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I

You materialize and regain consciousness six inches above the sidewalk and drop.  Disconcerted, you fall to the ground next to an open sewer.  Until then you had been arriving each time in the sterile environment of the laboratory cocoon.  It appears you have finally predated it.

You get to your feet, wipe the filth off your clothes.

Your first thought is to look around for your partner.  He might be in any one of the ramshackle huts that line the dirt path, or he might be on a parallel street.  You were programmed to appear together every time, side by side, but even in the cocoon variegations and divergences in anticipated patterns began to emerge. You and your partner had no one to talk to about it, no one to question, as the cocoon was completely sealed off.  You agreed on a series of protocols should you become separated, but now that it comes down to it, the protocols seem senseless without any supporting hardware.

First, to business.  At your belt are the minute sensors you are to release at each stop.  Somehow they will gather data, encrypt and encase themselves, and lie dormant for your overseers to locate when the time is right.

You release one, key it, and cast it aloft.

That out of the way, you look around.

A few hundred yards away, a cluster of tall, circular, gleaming, impregnable one hundred fifty story towers loom.  All around you is the sprawling, crowded, stinking, disease-ridden, decrepit, depressing city slum.  Why call it a slum?  The slum is the city, the entire city, broken only by the anomaly of the towers, and the city is like every city, planet-wide.

Right now, though, your only concern is finding your partner.

You feel dizzy, disoriented.  The stench threatens to overpower you.

Protocol one: if you are indoors, step outside.

You are already outdoors.  You are not alone.  Pedestrians and occasional rickshaws ply the footpath.  People walk in and out of huts and cottages.

But not him.  Not Alexis.

Protocol two: head for the esplanade along the waterfront.  Go to a certain bench next to a certain monument of a somber man that nobody remembers.  All right.  You can do that.

You are reluctant to move from the spot, though, because it delineates a new phase of your mission.  From here on out, you venture into the unknown.  Although this is the city you grew up in, as you proceed it will become less and less familiar.

You start to move.  First one step, then another.  You cannot shake a core of fear that has erupted within, somewhere behind your solar plexus.  And another feeling: abject loneliness.  You have already left your loved ones irrevocably behind, but taking these steps seems to seal the passage somehow.  You realize as you never have before that there is no return.

Around you, people go about their business, paying you no heed, except for occasional men, both young and old, who leer at you almost absentmindedly because you are young and attractive.  Women don't stay that way long out here.  The burdens of survival exact their toll, misshape bodies, carve wrinkles, darken eyes, tighten mouths.

You exit the lane into the larger road along the esplanade where pedestrians, cyclists, rickshaws, hand-pulled carts, and occasional motor-driven vehicles vie for space.

It's late afternoon.  The sun hidden within hazy clouds suffuses the sky with rose and saffron and amber.

The fresh salt sea air, laden though it is with the odor of decaying refuse, revitalizes you.

The bench is deserted.

You look around, searching, hoping.

The fear is like vomit rising in your gorge.  You fight to suppress it.

And then an unfamiliar voice calls your name.  "Emma!  Emma!"

*     *     *
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Raymond emerges from the squat concrete building in which he has been ensconced for the past ten hours and looks upward at the nearby tower.  His gaze doesn't even make it all the way to the top.  It lingers at the second and third floors.  The mirrored window glass casts the colors of the setting sun back into his face.  He can't see inside, but he knows what is in there.  Challenging tasks, not the petty proofreading, titling, and sorting that he does now.  Comfortable work stations and office chairs.  Perks such as lounges, games, coffee and snacks, medical and dental insurance.  That's what he aspires to.  Sometimes he feels it's like smashing his head over and over against a brick wall.  He's not ready to give up, though.  The way he looks at it, his forehead might get bloody but at least a few more minute bits of brick might fall each time.

He shudders as if awakening, starts down the path, wonders if he should stop for a quick whiskey.  No.  Too expensive outside.  Better to wait until he gets home.

Home.  What a grandiose name for his current residential shack.

He takes a quick walk down to the waterfront to watch the sunset.  He knows it's a risk, but it's also his only chance for a glimpse of beauty and a breath of relatively fresh air all day.

After dodging traffic, he makes it to the esplanade.  People are already starting to disperse from the crowded beach.  Once the shadows lengthen, groups of ruffians invariably emerge to prey upon passers-by.

Then he spots her.  She is standing beside a bench, gazing out to sea.

He has done this countless times.  His heart pounds; he begins to sweat regardless of the cooling temperature; his normal reserve and self-assurance cracks and his mind gibbers; from within erupts a strange mix of dread and desire.

Always he is disappointed.  Sometimes he stops short, noticing definitively that it is not her before he makes a fool out of himself.  Other times he initiates a conversation, only to realize his mistake, mumble apologies, and shuffle away crestfallen.

He won't do it this time, he thinks.  He'll turn around right now, cross the road, and traverse the labyrinth of footpaths to his home.  Home.  That word again, so ironic, so devoid of meaning.

He gazes at the crimson and orange hues of the setting sun on scattered clouds for a moment.

In despair he realizes that he cannot help but try again.  It is the only feeling he has that is stronger than his craving for a position within the tower.

"Emma!  Emma!"

She turns.

It's her.  Oh my God, it's her.  She looks the same, perhaps younger.  She is younger, of course.  She appears worried, pensive; but the long shining hair, the nose, the mouth, the eyes with bright intelligence glowing in their depths...  He has memorized that face; he has studied every detail.  

He wants to rush forward, take her in his arms...

But he realizes that he cannot.

For her, this is their first meeting.

"Do I know you?"  That voice...  He suppresses tears.

"We've met, yes."

"I'm sorry; I don't remember."

"My name is Raymond."

"Hello," she says guardedly.  "I'm waiting for someone.  He's late."

The sun has touched the water and spread a reflective glow.

The beach is all but deserted.  Pedestrians are dispersing from the walkway.  The shadows are long.

"It's not safe here," says Raymond.

"I have to wait.  It's important."

"I'll wait with you then."  He wouldn't think of leaving her now even if a hoard of human predators attacks.

"But why?  I don't even know you."

"Trust me; we've met."

"Where?  When?"

Raymond sees at least half-dozen dark figures emerge from a pathway and approach on the opposite side of the road.  If he and Emma don't move soon, their escape will be cut off.

*     *     *
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With a discernible hum, about half of the street lights along the esplanade wink on, some bright, some dim, some flickering.

Where is your partner?  He should have been here long ago.  It is nearly dark.  You know about street danger; you were roughed up and robbed by callous bullies plenty of times before you were selected for the project.  This person who has accosted you is right.  You have to get out of the open, seek shelter, lay low.  But that means you and your partner will not be able to find each other.  And if not now, when?  It won't get any easier as the mission progresses.

"We've got to get out of here now," says Raymond.  "Some of them just bluster, but some are more intent.  There has been a rash of rapes lately."

"All right."  Somehow you trust this stranger, although you can't pinpoint exactly why.  Once you get out of immediate danger, perhaps he can help you locate Alexis.

You swiftly cross the street together and hurry up a dirt footpath lit sporadically with dim yellow globes on poles.  You pass small shuttered shops, a reeking public lavatory, multitudes of huts cobbled together out of odds and ends picked from refuse.  Raymond leads you in one direction and then another apparently at random until you are hopelessly disoriented.

Out of breath, confused, and afraid, you say, "Wait.  Stop.  Aren't we safe yet?"

He pauses and says, "Maybe."

"I have to go back.  That's where my partner was supposed to wait for me.  I need to find him."

"I know."

"What do you mean you know?  And how do you know my name?"

"I told you.  We've met before."

You look at him more closely.  He might be twenty, even thirty years older than you.  Though he has the facial corrugations and scattered gray hairs of middle age, he's not unattractive.  "No," you say.  "I don't know you."

"I know you don't," says Raymond.  "For you, this is our first meeting.  But not for me.  I know what you are doing, what your mission is, what you left behind.  I first met you twenty-eight years ago, when I was about the age that you are now."

"That's impossible," you whisper, although you know it's not.

From nearby you hear shouts, curses, the bursting of broken glass.

"We need to get out of the street," he says.  "I'll take you to my place."

"What about Alexis?"

"You'll meet him shortly after dawn on the esplanade."

"How can you possibly know that?"

"You told me."

What can you say to that?

He takes your hand.  His grip is firm; his hand is warm.  The contact somehow calms you and dulls the ever-present ache of dread and unutterable loneliness.

"Come on," he says, and leads you away.

*     *     *
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Raymond wishes he didn't have to bring her here.  He has never been able to associate this domicile with any feeling of joy, only abject survival.  He lives in a single-room flat on the ground floor of a building assembled mainly of plywood and plaster.  He has a small fridge, a single electric burner, a chamber pot he uses at night and empties in the morning at the public toilets.  When he turns out the lights, cockroaches skitter along the walls and rats scurry over the floors.

And yet, when he enters with Emma, his hand still holding hers, the room is illuminated in a mysterious kind of way.  It is their space, at least for now. 

He switches on a dim table lamp. 

He realizes a modicum of diplomacy and tact are in order, though he wants to spill everything all at once.

They sit in his two frayed wicker chairs and regard each other for a moment.

"I, uh...  I have to use the bathroom," says Emma.

"I can take you to the public latrines up the street, or you can use that."  He points to the chamber pot covered with a piece of plywood and a brick.  "I'm sorry," he says.  "This place is a dump.  I haven't always lived like this.  Like many people, I've fallen on hard times."

Emma says, "The house where I grew up wasn't much different.  I don't want to go out again, at least not right away."

"Go ahead, then.  I'll step outside."

"You don't have to."

"It's
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