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Chapter 1

Jillean hated the way Xan looked at her now, with indifference, as though she were incidental to him, which she was. Which she wanted to be. Or thought she wanted to be. The difference between desire and impulse was evident even if Jillean resisted recognizing that difference. Even if she couldn’t see it.

Xan could see it, she was sure. But that was only because he could see everything.

He was sitting across from her and Logan, and Davis was showing Xan the complex design he’d created with the string he’d pulled off Xan’s fingers.

“Hah!” Davis said. “See what you c-c-c-cannn do with th-thisss.” He held up his hands and tautened the string.

Xan laughed as though he were showing off his happiness without Jillean. As though he didn’t need her or want her anymore.

Logan put his arm around Jillean’s back and leaned over.

“I have plans for tonight,” he said into her ear. “For us.”

Jillean sighed. She loved Logan even if her heart occasionally felt itself yearning for Xan. That was just an artifact, she told herself. Or a spell cast by the most unusual, most mysterious person she’d ever encountered. Spending months living in the same unrated outpost with Xan had made him even more unknown and unknowable to her. Maybe to everyone.

Jillean turned around and faced her lover, ran her fingers through his wild red hair, smiled at him, felt that surge she’d never felt with anyone else and was sure she wouldn’t. She’d known the moment she saw Logan that he was her life’s mate, her life’s companion, her lover.

It’d been different with Xan. He was irresistible to everyone, and he’d wanted her so much that she’d been sure she wanted him too. At least that’s what she told herself. That was the only explanation she could offer herself late at night when she’d lie next to Logan and think about Xan. Think about how easily she’d turned away from him.

Not that Xan was the only man other than Logan she thought about. He wasn’t.

Xan and Davis continued to laugh and play with the string. Xan had somehow managed to make an even more complicated pattern with it and he was presenting it to Davis, daring him to make the next move.

“See this?” Chara said. She and Michael were sitting at the end of the table.

Jillean wondered if Chara ever had thoughts about Xan, or about any man other than Michael. It seemed impossible, since Chara and Michael were so happy with each other. And so comfortable. As though they’d known each other for years, yet they appeared able to re-create at will that initial excitement of meeting someone new.

Chara was holding up a piece of paper folded in thirds, but Jillean couldn’t see any details from where she was sitting.

“The hell you say,” Michael said as he took the paper from Chara’s hand. “The damned halfling is at it again. Where did you get this?”

“Leo brought it back after his last trip into West Hills,” Chara said. “He found it stuck into a doorframe in an abandoned building on Poplar.”

Jillean got up and moved over to where Chara and Michael were sitting.

“What is it?” she said.

Michael had opened the paper—a pamphlet, apparently—and was scoffing and snorting with greater frequency as his eyes scanned down the pages.

Jillean leaned down and stuck her head under the pamphlet so she could read the cover, which said Plan for a New World. Underneath the title was the author’s name: Garrick Simeon.

“What?” Jillean said. “Isn’t he dead? How can he be writing pamphlets?”

“Well,” Michael said, brandishing the pamphlet as he spoke, “according to this, the information in here was given to a ‘secret source’ so that his plan could be known by everyone no matter what ‘dreadful fate’ befell him.”

“But it doesn’t exactly say he’s dead,” Chara said.

“He is dead,” Jillean said. “That’s what everyone says.”

“Be careful with that,” Leo, looking up from his meal, said.

Jillean had thought Leo wasn’t paying attention, but he was. He always was, really. He was sitting alone near the head of the table. Addyson was in their tent. She hadn’t been feeling well recently. Leo himself looked drawn and pale.

Maybe living in exile, which is what it still seemed like to Jillean, was wearing on even Leo Vaughn, the person in the group most experienced in living outside the corporate culture. Except for Xan, of course. But Xan could probably live anywhere.

“Careful with what?” Jillean said.

Leo was always challenging her, and she welcomed this, since without Leo’s guidance, she’d still be a corporate entity—possibly an incinerated one, if the rumors about Room 32 were true—still be in West Hills, still be hoping for a great position, still be praying for Bettis to pick her, to make her his acolyte, to honor her with his teachings.

She’d still be reciting the nonsense words of the corporate liturgy: The ultimate plan is the guidepost for all. Unbelievable that she’d said these words without examination or insight.

And here, in pamphlet form, was Garrick Simeon, posthumously, with yet another plan.

“With what everyone says,” Leo said. “Which everyone is that? Where’s their information from?”

“He’s not dead,” Xan said. He and Davis were sitting at the other end of the table, yet Xan heard Jillean and Leo.

“How do you know?” Jillean said.

Confronting Xan was her usual method of addressing him now, now that she’d ditched him in an eye-blink for Logan. Now that she was officially Xan’s “lost love,” which was what she’d heard Gladys telling Emile last week.

“I saw him,” Xan said. “Yesterday.”


Chapter 2

Ray had been at the cabin in the woods for months, learning about himself, learning to rely on himself, each day shedding yet another remnant of the corporate culture.

He suspected this was Leo’s cabin—there’d been talk for years that Leo Vaughn lived in such a place—and at first Ray had hoped that Leo himself would show up. His old friend from their containment days together.

His new friend as well, since he’d helped him out right before all hell had erupted in West Hills. Before that outrageous trial, which Ray hadn’t attended—he’d been on guard duty that day—but he’d heard about it. Every version was different.

In one account, the ex-guru Addyson had admitted her crimes, had begged to be hung, and had knelt at Simeon’s feet, offering him the rope, so her agony of guilt could finally end, so he could string up the rope, hang her, and be done with her. The crowd had been so worked up by her pleas that they’d stormed the stage and beaten her to death.

In another version of the day, High Prince Daniel had been revealed as the true murderer and was even now locked up in one of the most secure prison cells underneath the headquarters building on Melle, although Ray had never heard anyone he worked with talk about seeing High Prince Daniel there. But those cells were accessed by only a select few, so it was possible Daniel was there. And also possible he was the killer.

Yet another story said that a containment entity, a boy, had jumped up onto the stage, confronted Garrick Simeon—the Garrick Simeon—and that Simeon had trembled with fear at everything the boy said. No one really believed this story, but it had a certain intrigue to it that fascinated even the most loyal of Simeon’s supporters. And everyone loved a juicy story.

The day after the scene at the temple, another guard at headquarters had told Ray that the gvidi in charge of the trial, Mac Pederson, had been seen making off with the disgraced guru Addyson, and the two of them were the real lovers—not Addyson and High Prince Daniel, which is what everyone had thought.

Rumor had it that now Addyson and the Pederson gvidi were plotting to take over everything and every entity in West Hills. When the time was right. Although, when Ray asked him, the guard didn’t know when that right time would be.

In the most popular version of the events of that day, the one that had been adopted as the truth, as the official account, the ex-guru Addyson had admitted her guilt, Simeon himself had arranged her hanging, and the crowd had cheered their approval.

But after the hanging, in fact while Addyson’s corpse was still swaying from the gallows next to the stage, an unrated nonentity had captured the crowd’s attention and convinced many of them that a terrible injustice had been done, and that Simeon was guilty of the murders that Addyson had been hung for.

Simeon had fled and gone into hiding. He was innocent, of course. He was Minister Garrick Simeon, not some two-bit guru like Addyson, with too much ambition and a limited imagination, thinking she had to kill everyone in her path in order to get ahead.

He was the beautiful Garrick Simeon, not some disgruntled unrated nonentity, out to destroy everything good and true.

But the pressure Garrick Simeon was under—that anyone could think he might be guilty of these gruesome deeds—combined with the isolation he’d been forced into, had been too much, and the beloved minister had killed himself in frustration and despair.

Ray suspected this version of the story was utter rot. Not the part about Simeon being guilty of the murders of Kris and Aubrey. That sounded just like something the power-mad minister would do. During his time serving at headquarters, Ray had seen worse things carried out by Simeon—and heard of others.

That Simeon was in hiding was also probably true. No one had seen him for months.

But that Garrick Simeon would be in such despair that he’d kill himself? Simeon would never kill himself. The scheming dwarf was in love with himself.

No, Simeon was alive. The devious creep was probably plotting his triumphant return.

Ray sat on the grass outside the cabin and looked at his surroundings—grass, trees, flowers, sky. He’d left his corporation just in time. He’d fled West Hills at a moment when life was so chaotic that his absence may well have gone unnoticed by headquarters for days, if not weeks.

Ray sat back, leaning against the cabin’s front door, and opened the pamphlet he’d picked up off the street when he’d ventured into West Hills yesterday. He’d gone there to see how things were shaping up, to test out the atmosphere, to see if he still felt as he’d felt the day he left. And to forage for supplies.

Returning to the cabin had been a relief. If anything, Ray now felt more certain of his decision to leave West Hills, to abandon the corporate culture, than he’d felt that day months ago.

And, as Ray read the pamphlet, he grew even more certain that the dwarf minister was alive and well. And plotting and planning.

Plan for a New World. This chilling tract was only the beginning.


Chapter 3

Bettis brushed out his impressive mane of blond hair, admiring himself in the mirror over his dresser as he worked the bristles through the lush, thick locks.

The huge man wasn’t classically attractive—in fact, he’d been called ugly more than once—but the combination of his domineering size, his commanding presence, his startling turquoise eyes, and his extraordinary tresses allowed Bettis to hold sway over almost anyone and over almost any group.

He may have lost his position as chief guru of West Hills after the guru community had been irreparably fractured that tragic day of Addyson’s trial.

He may have lost the only love he’d ever known or ever would know or ever could know—the resplendent, the irreplaceable, the beautiful, beautiful Kris—who’d been murdered by the degenerate pygmy himself.

And he may have nearly lost his own life when the pygmy’s smarmy toady Mac Pederson had stabbed him in the neck that day at meetingtime.

But he had a purpose now that was more powerful, more energized, and more focused than any he’d had before.

“You’re up, then,” Daniel said to Bettis.

Bettis glanced into the mirror and saw Daniel, who was still in bed.

Typical of the man. He’d been so used to being a high prince that staying in bed until eight or nine in the morning didn’t seem like a useless indulgence to him. It seemed like just another day—a day full of grandiose nothing, handfuls of foolish pleasures, and a few meaningless official acts here and there.

But since Trial Day, which had also been the day of the failed attempt on Bettis’s life, Daniel hadn’t dared to go out in public, much less attend to his official duties or indulge in his handfuls of petty pleasures.

Bettis hadn’t gone out, either, but he had different reasons. He was lying low, waiting. He was resting up, getting ready, making sure. When he finally had Garrick Simeon where he wanted him, Bettis needed to be absolutely certain that nothing whatsoever could go wrong.

For that to happen, Bettis needed a storehouse of preparation, plans, alternate plans, and endurance.

There was tremendous advantage to staying hidden. Simeon would think that Bettis was dead. Hell, Bettis himself had thought he was dead. Or close to it.

Daniel may have chosen Bettis’s summerhouse as his hiding place since he’d thought that the dead chief guru would never be using it again, but when Daniel had arrived that day, both he and Bettis had seen the advantages of their teaming up to defeat Simeon.

And Daniel was a very pleasant partner in bed as well. Very flexible, Bettis thought. Although not as flexible as Kris had been. The way she bent back. He sighed as he remembered her.

“Of course I’m up,” Bettis said with a half sneer. “I’ve been up for five hours.” Bettis got out of bed at four or four thirty every day. It was part of the guru training and, besides that, Bettis liked being up when hardly anyone else was. It gave him an edge.

“I almost forgot,” Daniel said as he got out of bed in the most languid manner possible. Probably trying to entice me to come back to bed, Bettis thought as he watched the man’s nicely proportioned form stretch and yawn behind him. But Daniel would have to wait until tonight.

Bettis watched in the mirror as the still-naked Daniel rummaged through the clothing he’d discarded last night, pulling out all the pockets until he found what he was looking for—a crumpled piece of paper.

Daniel came and stood next to Bettis, who was continuing to brush out his hair.

The two men, standing next to each other, looked at not each other but at each other’s reflections. The huge Bettis, dressed in a nonentity’s dark blue pants and plain white collarless shirt, loomed over the naked Daniel, who was a tall man, but next to Bettis, no one would seem tall.

Daniel, though, was the more attractive of the two. His chiseled features and pale blue eyes seemed quite princely, even to Bettis, who cared nothing for princeliness.

Daniel handed the paper to Bettis as the two men continued to look at each other’s reflections. “I’m guessing you haven’t seen this,” Daniel said.

Bettis took the paper from Daniel and opened it. As he looked down, his turquoise eyes seemed to burst into flame.

“If this is a joke, it’s not funny.”

“It’s no joke,” Daniel said. “One of your former acolytes brought it by last night when you were locked up in the study. Then, well, of course”—Daniel looked away from the mirror for a moment—“we were otherwise occupied.”

“You mean we were fucking,” Bettis said.

He had no use for Daniel’s euphemisms. The two of them had been lovers and had lived together at Bettis’s summerhouse for months, yet Daniel, no matter how much he enjoyed the sex they had—and he did—refused to speak directly about it. Bettis considered this one of Daniel’s least desirable traits.

“Which acolyte?” Bettis said. And would the person who brought him this devious tract be informing him? Betraying him? Warning him?

“Aaron,” Daniel said.

“Aaron Price?” Bettis said. He remembered that day outside Emile’s compound, right before Kris’s execution, when Price had touched him—touched him, the chief guru of West Hills. If Bettis remembered that day, then certainly Aaron Price did.

Bettis hadn’t taken his eyes off the paper since Daniel had given it to him. Plan for a New World indeed. By the very cunning, very devious, very alive murderer Garrick Simeon.

And by sending the worthless Aaron Price to deliver the pamphlet to Bettis’s summerhouse, was Simeon saying that he knew the chief guru was also still alive?

“I think so,” Daniel said. “I wasn’t really paying attention.”

That was the story of Daniel’s life—he didn’t pay attention. He probably didn’t know how, Bettis thought. That was the comeuppance of a life of privilege, the kind of life Daniel had had since birth, the only son of one of the post-Collapse era’s most powerful leaders.

Bettis read and reread the tract, ignoring Daniel. That devious, clever, egomaniacal, power-hungry dwarf. Laying out how he was going to save his friends.

Let him try and save himself first.


Chapter 4

These days Declan wasn’t sure if he were happy or fearful. The line between the two had become smeared the moment he’d agreed to testify at Addyson’s trial.

At first he’d been elated. He no longer had to concern himself with the genetic evidence he’d left on Aubrey’s corpse—because someone else was going to be accused of his murder. Someone else was going to be convicted of his murder.

Someone he hardly knew, although he had attended her at her initiation.

And even though Declan had not only not murdered Aubrey but had not even known the Farmdale guru was dead when he’d seen him in the hallway that awful day, he had touched him, and there could be no refuting that.

So when Mac Pederson had come to him and told him what Simeon wanted him to do at the trial, Declan had, without hesitation, agreed.

Yet he hadn’t anticipated how difficult it would be to say the words that Pederson had forced him to memorize, making him repeat them back to him over and over until he had it exactly right, exactly the way the great Garrick Simeon wanted it to be. Wanted him to be.

The great, the all-powerful, the unbearably handsome Garrick Simeon had singled him out. Declan, who’d spent a lifetime avoiding being singled out. Who was a guru, but not even a real guru.

Declan had never had even one acolyte but had spent his entire guru career engaging in ceremonial duties at the temple and serving as special liaison with headquarters, a position that involved little more than attending a meeting or two or having an occasional afternoon snack with a minister.

Although never with Minister Simeon. Declan was too insignificant to have anything to do with the brilliant Garrick Simeon.

And when he’d come onto the stage to testify and had seen Simeon himself there, just above him, right there, Declan had thought that he himself might die before he had a chance to give the responses that he’d memorized.

Simeon was the most beautiful entity Declan had ever seen. His images, although images of a tremendously attractive man, were nothing compared with the actual man himself. Declan had had to stop himself from crying just from seeing the minister’s face so close to him. It was like being in the presence of a god. A very small, extraordinarily beautiful god.

But the more Declan had testified, the less he’d been able to control himself, until finally he was sobbing and no matter what he told himself or how hard he tried, he was unable to stop.

He’d been certain he was going to be incinerated, since despite his having delivered his lines as rehearsed, Simeon had ordered him to the auction block, and there was no one in West Hills—no one on the entire planet—who’d ever bid on Declan.

As he’d waited backstage for the trial to end, manacled to a post in the floor while two enormous guards stood over him, he’d imagined and reimagined his end. That his years of faithful, if innocuous, service would come to this. That his careful memorization of the words that Simeon himself had wanted him to say had created this tragic end.

Yet now he was one of Simeon’s acolytes. If a minister—or ex-minister, since the corporate structure had fallen apart—could have an acolyte. That was how Declan thought of himself anyway. He was Simeon’s acolyte. He did his bidding. He followed his orders. He did whatever Simeon asked of him.

But if he enjoyed it, if he took pleasure in it, or if he was merely doing whatever he knew was necessary to keep from a certain death . . .

“Declan, my love,” Elsa said. She loved calling him that, he knew, because she did it all the time, mocking him. He was no more her love than she was Simeon’s love.

“Come,” she said. “It’s time for the show.”


Chapter 5

Leo had known Xan for over two decades, and in that time Xan hadn’t changed. It wasn’t just that Leo hadn’t noticed any changes, it was that Xan had always been a constant, a reliable, unchanging force of the universe.

He was the same almost magical spirit he’d been when Leo’d first met him. He was the same lithe, light presence. The same mischievous look was always in his expression. And the same profound depths had, if anything, become even more intense during those years.

Xan knew things that couldn’t be known, and yet he was usually right. Leo immediately had come to rely on Xan without hesitation or question. And his judgment was impeccable.

But ever since Xan had first seen Jillean that day at the cabin, something essential in him, about him, around him, emanating from him, had changed. Leo had been greatly concerned at first, especially for Jillean, even though at the time he’d had far greater concerns of his own, since Addyson’s life had been in dire peril.

Jillean was much too young for Xan, no matter how long he said he was willing to wait or how mature she thought she was. Leo was in his forties, and Xan was at least a century older than he was, if not in actual years, than in innumerable other ways. Which would make him immeasurably older than seventeen-year-old Jillean. Naïve, still-unsure, still-wavering Jillean.

Xan had never been in love before. He told Leo this late at night, after the rest of the group—with the exception of Gladys, who regularly walked the shoreline for hours after dark—had gone to sleep.

“I’ve waited my life to meet her,” Xan said to Leo. They were sitting underneath the part of Davis’s bridge that had been completed on the near riverbank.

The two men waited for Gladys to walk by. She had a habitual circuit she’d make, so they knew she wouldn’t be back this way again for another half hour or more. She waved, but didn’t look at them as she went past.

“I waited, Leo. And my waiting was rewarded. I got to your cabin that day with Michael and Chara, and the instant I saw Jillean, I understood that she had—that she was—everything I’d yearned for. And in the turn of fate’s merciless wheel, you had to bring Logan Booth there so she could be captured by his spell.”

“Logan’s no magician, Xan. You’re embellishing. They’re both teen-agers. They both had spent their lives immersed in and believing in the corporate culture They have a common ground that you and she can never have.”

Leo looked away from Xan and out at the moon’s reflective stripe that cut through the river.

“Leo, I see Jillean look at me sometimes and it tears at the very bindings of my soul. I fear I’ll be permanently displaced in time and essence.”

Xan was staring at the ground as he said this and he started absently patting the wet grass in front of him, as though it were his pet and he were comforting it, or as though it were his only solace.

“It’s not what you think, Xan,” Leo said. “I know you. I’ve known you for longer than Jillean’s been alive. She’s so young, she hardly knows herself. And you’ll recover.”

“Our souls have that connection. You more than anyone can understand that, Leo. You have that with Addyson. You had it with her before you’d even met her.”

Leo nodded, then said, “You imagine too much, old friend. I never suspected you were lonely. But now I see I was wrong. I see that I wasn’t paying attention to you. That I accepted too much without examining your meaning. Without seeing underneath.”

“I must redirect her attentions,” Xan said. He looked up. The mischief was gone from his face. He looked almost grim, which shocked Leo, who thought Xan incapable of such reactions.

“But Logan’s a good man,” Leo said. “Well, a boy, really. But his heart and mind are pure. Don’t forget that he walked away from everything he knew, from security and safety, from a delineated, certain life. Unknowing of the future. I have every confidence in him, and so should you.”

“I do, Leo,” Xan said, “although I don’t want to admit it, even to you.” Xan looked at Leo. “Especially to you.”

Gladys walked by again. She’d changed her usual pattern and was wading in the river, which neither Leo nor Xan had seen her do before. And she was ahead of her accustomed schedule.

“Are you all right?” Xan said to her as they caught sight of each other.

“I hope so,” Gladys said. “But changes are coming.”

“There’re always changes,” Leo said. “You should get some sleep.”

“I will,” Gladys said. “Good night.”

She splashed through the shore as she worked her way back to where she and Emile had set up their tent, far away from the rest of the tents at the outpost. No matter what Gladys said or did or how Emile acted, it seemed no one would or wanted to trust him.

“I’m not talking about Logan,” Xan said when Gladys was far enough away that she couldn’t hear him.

“Who, then?” Leo said.

“Leo. Davis has seen it too. We’ve discussed it.”

“Davis tells me everything, and he hasn’t said a word about Jillean.”

“We must do something to stop her, Leo.”

“Is this about Simeon? You read that pamphlet.”

“I did. But it’s not just Simeon who’s the threat to our lives, our freedoms, our hopes and dreams and plans. It’s not Logan who’ll be Jillean’s damnation.”

“What are you talking about, Xan?”

“It’s Bettis.”

“You’re too involved to know what you’re saying.” Leo looked behind him and saw Gladys’s shadow as it moved toward her tent. Saw Emile’s silhouette inside the tent as he waited for her.

“It’s Bettis,” Xan said again. “He’s more dangerous than any of us suspect.”

“Suppose I believe you,” Leo said. “And I agree that Bettis is a powerful force. Angry. Formidable. Charismatic.”

“At least,” Xan said.

“But, Xan, what does this have to do with Jillean? She despises Bettis. He humiliated her in public. Tore away her dignity and destroyed her life. And haven’t you seen the way she looks when even a mention of him is made in her presence?”

“Despises him?” Xan laughed a bitter laugh that Leo had never heard from his friend until he’d brought Logan back from Farmdale with him.

“Quite the opposite, Leo,” Xan said. “She wants Bettis, and she wants him more than she ever wanted me.”

“Xan, it’s time for you to give this up. If you’re meant to be with someone, she’ll appear. The unseen alchemy of love allows for everyone. Even for you. You’ll see. Be patient.”

“I’m the most patient person there is,” Xan said, and Leo couldn’t argue with him. For all he knew, the ageless Xan had been patient enough to wait a millennium for Jillean.

Xan leaned back on the grass and looked up at the full moon. Leo hallucinated that he could see its reflection in Xan’s face.

“My jealousy isn’t at issue here, Leo. Jillean wants Bettis not only more than she ever wanted me, but far more than she wants Logan. Or anyone. Watch her, Leo, and you’ll see that what I’m saying is true.”

“Xan.”

“More than truth itself, Leo, I fear it’s inevitable. I’ve seen it as clearly as I see the moon, as clearly as I see that you and Addyson have a connection that’s unbreakable. As clearly as I see two opposite futures.

“Yet in both of them one thing is a constant: Bettis and Jillean.”


Chapter 6

Louise was the only person Addyson had confided in. She was the only person Addyson knew who had been through it herself.

And despite the fact that Louise had once been a strict corporate gvidi—and, worse, the horrendous Garrick Simeon’s lover—Addyson trusted her. After all, Addyson herself had once been a strict corporate gvidi. And that once was not all that long ago.

She’d been so strict, so obedient, so indoctrinated, in fact, that she’d given up her new life, her new freedoms, and her burgeoning love for Leo and had turned herself in at headquarters, even knowing that reporting to Room 32 was likely her death sentence.

And all Louise had done was fall for the most compelling presence in the corporate culture: Minister Garrick Simeon.

Entities who’d never even seen Simeon in person pledged their lives to him, and he had singled out Louise. Of course she’d given herself over to him. It wasn’t just that her association with him meant protection, corporate advancement, and patronage, it was that the man, despite being a near-dwarf, was irresistible.

Addyson turned over on the fragrant straw mattress. She couldn’t get comfortable. Louise had assured her that this was how it could be and that Addyson had nothing to worry about.

Of course Louise despised Simeon now, since he’d kept Davis’s life a secret from her, and kept Davis apart from her, but also, because of Davis, Addyson knew that Louise probably still felt some love for Simeon. After all, without him Davis wouldn’t exist, and Louise loved her son.

Addyson also loved Davis, who she thought of as almost her son as well, although she herself had no love for Garrick Simeon, who’d tortured and drugged her and had concocted false evidence against her in order to convict her of murdering not just her beloved guru Aubrey but also Kris, who had preceded Addyson as the Severn gvidi.

Kris—who Addyson had never known, but she suspected that she too had loved Davis, who’d been with Severns when Kris was their gvidi.

But no matter how attractive Simeon might objectively be—and if there were such a thing as objective beauty, Simeon’s visage was the prototype for it—he’d always seem repulsive to Addyson.

She twisted her upper body, then turned around again. There was no comfortable position.

Where was Leo? He’d read and reread that damnable pamphlet, then shoved it into his pocket and walked out of their tent over an hour ago, saying he had to talk with Xan. But he hadn’t yet returned.

She was going to have to tell him soon. Tonight, maybe.

Even Gladys had guessed, and she was stopping by regularly now on her way back from her nightly walk. Although she hadn’t come by this evening, and Addyson had seen her shadow move across the tent as Gladys climbed up the hill to where she and Emile were living.

But Emile . . . As much as Addyson liked Gladys, she couldn’t bring herself to like Emile. She barely tolerated him and couldn’t think of trusting him.

He proved himself reliable and dependable with all the projects he was involved in at the unrated outpost, but Addyson had developed a deep distrust of all gurus, and there was still something very gurulike about Emile, even though he hadn’t worn the guru saffron since he’d given up his robes at Leo’s.

But Emile’s motives weren’t clear. He’d left his compound, his possessions, and the guru community because he was afraid for his life, not because he’d rejected the corporate culture. His own scheming had gotten him caught between Bettis and Simeon, the two most powerful, most ambitious men in not just West Hills but in the entire post-Collapse society.

The giant Bettis and the dwarf Simeon both despised Emile for what he’d done—or hadn’t done—and Addyson wouldn’t’ve been surprised if they both wanted him dead.

Addyson turned back around, turned again, kicked the covers off, pushed her silver hair back off her forehead, then, exasperated, sat up.

She heard someone outside the tent. “Leo?”

She wanted him back here now. Could he and Xan really have that much to talk about that it would take all night? All of the very night she’d planned to finally tell Leo?

A hand moved the tent flap aside.

“No, it’s me,” said Chara. “Are you okay? Should I get Leo for you?”

“I’m fine,” Addyson said. She sighed and leaned forward. “What’re you doing out so late?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” Chara said. “The pamphlet, you know.” She shivered in disgust. “I thought I’d join Gladys on her walk, but I guess she came back earlier than usual.”

“I saw her,” Addyson said.

“She’s an amazing woman,” Chara said. “But how or why she stays with Emile . . .”

“I know,” Addyson said. “I keep hoping they’ll move on, even though that’s unfair of me. Or that he will. But she’s told me that she loves him.” Addyson shrugged.

“Have you told Leo yet?” Chara said. She smiled. “You lucky dog.”

“Does everyone know?” Addyson said. She looked down at herself, but she wasn’t showing. How did anyone know?

“Except for Leo,” Chara said. “Better tell him soon before someone else does.”

“Tell me what?” said Leo, who pulled the tent flap wide open and ducked his tall frame under Chara’s arm as he sat down on the mattress next to Addyson.

“See you,” Chara said. She winked at Addyson, then released the canvas and walked back toward the tent she and Michael shared. They were Addyson and Leo’s neighbors.

“I was waiting for the right time,” Addyson said. “But there’s so much going on.”

Leo edged up next to Addyson, their hips and upper arms touching. He reached out across her.

“When?” Leo said.

“Well, right now,” Addyson said, smiling. She felt giddy and thought she might start laughing. She’d been keeping this a secret for too long, but she wanted to make sure everything was all right.

“Doesn’t it usually take a few months?” Leo said with a straight face.

“What do you mean?” Addyson said.

“Having a baby,” Leo said. His straight face had exploded into his wide-open smile.

“You knew?” Addyson said as Leo leaned across to kiss her, but the kiss was short-lived as both of them were unable to contain themselves. And even Gladys and Emile, in their tent nearly a half mile away, might have been able to hear the couple’s joyous laughter.


Chapter 7

Maricela Weeks could not believe how much had changed in the last few months. She was a madam. She hadn’t gotten her hands dirty—which is how she sometimes thought of it—in years. And hadn’t intended to do that ever again.

Yet here she was, in her own fabulous club, in the sapphire room, dressed in a see-through short black lace peignoir, minus panties, servicing the aging guru Tussac.

If he were still a guru. If anyone were still a guru. He still dressed in the saffron robes, though, as few others dared to, since most gurus were hated. Yet Tussac seemed to have somehow avoided that problem.

Two of Maricela’s best girls had left right after Trial Day. The most distracting day in history, the day that Maricela’d been intending to solidify her relationship with Garrick Simeon. The day she’d been planning to mark on her mental calendar, and maybe even in her secret diary as well, as Day One of a brilliant new era in her life.

An era where, as Simeon had promised her, she’d become a minister in the new government, the one that Simeon was going to head up after he took over.

An era where she’d no longer have to be a madam, listening to the complaints of her patrons, listening to the shrieks of real and feigned pleasure, listening to the lies and pleadings and excuses and weaselly cajolings for just another half hour or I’ll be able to pay you next week or You told me that Giselle would be available now.

Or, worse, the threats. I can close you down. You’re still here only because I choose to look the other way. One word from me and you’ll be out of business.

Instead of that anticipated happy future of the Simeon-led era, she was down five girls—she’d had to send three of them away, including the very skillful Giselle—down twenty patrons or more, and often servicing the corridor’s ex-gurus, nervous ministers, and disgraced princes herself.

Like Tussac, these entities all seemed to have plenty of assets, although she’d had to lower her prices. Business wasn’t what it had been.

But Maricela had survived worse times, and she’d survive this. And come out ahead. This was just a brief stopover on her way to real power, the kind of power she’d only dreamed about before.

The kind of power she’d always been attracted to, had always craved, which had been the driving force behind her opening the club. Because the club had been—and still was—a magnet to the real power, and she’d sensed that getting close to it would be the first step in getting some for herself.

She looked over at the nightstand to reassure herself that she hadn’t just imagined it. But there was the pamphlet that Tussac had brought with him, asking her if she’d seen this. Asking her what she knew.

He’d tossed it onto the nightstand as he pulled off his robes, acting like he didn’t care that much. But he did care. How could he not?

Plan for a New World. That sly fucking midget.

Well, he might’ve been a midget, but he had the cock of a stallion and the face of an Adonis. In fact, he could pose for portraits of Adonis and make his living doing just that, Maricela was sure.

There was no more beautiful-looking entity—man, woman, or child—anywhere. There may never have been.

Tussac stroked Maricela’s thigh, and she looked down and saw that the old man was erect . . . again. Surprising. Although he did know what he was doing, and of all the entities she’d been servicing, Tussac was the most satisfying by far. And the most generous.

“This proves he didn’t kill himself,” Maricela said, leaning across Tussac, brushing the black lace across his mouth as she reached toward the nightstand and tapped a fingernail against the tract.

Tussac opened his mouth and captured her nipple in it, sucking on it, running his tongue around it, and soaking the black lace in the process.

Maricela groaned in appreciation. She did appreciate it. Many of her clients never touched her there—too much trouble—and one woman had been so jealous of her breasts that Maricela’d been ordered to cover them up so the client wouldn’t have to feel inferior to her. That was the last woman Maricela had been with. She sent them all to Bree now.

“It doesn’t prove anything,” Tussac said as he continued to suckle Maricela.

“You mean he may have written it before,” Maricela said.

“I mean it’s too bad you used to be just the madam here,” Tussac said as he put his hand under the peignoir and did something so unexpected with Maricela’s sex that she thought it was possible she might have an orgasm tonight.

“A total waste of your talents,” Tussac said as he pulled up the black lace peignoir and helped himself to the service he’d come to the club for.


Chapter 8

“Stop it,” Garrick Simeon said.

Elsa dropped the checked apron she was about to put on and it puddled at her feet.

She was a slow study, Garrick thought. But she did eventually catch on. She’d been at this godforsaken shack with him for three weeks before she’d figured out that when he issued an order, he didn’t mean that it should be carried out eventually. Or ten minutes from now. He meant now. Do it now.

Eventually was how failures operated. They delayed, they worked slowly, they hesitated, they couldn’t make decisions. Simeon had seen this type of behavior in several of his fellow ministers and in practically all of the high princes he knew. Like that fuck Daniel, who he’d done so much for. He’d done more against him, though. He’d deserved it.

He’d definitely been in with Aubrey on something, although Simeon had never found out what. And now it didn’t matter, because Aubrey, who’d been one of the biggest threats to Simeon’s grand plan, was very very dead.

Before he’d gone into exile, Simeon never would’ve guessed that he’d get tired of having sex, but that’s what had happened.

Maybe not exactly what had happened. It was more that no one could please him anymore. He needed someone new, someone different, someone who wasn’t the artfully skillful Elsa or the overeager Cliff or the sniveling Declan.

Mac and Deidre didn’t count, since they weren’t really interested in Simeon, no matter how much they pretended to be. Their interest was in each other, and that had never been more evident than the night right after the disastrous trial.

He’d gone with them to Deidre’s dilapidated, falling-apart hovel, where they still were, and Simeon had been subjected to the couple’s noises through the thin wall.

No matter how many times Deidre told Simeon how marvelous he was, how sexy, how huge, he could tell that what she really meant was You may be gorgeous, you may have the world’s most impressive cock, but Mac has the body of a man, not of a deformed reject.

She didn’t have to say it. He could see it by the way she looked up at the very tall, very stately, very perfectly formed physique of Mac Pederson.

It made him want to kill Mac, and maybe Deidre too, since, apart from her obvious preference for the lowly corporate gvidi, she was a very mediocre performer in bed.

Although she was a better performer of other tasks, especially those involving stealth, since she’d been a surveillance operative years ago, before that son of a bitch Michael Silva had exposed her and ruined her career.

Michael Silva was someone else who’d have to be dealt with eventually. His reports back to headquarters—back to Simeon himself, actually, although Silva had never known that Simeon was issuing his orders—on his last assignments had been utter fabrications, and Garrick had seen right away that he wouldn’t be able to depend on Silva to supply the sort of evidence he wanted at the trial.

And since he’d seen the self-serving, disloyal surveillance operative the day of the trial, he’d put Silva on his short list of those who had to be eliminated. Who would be eliminated.

“Can I get you anything?” Elsa said.

“Get me out of this fucking hole,” Simeon said.

“That’s your decision, Garrick,” Elsa said.

She was the only one who had the nerve to call him by his first name. No one else would dare. No one other than Kris ever had dared. Not even Louise, the mother of his child.

“Did you distribute the second round of pamphlets?” he said to Elsa, who’d been a mere server in a café when he’d first encountered her. Unaffiliated with any corporation and sleeping on the floor of the café’s kitchen at night. She hadn’t even had an address.

Although Simeon himself didn’t have an address at present. He had this fucking shack instead. And Deidre was so bloody pleased with it, with herself, and with the fact that she’d been able to offer Simeon refuge while his plans percolated.

Maybe he’d get rid of her too, although he had a job for her right now, and there was no one else he could rely on to carry it out as well as she could.

“Did you?” he said to Elsa, who still hadn’t answered him.

“I was in Farmdale all day,” she said, “doing as you asked. Of course I distributed the second round of pamphlets, Garrick. I always do what you ask.”

The woman sounded mean, almost venomous, Simeon thought, and suddenly his sexual urge, which he was certain had disappeared, rose up again, thrumming through his veins, reminding him of who he was and what he wanted.

He stood up and started pulling Elsa out of the hut with him. He might’ve been half her size, but he was twice as strong, and his grip on her wrist was like iron. He’d pulled her out the door, but then pulled her back in, picked up the apron, and dragged her back out again.

He’d take her to that spot in the woods he liked so much. The place she hated, which made him like it even more.

Maybe he’d strangle her with the apron strings. He could picture the scene perfectly, almost like it was a vision, although it wasn’t.

“Garrick, slow down,” Elsa said as she stumbled behind him, further infuriating and also arousing him.

He pulled harder and walked faster. The second round of pamphlets had been distributed. When the third round was distributed, his grand plan would be put into operation.

“My shoulder,” Elsa said, whining as she tried to wriggle out of his strong grasp.

Simeon hoped he could dislocate her shoulder, which would be exquisitely painful. Elsa deserved no less, although she did need her arms in order to do her tasks. He reminded himself to be practical.

When they got to the place he favored, Simeon whirled around and pushed Elsa down onto the ground, undid his fly, and mounted her.

She turned her face away from him and he grabbed her chin and turned it so she was looking at him.

Ah, that was better.

She had repositioned her hips, accommodating his deepest thrusts, and she was staring at him now with the same look that everyone got when they saw the beautiful Garrick Simeon—a look of awe, admiration, astonishment, gratitude, worship . . . and fear.


Chapter 9

“Don’t you love this?” Verna said.

She was holding up the second pamphlet she’d gotten. This one was even better than the first had been, and the first was so precious that she wouldn’t let anyone touch it. Not even Catrina, who she was sure felt the same way she did. Although why anyone wouldn’t feel that way . . .

Catrina nodded her reply, but she was too busy reading the pamphlet to look up at the Dunning undersecretary.

The two of them were in the Dunning conference room, and Catrina was sitting in what had been their gvidi’s seat, before the abject loser had wisely fled West Hills. With luck, they’d never see him again.

The new order would have no place for anyone like Ray Dunning, a corporate entity who’d been so obedient, so unimaginative, so blind, that he hadn’t been able to sense the inevitable, see that change was coming, and recognize the only possible choice—the only glorious choice—to lead every entity to a higher plane, to a greater place, and to a grander destiny.

Verna, the Dunning undersecretary, hadn’t seen it coming. But it wasn’t just Ray’s inadequacies she hadn’t anticipated—Verna hadn’t really seen any of it coming.

The day of the trial, though, it had all became clear. Instantly. It was like she’d been asleep for her entire thirty-two years and had been shaken out of her slumber by a combination thunderstorm, earthquake, and volcanic eruption. Followed by a tidal wave.

It had started at meetingtime when the chief guru Bettis had been exposed as the ignominious disgrace he was. The astounding gvidi who’d been fearless enough to murder the guru right then, right at the moment when action was called for, was forever a hero to Verna. And now, because of the pamphlet, she knew his name: Mac Pederson.

“We should build a shrine to Mac Pederson too,” said Catrina. She looked up from her reading. It was her tenth time perusing Plan for a New World. She’d told Verna she was keeping count. Catrina liked keeping records.

Verna was happy that loads of copies of this second pamphlet were circulating. Although she cherished the first pamphlet and felt privileged and honored to be one of the few entities who possessed a copy, she knew that more people had to see this, had to read it, had to understand the truth, had to be ready.

“Yes,” Verna said. “Mac Pederson is the bravest entity of the old order.”

“Wasn’t he the prosecutor at the trial?” Catrina said.

“Yes,” Verna said.

And what a magnificent job he’d done. Presenting all the evidence so that everyone could see just how guilty not only the murderer Addyson was, but how the entire guru class was guilty of destroying the lives of every entity, of taking power that wasn’t theirs to take, of destroying everything.

Verna had been toward the back of the crowd at the temple that day, but she could still clearly see Addyson’s body swinging from the gallows after they’d hanged her. Verna was tall enough to see over almost everyone.

Well, at least Verna could see the image of it. She hadn’t been close enough to the stage to actually see it. But that’s what had happened. Everyone said so.

“When’s our gvidi coming back?” Catrina asked.

No matter how many times Verna had told her, Catrina, although nearly seventeen years old, sometimes didn’t seem to have a full grasp of what was going on.

“Ray isn’t coming back,” Verna said. “Do you think I’d let you sit in his chair if I thought he’d return?”

“But . . .” Catrina said. She wound her long blond ponytail around her fist.

“But what?” Verna said.

It was just the two of them now at Dunnings. Fred had died in the crush of the stampeding mob outside headquarters two weeks after the trial, the day the rations had been cut, the week after Ray had fled.

Verna had ordered Fred to stay home, but the twelve-year-old had snuck out anyway. He’d told Catrina he had to see what was happening. He loved crowds and scenes, and there hadn’t been any since the trial, which he’d enjoyed and took great pleasure in recounting, reliving, and reenacting.

Several entities had been killed in the crush of the mob after the trial as well, but all the Dunnings had escaped that fate. Yet Fred hadn’t been able to extricate himself from the mass trampling that day on Melle.

One less person to feed, Verna thought. Maybe that was better. Although Fred had been as ardent a supporter of Garrick Simeon as any of them. Maybe more so. He’d built the shrine that they’d started praying to the evening after the trial, the very shrine that Ray had commanded them to remove from Dunnings.

As if they ever would. The shrine was even better decorated and arranged now than it had been originally.

“We give our allegiance to you,” Verna, Fred, and Catrina had been saying to the beautiful image of the even more beautiful Garrick Simeon that night when Ray had returned from his job at the guardhouse outside the headquarters building on Melle.

“What the fucking hell are you doing?” Ray had said, interrupting their rapture.

“What does it look like we’re doing?” Verna had said. She’d gotten up off her knees and given Ray her hardest, coldest stare. How fucking dare he barge in on this most sacred moment?

“It looks like you’re worshipping Minister Simeon,” he’d said. His arms were folded across his chest and he had that look on his face he got sometimes, a look that was meant to intimidate but that hadn’t worked on Verna for years.

“I am your loyal friend and steadfast supporter,” Catrina, whose back was turned to Ray, had said to the shrine. She was so involved in her prayers that she probably hadn’t even heard Ray and Verna’s conversation, taking place merely two feet away from her.

After that night, Ray had threatened all the Dunnings with various punishments and sanctions, repeatedly ordering them to take down the shrine, stop praying to Simeon, or face the consequences, but the three of them had ignored him, and Ray—of course—had been powerless to do anything about it.

When something is true and good and right, it can’t be stopped.


Chapter 10

Michael and Chara often made love in the early morning. They thought of this as their time of day, before anyone else at the outpost was up, before there was noise and movement and activity all around them.

Before reality took over from the beautiful fantasy they were able to create for themselves during these moments when their passions and hopes and dreams had the clarity and power to supersede everything else.

This morning, though, they were lying on their mat, talking. Chara’s fiery red hair was falling across her neck, and Michael was playing with one of the strands.

“He’s alive, isn’t he?” Chara said.

“You can bet on it,” Michael said.

“And Mac’s with him,” Chara said, no longer asking.

“And Deidre,” Michael said. “I saw her at the trial. Although I hate calling it a trial. At the fucking spectacle.”

“I still worry that she saw you.”

“She might have,” Michael said. “But there’s no more reason to worry about her having seen me than there is to worry about anything else. I keep telling you, Chara, there’s no reason to worry. Period.”

“There’s every reason to worry,” Chara said, sighing. “You just refuse to worry. I can’t do that.”

“Try,” Michael said. “It’s easy.”

“He’s getting ready to take over,” Chara said. She massaged her shoulder, which was what she did when she was especially distraught.

“He is ready,” Michael said. “He’s been ready all along. Since before that gruesome day I saw him at Aubrey’s.”

Michael closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head, but no image eradication technique yet invented was capable of expunging those still-shocking memories. Simeon and his hired unrateds hacking up Neil’s corpse as though they were playing a game at a fun fair. The look of concentrated glee on all their faces. And, worse, the look of ecstatic transcendence on the corpse’s face.

“Simeon’s been ready for years, I’m guessing. To think that I was working for him all that time and didn’t realize it. Lieutenant Michael Silva, reporting to headquarters. Hah. Some spy I am. Was.”

“How could you have known?” Chara moved closer to Michael. Maybe they wouldn’t spend the early-morning hours just talking.

“There were a thousand signs, a hundred thousand signs. Clues. Indications. Hints. Signals. All over the place. I wasn’t paying attention. I was too busy weighing the possibilities of each assignment, seeing how I could come out ahead. It never occurred to me that I was doing something specific, something that had an overall design behind it. That my assignments were connected or that they could be connected.”

“Well, I had no idea that Mac was meeting with Deidre, that she was his lover, that they were plotting to overthrow the corporate structure. And I lived with him. I was his undersecretary. I just thought he was going away on business trips. That he was doing his corporate duty. That he was an ordinary, by-the-book, strict gvidi. A businessman. An obedient corporate entity.”

“Well, he was an ordinary gvidi. Turned out to be a good cover for his other activities.”

Chara threw her leg over Michael’s thigh and he held on to it, stroking her near her cleft.

“At least he never . . .”

Chara silenced him with a kiss. Mac had never touched her, although she would have had to let him had he wanted to. He’d been her gvidi. She was a mere undersecretary. Servicing the gvidi in any and every way was one of her duties. I serve my gvidi without thought for myself.

Although not any longer. Not now that she was free from the corporate culture, free from the stultifying atmosphere of West Hills. Free from meetingtime, from reciting the corporate liturgy, from living a life of obedient purposelessness.

Michael moved closer to Chara and started kissing her in that place behind her ear that drove her wild. She put her arms around him and pulled his body up against hers.

“I still can’t believe you just walked away that day,” Michael said between kisses.

“I don’t know what I would have done if you and Xan hadn’t been there. Or if you hadn’t seen me.”

“Xan saw you first. The guy has the most extraordinary eyesight. Among other things.”

“But Jillean chose Logan.” Chara sighed as Michael caressed her back and hip
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