, the only part of her that isn't wrapped, scrunched up and red. Her wrapping has turned gray and opaque, and even more she resembles a mummy—an unhappy one. Toot looks like he'd bite Eddie if he could, though it isn't clear which end of the pet Eddie should watch out for.


  A grafﬁto has appeared in the tank; Joy hasn't noticed it yet:


  I think, therefore you are—if I feel like it


  “Or what about this?” says Eddie Eight. “You might be the only real live person left. The Wet One. Yeah, and the rest of us are ebees generated by MOM just to keep you company. Think about it.”


  Toot stands in Joy's lap to lick tears from her cheeks.


  These girls should have been candidates for compulsory opout long ago. How do they maintain appearances? Cisco smiles and checks his own HQ, which reads 2.8 and falling. He smiles even harder.


  “You're unreal,” Sissie tells Eddie Eight.


  “No, I'm not,” he answers. “I'm as real as it gets. But that's the thing, isn't it? You don't know. Nobody knows. Joy's an ebee, an unpleasantly hysterical one, I might add. And you, Sissie. What do you think you are? Eh? Hey, Cisco. You listening?”


  He isn't. Not really. He's looking out his window.


  “Little sister, here? A subdominant alter. And guess who's the repressed dominant? Think about it, my friend. You don't want to play? You've got your feminine side, Sissie's broadband big brother, and you're afraid of it. You go and project Sissie here, and just look at her. She's withering on the vine, ﬁne young thing that she could be.”


  “Joy, honey,” Sissie tells her. “You're no ebee. Why do you even listen to this droner noid?”


  Eddie Eight applauds wildly. “Wow! A telep alter after my own heart,” he says.


  Sissie might be missing from Cisco's own ID, but Sissie told him long ago that she had checked with the Lode and Cisco was there, safely part of her personal inventory.


  •


  “Hey!” Eddie Eight intrudes again, in gleeful possession of hot gossip. “I almost forgot. Have I got news for you.” Eddie always has news, nearly always concerning recent or impending catastrophe. And generally it's total horseshit. “Listen up,” says Eddie Eight in lugubrious tones, at the same time sneering delightedly. “Lars King. He's dead.”


  Cisco snorts and says, “Get serious.”


  “No, no. It's true. Somebody killed him. Got right into his apartment and everything. Bare hands, man. Real time in mondoland; no second chances. No playing dead. Now tell me this: who could kill Lars King with his bare hands?”


  It's worse than usual. Nothing new, Eddie Eight's raves, but this one's getting to Cisco more than they normally do. He offs himself. Blanks the holotank; neutralizes the holoport. Goodbye Yunnan, hello mondoland. This is as ofﬂine as it gets. In fact, it invites hassles with MOM. A nagging session, at least. Maybe even a peptalk, which is worse. But Cisco needs time with himself. Some distance on things.


  He looks. The woman in his locket is expressionless.


  Chronicle


  Lars King is dead. And I guess the Kid killed him, though MOM hasn't done a thing about it. I don't believe the Kid himself accepts the fact. Not yet. Anyway, it wasn't his fault; I know that. And I know it's going to hurt real bad once he can bring himself to admit what's happened.


  Modern medicine can ﬁx almost anything except that. Being dead, I mean. They came up with the medibots back about forty years ago, partly to look after the Mars astronauts. If one of those guys came up sick, it might take eighteen months to get him back. So they needed a way of taking care of them on the road. Cancer was the main worry, what with all that radiation in outer space. Mind you, now it's almost as bad down here on Earth. And that's only one of the things that'll get you. There's this matter of getting dissed by the blurs, for one. Disassemblers. Not that it could hurt much more than a good beer and tequila hangover. But you wouldn't know about that. Darn it. We've got no more hangovers. Or coral reefs, or forests, or real dogs, or kids, or a lot of things.


  This diet I'm on, I pass these things that look like rabbit pellets, clean and dry and all the same so they don't look like crap at all. It may have started with Ellie, my second wife, feeding me this stuff they called co-enzyme Q10. I took that stuff every day for years, along with garlic capsules and ﬁsh oil and suchlike. I also had this doctor. He told me I had to cut down on the red meat, give it up, even, and get my calorie intake down to sixteen hundred a day. An ideal diet if you wanted to live forever, which I didn't necessarily. But I went ahead with it anyway. Nearly starved my butt off for a while there. And I had to water my bourbon down till there was no way to tell it wasn't tap water, which it probably was when Ellie mixed it. Gosh. But I must say I started to feel friskier than I had in years. In fact, it got to the point Ellie said she was thinking of taking me off the co-enzyme Q10 and maybe putting saltpeter in my porridge besides.


  That was a few years before they came up with nanomedicine, and before you knew it I was getting a complete overhaul. I hardly got used to having my own computer—a “PC”—when next thing I know I got a trillion of 'em or so inside me. Computers, I mean. In fact, after my last checkup they told me my liver was as good as it had been when I was a kid of ﬁfty. Whatever. The medibots have overhauled my tired old carcass till it's nearly good as new, and maybe better. I used to be as busted up as your average rodeo rider. Little mishaps on the oil rigs from time to time, or in the bars. A car crash or two. One time Nance, my ﬁrst wife, clobbered me sort of accidentally with a blunt object when I happened to be standing at the top of the stairs. You know the kind of thing.


  They'd love to have those little 'bots go in there and ream out my brain, now that they got the liver ﬁxed up. Though what you need a good liver for these days I don't know; you can't even get a decent drink. But they need permission before they can ﬁx your brain, and I got enough brain left I won't let them mess with mine. It works good enough as it is; I don't care what you say. I won't have any gangs of 'bots friggin' around in there doing I don't know what. They tell me there's some “atrophy.” Well, so be it. Better men than me lived with some atrophy in their brains, even a few US presidents I can think of. Back when we had presidents.


  George Bush Sr. was still president when Nance and I got married. I met Ellie and married her and all towards the end of George Bush Jr.'s debacle. I'm sorry Nance and I never had a kid together. But Ellie and I did have a boy. I believe Nance's passing nearly killed me, but I am purely grateful that I got to be with Ellie afterwards. And to be a father.


  Even though, through no fault of our own, things were to go as bad as they did.


  And it looks to be getting worse.


  •


  We need to help each other, those of us who are left. Cisco's got Dee Zu, and you'd have never found a ﬁner young ﬁlly even back when there were still billions of women on Earth. She's a regular ﬁrecracker. Not only that, she's a straight shooter, as uncomplicated as any woman can ever get. Her standard response to life is to laugh and get on with living it. A regular glutton for experience—libido on a hair trigger, from what I hear. I don't know if Cisco realizes just what he's got there. She makes me think of Ellie, of the way the younger Ellie must have been back before I met her. Dee Zu's like a young Ellie full of joy, without all the pain and so on. And there's Cisco carrying on like there's lots more where she came from.


  I wouldn't mind talking to the Kid right now, but I see it's the crack of dawn over there. Of course it doesn't really matter what time of day it is, the way things are, but I can't reset my internal clock. At least night still falls at the same time it used to. That much hasn't changed.


  •


  It's six-thirty-ﬁve p.m. I just looked at my watch—Ellie's present for my sixtieth birthday, still keeping perfect time after all these years. This is what they call an anachronism, something that's out of its proper place in time. Me, for example. An anomaly and an anachronism both. Nobody needs a watch, since no one measures time that way anymore. We don't even have weeks. Only Worldsdays and Mondays. Mondomondo days, where we have to make do with the same old world God gave us before we frigged it all up. Of course a lot of people think the Worlds are better than the original. In fact, they get downright uncomfortable when they're closed.


  But who am I to talk? Here I sit, all wound up about a chance to see what's left of Ellie.


  And on a Monday, if can you believe that.


  Monday


  Cisco recalls holding a book in his hands. He was reading something. Or somebody was reading it to him. A dream, perhaps. Particles of rage wink in and out of a general emotional rawness. For a moment he recollects a sudden clean fragrance, a sunny green burst deep inside him. Promise of renewal. Then it's gone. Cisco is back. He's at home on a Monday, tank open and full of mallsters.


  “You and me, my friend.” Eddie Eight, barbell braced across his shoulders, is performing toe raises. He isn't looking at Cisco; he's staring down at the play of muscle and sinew in his own massively overdeveloped legs. “Let's rock. You and me, okay? I can be the girl, no problem.”


  “Cisco,” Sissie breaks in from the other side of the tank before Eddie Eight can get any more explicit, something you can bet he's about to do. “Why don't you just block this droner? This dipzoid. I've really got to talk to you. Now.”


  “Sissie,” Cisco says. “Hi.” What he wants to do is connect with Sky. He needs to see her now.


  “I'm opping out, brother.” Sissie says. “I mean it this time. I'm gone.”


  Meanwhile Eddie Eight keeps up the background chorus. “Maybe a nice ménage à trois. I don't think I've tried a brother-and-sister act before. Wait… Oh, my. Yes, I did. Once upon a time, back in…”


  “Eddie Eight?” Cisco says.


  “Yes?”


  “Go fuck yourself.” Cisco keeps smiling.


  “Not my ﬁrst choice.”


  “Bad word.” Toot looks up at Joy and snufﬂes indignantly. “Naughty.”


  Sissie says, “What are you looking at, anyway? There's nothing out there. Switch on your holoport, for God's sake. Don't look.”


  Talking to his sister leaves Cisco disoriented. Changes of persona are strung together on one long, relentless gripe about how boring life is and how she's going to op out any minute now. He drifts away, telling himself to listen; it could be serious. But Sissie is an endless loop no matter how many avatars she adopts, the same stuff over and over; and she never pays any attention to anything he tells her. “Sissie,” Cisco interrupts. “Don't op out. We'll talk later, okay?” He gives her a big smile and turns back to the window.


  Lars King is dead. And Cisco killed him. That stark reality registers as less real than a lot of Worlds. He needs to talk to Dee Zu, but she's shunning him, and not because he has murdered his best friend; it's more serious than that. He stands accused of seeing another woman. As for Sky, he can only wait, it seems. Just as he awaits news of his own ofﬂining.


  Outside, the PlagueBot has erected something novel, the other side of where the ﬂitter rested earlier. A rectangular gray structure. A big one, like a billboard. It's blank. Cisco asks his WalkAbout about the bot billboard. No data, the scroll tells him.


  •


  Eddie Eight is back. “Your sister, my friend. I like your sister. Sissie, you know?”


  “Don't mess with her,” Cisco replies. “She's screwed up enough without your help.”


  “Hey, man. Sissie is source code. She's so wacky. Rare stuff, man. Like you. Family, hey?”


  “Stay away from her.”


  “You know I only want her because she's your sister. Really I want you.


  Whaddayasay, hey? Be anybody you want. I'll be a woman, okay? You've never seen my Tamara avatar. Tamara, Teenage Tyrant on a Trampoline. Whoa.”


  “What in hell have you been reading, Eddie Eight?”


  “Okay. First thing: I didn't read any Proust.”


  “Me neither.”


  The reading group is assembling. Eddie Eight is always present; he never misses a chance to kibitz. Joy practically lives her Mondays in the tank anyway. Sissie likewise. Normally Dee Zu would be there. And Lars King. Leary is religious about attendance. But even Leary is mostly writing, although he does keep quoting old books, so maybe he's reading after all. Nobody else is reading anything. Not really. Proust is just a standing joke.


  “I read some of the ﬁrst chapter.” Leary bellows with laughter. “Again. I must've read those same pages twenty times in the last ﬁfty years. Ellie ﬁrst introduced me to Proust.”


  They've all heard this before.


  “Proust. Wow! Zigabites. Rest of your life.”


  “No bite to it, only gums.”


  “Gum away on a fat book.”


  “Waste of time; no bites.”


  Joy sums it up: “Proust isn't fun. It's unhappy. I read one sentence. By the time I get to the end, I can't remember the start; I have to read it all over again.”


  “You can't remember your ﬁrst name by the time you ﬁnish reading to your last,” suggests Eddie Eight. “Give us a break.”


  Cisco looks out his window. Looks for slowjoes. Anything.


  Chronicle


  Me and this locket, two things in my apartment that aren't foglet assemblies. The portrait inside the locket? It's like what we used to call a wiggle picture. You turned it in the light one way, and it was Jesus Christ; you turned it the other way, and it was the Devil. This woman, on the other hand, has three moods, and it doesn't matter which way you turn the picture. One expression, I can't recall ever seeing it on her face in real life, puts me in mind of a schoolmarm who's found a toad in her desk. She's got a neutral expression as well, and a smile. Her smile. The way I remember it. Aside from saving the world, keeping this woman's portrait happy is my main mission in life these days. I try to keep her smiling.


  Gosh. What am I thinking of? Can't let the Kid see this. Not yet. Screen? Delete back to the ﬁrst mention of “locket.” You check that now. It's gone, right? And yo, apartment, bump the temperature up another three degrees. There isn't a lot of time left, and I need to get acclimatized.


  Screen! Delete that last sentence, darn it. Yes, I want it warmer; but delete the “acclimatized” stuff.


  Monday


  “It's Monday, mallsters!” Eddie Eight squawks. “Time for a reality check.”


  Today he's blue. Electric blue from spiky hair to high-heeled sneakers, pumped and oily, coruscating against a bright orange bat-wing cape. “Is everybody happy?” He smirks demonically.


  “Maxhappiest.” Cisco counters with a smile so broad it hurts. “Couldn't be better.” As usual, taking his cue from Leary, he wears his natural persona, what Eddie Eight refers to as his “pure vanilla puke” avatar. Though judging by what the mirror showed him, he can't be sure what the others are really seeing—if his own digiscreen can lie to him, what are the chances they're also getting cosmeticized versions of people in the tank?


  “Get real.” Sissie extrudes into the holotank alongside Eddie. She's dull blue, surrounded by a paler blue aura. A theme Monday. She isn't smiling. “We're supposed to stay maxhappy. But how are we supposed to do that? It's Monday all the time. MOM's gone crazy.”


  “You get real, Sis. MOM's a machine, so how can it be crazy? And it isn't Monday all the time.” Cisco is disgusted, listening to himself. He sounds like any other mallster, nothing better to do than bitch and moan and wait for the Worlds to open, never mind he can look forward to Mondays for reasons the others don't have. But Sissie's doing what she can to qualify for compulsory orderly departure. She keeps saying she's going to op out; the next thing she knows, she'll have no choice.


  A grafﬁto appears—an oldie but a goody:


  Is your pet watching you?


  Then it changes:


  Matrisigh drools, OK!


  Who or what was “matrisigh”? Only on Mondays do you ever see this stuff. But it's becoming more common. You'd think MOM would do something about it. The unease is back, this non-speciﬁc dread deep in Cisco's gut. It's with him too often these days. Mostly on Mondays. Outside has renewed its assault on the malls in a variety of inscrutable and increasingly sophisticated ways. True. But the PlagueBot is too stupid to worry about. And the GameBoys, lusty nihilists all, are long gone. Pyschoneurotherapeutic advances, along with natural attrition, finally ﬁxed their wagon. Mall integrity, according to CMNN, is stronger than it's ever been. Never mind Eddie Eight says CMNN is nothing but MOM propaganda. In any case, by now the code underlying MOM and the malls has evolved so far beyond human comprehension that hacking the system is impossible. What's he worried about? That's right. So where are the grafﬁti coming from?


  “Not seeing much of Dee Zu these days, are you?” Eddie Eight says


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
