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If the real world had been laid out as Omala Grover had designed her virtual one, it would be as beautiful in the day as it was at night. One wouldn’t need to wait for the cover of darkness for the wastes to be blighted out.  Every light of the Oakland hills would glow from clean energy, not serve as another blip on a grid measuring mankind’s slow and steady fall into destruction.

She breathed deep, reminding herself that she shouldn’t linger out on the balcony too long. Today had been the third air quality advisory day in a row. The pollution wouldn’t do much damage during a few minutes, but a few minutes had come and gone already.

The goddess grant her prayers that GAIA continued to reverse this downward slide.

“Ma’am, she’s asking for you.”

Omala sealed off her prayer with a bow to the invisible forces that held the world together, knowing their concerns wouldn’t be with her tonight, leaving her fate to the good humor of bad mortals. She swept back into the flat, holding up the bottom hem of her silver sari and sliding the balcony door closed behind her.

“Is she already in bed?”

Asla Duncan, a woman with silvering hair and diminishing features, smiled, even as her eyes went to the floor. “In the most technical sense.”

“Did she say anything more about the gala?” The nanny tried to balance deference to the woman who paid her salary and the tenderness she felt for her young charge. “Maybe she’s asking for you so she can apologize?”

No, that wouldn’t be the reason. Omala could guarantee that. Her eleven-year-old daughter had inherited many of her mother's flattering traits: a tact for high-level logic, a deep empathy for the less fortunate, an inventive spirit that always saw her designing her own bots or coding the type of projects Omala hadn’t learned how to do until college. Only time and the experience it allowed could be credited for the mother remaining her daughter’s superior when it came to coding, but how much longer would that be true? Even now, Cindira could hack into systems that challenged Plaxis’s best hackers. Once Omala felt Cindira was ready to understand why its knowledge needed to be kept from her father, she’d open up the child's eyes to the full breadth of Purusha+, then she too could code vreal worlds to compete with this one.

Even the cleanest river carried silt, however. Yes, Cindira was a genius, but she was also inherently naïve about how ugly people could be. She trusted without justification, convinced of everyone’s better nature. The girl faltered when challenged at school. Cindira’s intellect dwarfed those of her classmates, yet hardly one knew. She was private, self-motivated, reserved. Some people took advantage of that. If you didn't use own your voice, others would speak for you.
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“Asla says you asked for me.” Omala aimed for indifference. After the dramatics at the dinner table earlier, she couldn’t allow any positive feedback without cause.

Cindira didn’t lift her gaze. She sat up in bed, her back to the headboard and blankets pulled up to her chin. A smaller, slightly lighter-skinned version of Omala at that age. “I wanted to say I was sorry.”

“Were...” Omala’s right eyebrow arched. “Or are?”

“Are. I mean, am,” the child said, a tiny tick in the corner of her mouth. “It was wrong of me to disagree with you.”

The child knew regret, but still couldn’t muster reason. Omala uncrossed her arms and settled herself on the edge of her daughter’s bed. “Listen to me well: I will never punish you over a disagreement. Is that why you think you were sent to your room?”

“No, it was because I wanted to go to the gala.”
Omala’s fingers traced the curve of Cindira’s chin, tilting up big green eyes to meet her own. “It would thrill me to have you beside me while the world celebrated GAIA tonight. It and you are the two things in the world I am most proud of. But I do not want you at the gala for reasons that have very little to do with your behavior.”

The consternation returned in the form of a pouty lip. “It’s because Johanna will be there, isn't it?”

If only adult truths could be as simple as a child’s understanding. Still, Omala had decided that she would not be the type of parent who lied in a misguided attempt to protect her child's feelings. One did no favors to the knife by keeping it dull.

“It's not the only reason, but yes, she will be.”

“I hate when she's around,” the young one admitted. “I hate her, and I hate Cade and Kaylie too.”

“Cade and Kaylie are children, pyaari beti.”

Cindira sat up and wove her arms over her chest. “They keep reminding me that they’re turning sixteen next week.” 

“In the ways that really matter, they are children still.” Omala ran a hand over her daughter’s cheek. “Don’t hate them. They have not had the good fortune you have to tell right from wrong.”

Cindira’s tiny voice asked, “And Johanna?”

Truth didn't require cruelty. “She is still your father’s wife, as well as a mother. Treat her with respect, until such time as she demands less.”

“Miss Grover.”

Omala turned back over her shoulder to find Asla lingering in the doorway. 

“The driver from Plaxis is waiting for you downstairs.”

She nodded in acknowledgment and went about tucking Cindira down back into her blankets. “Go to sleep, my dove. Tomorrow we’ll try running the new simulation you were working on this afternoon. Oh, what is...”

A bump at the base of the bed shifted. Suddenly, the little girl’s eyes narrowed, then her weary eyes grew mischievous.

Even the strongest wall could fall from the power of a child’s smile. Omala pinched her daughter's chin and grinned. “I think you have bed bugs.”

“No, not bed bugs!” Cindira threw back the covers, pushing a hand down and curling her body to reach the squirming being hidden below. “Bed mice!”

To anyone else, the wee, wiggling creature scuttling in the palm of Cindira’s upstretched hand may appear to be just that: a white mouse. In fact, Laporte was not a mouse at all. The fact that her daughter treated the artifact of eight years of research and millions of dollars of investor funds, as nothing more than a plaything should upset her. It didn’t. What did was how Cindira anthropomorphized the botic. She knew the child had had a hard time trusting the humans in her life; too many had let her down at a very young age. Omala didn't want her daughter turning to replicated AI and near-sentient beings as a substitute. When the time came for Cindira to learn the truth, her sympathies and connections needed to be very much anchored in the real world.

“Laporte, why are you hiding in my daughter’s bed?”

The faux mouse sat back on its haunches, cleaning itself. Her programming of unconscious rituals into the rodent’s protocols was so realistic, it was sometimes easy to forget the device wasn’t actually alive. 

“My apologies, madam, but Cindira put me down there and made me promise not to make any noise.”

Omala held out her hand. The mouse scrambled on without being told. “You’re supposed to be charging.” 

“I was charging, madam,” the device assured in a chipper British tone. “Cindira only claimed me a few minutes ago.”

At the mention of her name, the child threw her hands up in supplication. “Please, please, please! Let Laporte stay with me. If you’re not going to let me come to the ball, I’ll be mad with jealousy the whole time not knowing what I’m missing. He can distract me.”

“First, it’s not a ball, it’s a gala. And secondly, he is an it. No matter how many stories it tells or games you play with it, Laporte is not a toy, and he has work to do with me tonight. Now, it is time for you to go to sleep. I’ll be home late, so don’t try to wait up for me.”

“I never wait up. I have far too many dreams to waste time awake.”

Even when Omala tried to be the straight guy, Cindira could force her to smile. “I hear there might be rain tomorrow. Perhaps the air will clear long enough for us to walk down by the piers in the morning.”

The mouse, still on all fours on Omala’s hand, twitched its nose. “I’m pleased to confirm that there’s an 80% chance of showers between the hours of seven and ten in the morning. Air quality is projected to be tolerable until approximately twelve-thirty. A walk before that time would be lovely.”

Omala raised the mouse to eye level. “Say goodnight to Cindira, Laporte.”

“Goodnight, Miss Grover. Pleasant dreams.”
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the botic

AS OMALA SLIPPED INTO the back of the towncar, the botic wiggled in the fold of her sash. 

“Trouble, Laporte?”

“Some concerning activity inside GAIA, madam,” the mouse said. 

The botic had a dual purpose. In the real world, it served as a device which kept Omala’s calendar, screened her comques, and served as a virtual assistant. Laporte’s primary purpose, however, was to monitor activity inside GAIA. Laporte could be inside the virtual reality platform observing, directly or indirectly, while simultaneously outside it in a physical manifestation. Like a saint, she had thought when she first contemplated his design. It can intercede on behalf of humanity and have the ear of God in Heaven.

Not that Omala considered herself a god, but in a very real way, she was a creator trying to save its people from the consequences of their actions.

“Precisely what concerns you?”

The robotic mouse stilled as it surveyed the live stream of reports from Plaxis’s servers. “A dramatic uptick in users coming online. New accounts. New players.”

The tiny curl of anxiety in her stomach loosened. “Rex told me this morning they’d be creating a few hundred temporary accounts for the gala. He wants dignitaries and journalists to see GAIA from the inside.”

The mouse squared this new information provided by its maker against its own data. “That scenario does not necessarily conflict with the observed activity, madam. Only, the new accounts aren’t deploying into GAIA.”

Odd, but still not unexplainable. “Perhaps he’s letting the guest accounts design their own avatars instead of using one of the stock profiles. Giving them the authentic experience. In that case, they'd need to go into sandboxing first.”

“Isn’t that a huge expenditure of time and resources for a temporary account, madam?”

She looked out the window as the car rolled past a woman standing on the corner, dressed in one of the leather monstrosity getups today’s young people clamored to get their hands on. Never mind that beef and consequently, leather production, was so prohibitive now a single jacket could cost more than a month’s wages. 

“Never underestimate the vanity of men, or how seeing yourself represented as an idealized version can result in very favorable PR.”

“Then I am satisfied with the proposed resolution to the report. Shall I update you if I detect any further anomalies?”

“Yes, of course.”

The mouse twitched its nose and made its way back into the folds of the white sash with gold trimming draped across Omala’s chest. 

“Oh, and Laporte?”

It paused, turning its black eyes up to her. “Yes?”

“Do try to stay out of sight once we reach the gala. Most people won’t understand you’re a botic
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