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  Chapter 1


  Michael


  Sometimes I wondered what God was thinking. Last night, just after midnight, a meteorite fell from the sky and destroyed the Dome of the Rock. It hit with surgical precision-nothing else was affected. Even part of the Wailing Wall still stood. People were calling it the Passover Miracle…or mistake, depending on which side you were on.


  I used to know God pretty well, and frankly, this seemed out of character.


  But maybe He has changed. It'd been a long time since I stood at God's right hand. Three and a half years, in fact, since I'd held that exalted state. Although I guess I hadn't exactly stopped being Heaven's Prince, since no one else had assumed the title in my absence, it's kind of hard to be God's number one defender when you've been struggling to stay on Earth, and stay sane.


  Lately I'd been feeling pretty normal, almost human, you might say. I had been invited to Second Seder at Rebeckah's kibbutz in the Glass City—a big step for me.


  It meant seeing Deidre again, and our daughter, Amariah.


  Deidre looked great tonight. She'd gone all out, dressing in a slinky black sheath. I had a hard time keeping my eyes off her; she, on the other hand, looked everywhere except at me.


  Amariah, at least, seemed pleased to see me. She'd rushed into my arms and hugged me, calling me Papa and rattling at me about all the things she'd done in preschool today like we were still close and hadn't been separated. She looked precious in a black velvet dress with a matching bow on top of a pile of blond, unruly curls.


  Rebeckah, our hostess, played matchmaker with the seating assignments. So I got put next to Deidre. Fine with me, of course, but Deidre's jaw kept clenching, like she was struggling to hold something back—something, by the looks of it, that I wouldn't want to hear.


  "How have you been?" I asked, despite the obvious signs that she didn't want to talk.


  Dee looked around the room instead of answering. I followed her gaze. We had gathered in an old American Legion hall. Armored fabric was draped along the south wall. At the edges, veins of Medusa crystals leaked out like deadly spiderwebs. I cringed every time Amariah romped near it, but everyone looked after her and kept her from touching the glass.


  I had to remind myself that it was as safe as anywhere in the kibbutz. The whole place had been rescued from the Medusa; this room, at least, had three walls that were untouched by the glass. Cheap dark paneling covered the rest of the room, and the place still smelled faintly of Friday-night fish fries and dust. Yarn art and paint-by-numbers pictures added a perversely homey touch, despite the concrete floors and water-stained acoustic tiles on the ceiling.


  When Dee didn't answer, I added, "I start a job on Monday. It's just delivery. Part-time. But I think it's a good start."


  Her eyes flicked over to me for the briefest of moments. "A good start at what?"


  "You know, making a living. Maybe I can move out of the halfway house and get a real apartment of my own, and—"


  "Michael," she said, talking to the doth napkin she folded and unfolded in her lap. "You know you're kidding yourself, right? You're an archangel. You don't belong here."


  My eyes sought out Amariah. She was making her way back to the table dragging a sock monkey by the toe, apparently her newest favorite toy. I couldn't be certain, of course. I rarely saw her, except on occasions like this. "Are you saying you don't want me around?"


  "No, it's not like that." Dee's voice was softer than I expected, giving me hope.


  "I'm making a real effort here, Dee," I said. "I want to be a good father to Amariah."


  "I know," she said, finally looking at me with those soft blue eyes. "But coming back changed you."


  "I'm getting better."


  Her mouth opened to say something when Amariah bounced into the seat between us. "Is it time for the Four Questions? I love that part."


  She would. As the youngest, she got to ask all the questions. I wondered whom Rebeckah would consider the oldest. Technically, I was—at least in spirit. In flesh, I was younger than Amariah.


  Rebeckah coughed lightly, signaling that we should begin. Rebeckah was an ex-Israeli career soldier and ex-LINK terrorist. Her flattop was still as precise as the sharp lines of her broad shoulders and the cuffs of her cotton shirtsleeves. After we recited the traditional questions and answers, the room erupted, as everyone had questions of their own.


  "How could it not be a sign?" Rebeckah asked, her voice straining to be heard over all the others. She leaned into the table, her body tight with tension. "The only thing that's been standing in our way was that mosque."


  She didn't have to say it for us to hear it …" that damn mosque is what she meant. Rebeckah wasn't the first person to think that the destruction of the Dome of the Rock would mean progress for the Jewish cause. People tended to forget that the Muslims were God's people, too.


  I pushed my spoon around in the clear liquid of the matzo-ball soup. "God wouldn't dance while Her people were crying."


  The room fell quiet. Even Amariah, who was only a little over four years old, stopped playing with her napkin to stare at me with wide eyes. Nobody was happy when I spoke of God. Some probably remembered my days in the wilderness when I would rant about God on the street corner. Others knew the truth about my origins. Both scenarios, I imagined, inspired extreme discomfort.


  I cleared my throat, and quoted, "'When the Egyptians were drowning in the Red Sea, the angels in heaven wanted to sing praises to God for rescuing the Jewish people. But God silenced them, saying, "My children are drowning in the sea and you want to sing before Me?"'"


  Others started nodding, remembering the Midrash.


  "Michael's right. There's more war now than there was before," agreed Deidre quietly. Unlike Rebeckah, Deidre's blond curls always seemed to be in desperate need of a haircut. Personally, I found it sexy and inviting—kind of like an unmade bed. "I don't know all this stuff, but isn't the Messianic Age supposed to be one of peace?"


  "Good point," said Tom. Tom was a Wiccan visiting from Seattle. Black and thin, he wore his hair trimmed close to his scalp. A silver Ahnk rested against his black shirt, and blue and green Celtic knots circled his biceps. "We still need a messiah. Where's the Lion of Israel in all this?"


  "Is Elijah coming tonight?" Amariah asked. She had been very disappointed when he didn't come last night at First Seder. "Will he be there this time?"


  "Elijah doesn't really come. That's just part of the ceremony," Deidre said, repeating the mantra from last night. Amariah looked crestfallen.


  "I want Elijah to come. I've never met him."


  Some people around the table laughed. I sipped my soup. "I pray for Elijah to come, but not in my lifetime, isn't that right?" Wolf asked. His hair was white, like snow, and silver pupils reflected the overhead fluorescent lights. Wolf was a Gorgon. He'd been born inside the Glass City, and the Medusa had mutated his genetic makeup in utero. He was converting to Judaism. He had perfect pitch and wanted to be a cantor.


  "That's right," said Rebeckah, but there was something of Amariah's disappointment on her face.


  "Maybe we should try to get the ceremony right, and, if all the Jews in the world do a perfect Seder, maybe the messiah will come," said Jane. Jane was Tom's wife, though they couldn't have been more opposite. As white as he was black and older by at least a decade, she had the eyes and bodytype of an owl.


  Thus chided, we picked up our booklets and went back to the ceremony. Rebeckah began to read the next section. I knew the Seder by heart, so I watched her, smiling as she changed the words to be more gender-inclusive. God would like that, I thought. Then I noticed someone standing behind Rebeckah. I hadn't seen him come in. In fact, it was as though he materialized out of thin air. He appeared to be Israeli, in his middle forties, with more salt than pepper in his hair.


  And he had wings.


  Brown and striped like a hawk's, they spread out behind him, nearly touching the ceiling.


  I blinked. I looked at the others around the table. Their noses pressed into the books, they seemed oblivious to a second archangel in their midst.


  Don't frighten them, Michael. I have come for you. Voices, like a chorus of a thousand tongues all speaking at once in a million languages, echoed in my head. It took a second to parse the meaning. But, like hearing the voice of an old friend, I suddenly recognized the archangel Raphael.


  "Excuse me for a minute," I whispered to Deidre, and jerked my head in the direction of the bathroom. She nodded, but, like everyone else around the table, she stayed focused on the readings. I wondered if I was hallucinating Raphael's appearance. Standing up, I walked past the buffet table toward the door to the outside. The archangel shook his head, as if to say he wouldn't follow me. I gave him a steely stare. I was, after all, his former commander. Then, without seeing if he would follow, I stepped into the evening drizzle.


  The kibbutz stood at the very edge of the glass, just over the line on the "wrong" side. Calling it glass was really a misnomer, but it glittered on the asphalt in the misty rain like a jewel and laced the chain-link fence like ice.


  The Medusa bomb was the greatest technological achievement in the last war—a combination of nanotechnology and biowarfare. An aerosolizing device released billions of viral nanobots whose programmed task was to consume complex molecules and excrete silicon. One big flash glassed most of the Bronx-human, animal, and mineral. That was supposed to be the end of it, but, like any good virus, the Medusa mutated and became resistant to its internal command to stop.


  The only thing the Medusa couldn't digest and transform was that which had already started as silicone. So windows and other glass had remained intact after the blast. Using this knowledge, the kibbutz had set up barriers of crushed glass around the buildings they occupied. Of course, the Medusa would eventually make its way through the soil, under the barriers, but it slowed the progress. At least until another mutation occurred.


  I stood on the sidewalk, much of which was still concrete, and waited. Raphael finally came out and sat on the top step of the stoop. His wings were too large to fold neatly behind him, so Raphael flapped them around, trying to find a comfortable position. Finally he gave up and let them sprawl across the steps. His left wing's primary feathers scrunched up against the metal handrail I leaned on. I resisted the urge to pluck one of them.


  "What were you doing in there?" I asked him. "Wearing your wings out in the open like that. What if someone had noticed you?"


  "No more screwing around, Michael. Mother wants you home," Raphael said, rubbing his arms for warmth.


  "Mother?" I repeated. "Of anyone, She should understand why I can't leave. I'm a father myself. I have responsibilities, a daughter to raise."


  Raphael gave me a skeptical look. "You've been here long enough. Maybe even too long."


  I ran my fingers over the firm edge of a feather close to me. Enough? I didn't think so. Not nearly. My daughter was only four. I wanted to see her through to college, maybe even to the grave.


  Plus, I had some things to work out. Deidre and I didn't live together anymore, and I intended to change that.


  I couldn't really blame her for leaving me. I'd been such a mess at the time that I hadn't even noticed she was gone. When I returned to the place we'd been staying—a cheap one-room apartment in Harlem—she'd taken all her things and left. Amariah hadn't been born yet; Dee was eight months pregnant. I think, with the baby so close, she got desperate for safety. And I'd been anything but stable back then.


  But lately I'd been feeling grounded. My sense of self was greater in the last few weeks than it had ever been. These days I knew the difference between myself and others, myself and God. I'd stopped my midnight ramblings down Skid Row; I'd started bathing regularly, shaving, clipping my toenails—taking care of this body I usually forgot about.


  I'd even moved out of the shelter and into a halfway house. I was starting that job on Monday. I'd been getting really serious about making a go at playing the part of a mortal. I thought that if Deidre could see me trying, she'd let me back in. Then the three of us could be a proper family. I didn't want to miss anything more than what I already had of Amariah's life, or Dee's, for that matter. There was no way I was going back to Heaven. Wild angels couldn't drag me away.


  "No," I told Raphael, flicking his feather. "Things are just starting to be good."


  He fluffed his wing away from me. Rain brought out the darkness in his hair. "Michael, do you realize what you're saying?"


  "Yes, I'm saying go away. I'm starting to make things work here, Rafe. True, it's been hard. There's just so many decisions to make. …I mean, free will is thick here, like smog. But I think I'm finally on track."


  Free will was such a nightmare. In Heaven there had been no choices, only the will of God. Here? Sometimes the smorgasbord of decisions stymied me into complete inaction. Just choosing which tie to wear to Seder tonight had taken me an hour. I had no skills, no practice at judging what was good and right, since previously God had predetermined my whole existence.


  Raphael frowned at me. "On track? What could be more on track than being with God?"


  Raising a baby,” I thought but couldn't quite say. Being a good partner, maybe even a good husband: these things I craved more than God's grace. I wanted to tell Raphael about it, but I could see the fierce glory in his eyes. He had just come from Her, and I could feel Her heat, like the sun, pouring from Raphael.


  "I don't know," I mumbled in acquiescence, dropping my eyes so he couldn't see the lies written there.


  "Then come home, my prince," he said.


  ¨Home? I hardly remembered Heaven anymore. As my connection to Earth got stronger, my memories of God faded. Heaven, I knew, was not a place, per se. It was a complete merging with God's consciousness. Once, that idea of oneness seemed ideal; now…now it scared me. Lose my identity? Surrender all that I had become to a higher mind? It sounded like death, and I'd just started to live.


  Home meant Amariah and Deidre now, not God.


  But how could I tell an archangel that?


  Hazy moonlight glittered on the crystallized rooftop of the house across the street. The gentle drizzle made the sharp edges glitter like diamonds.


  "But why now?" I asked. "Is it because of the meteorite?"


  "Something like that," Raphael said. He looked over my shoulder suddenly, as if seeing something. I turned, but saw only a darkened street. When I turned back to him, Raphael held out a hand for me to take…as if he wanted me to go with him, right now, right this instant.


  "Come," he said.


  "Uh," I said, stalling. "I should really say good-bye."


  "There's no time for that," Raphael insisted. When he reached for me I moved away, nearly stumbling over the glass barrier inches from my feet.


  "Why the hurry?" I demanded. "Surely I'm allowed some time to explain this to my daughter? I can't just leave without saying good-bye. It'd kill her." It'd kill me.


  "Shit," Raphael said, looking down the street again.


  This time when I followed his gaze, I saw something. A cloaked figure wobbled slowly down the middle of the glass-covered street. His body was bent as if with extreme age, and he leaned heavily on a walking stick. I would have dismissed him for a Gorgon, except that most of them never lived to see the age of six, much less sixty.


  Then I heard the metallic click of a scabbard releasing a sword.


  I was turning to ask Raphael why an archangel would be so threatened by an old man when I felt the razor edge of steel against my throat. Flames of glory tickled my skin.


  "You should have come with me when I asked," Raphael hissed into my ear, his arms encircling my shoulders in a tight grip. He pulled me closer to him and away from the door. "Now just don't get in the way."


  The old man had reached the barrier. I could see his features more clearly. He looked familiar, like a rabbi I'd met once long ago on the road to somewhere. The moonlight seemed to surround him and pulsate. I kept trying to remember his name, but couldn't.


  He walked past us: two angels on the doorstep, like he was used to flaming swords and hawk wings. When he reached the top step, he raised his hand to knock. Just then the door flew open. Amariah stood there, her eyes wide with surprise.


  "Elijah!" she squealed happily.


  "Amariah McMannus!" Elijah returned. "Just the person I've been searching for."


  "I'm sorry, Michael," Raphael whispered into my ear, but he didn't loosen his grip on me or his sword. "I'm so sorry."


  Elijah, it was said, searched the world for the messiah. He had come here, to Rebeckah's Seder, and found my daughter. With the messiah found, the Messianic Age could begin. Peace and love and an end to wars.


  The only problem was that if he tried to take my daughter away, I intended to kill him.


  [image: ]


  DOME OF THE ROCK DESTROYED


  Agnostic Press (April 2083)


  Jerusalem, Israel—Just as many families had settled down for Passover dinner in Jerusalem, a meteor struck the Dome of the Rock. Amateur astronomers sighted the meteor when it entered the atmosphere at 7:00 P.M. UTC/GMT +2 (11:00 A.M. EST).


  The impact did not damage the "Wailing Wall," which is part of the western wall just below and surrounding the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa mosque. Though the impact could be heard throughout Jerusalem, it disturbed very little of the surrounding residential areas. "Just a few tiles were knocked off my roof," said Abraham Goldstein, a resident in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City. "That was all."


  A flurry of speculation on the nature of the meteorite appeared on a rogue scientist virtual mailing list immediately. An astrophysicist who asked not to be identified said that she believed that the meteorite may have been a fragment of cometary halo ice, most of which burned off during entry or vaporized on impact. She said that would account for the shallowness of the impact crater and lack of significant debris.


  Though all of the Dome of the Rock and much of al-Aqsa mosque were destroyed, less than a dozen meteor-related injuries have been reported. The Dome of the Rock is a shrine for pilgrims, but was closed for the evening when the meteorite hit. Even though security guards normally patrol the Dome, due to a freak coincidence, no one was inside the mosque when the meteorite hit. "I went down the hill for a smoke," admitted Idris Quasim, who was on duty yesterday evening. "I'd had a bad day. I hadn't smoked in years…but now I'm glad I did. If I hadn't left my post, I'd be dead." When asked if he thought God had spared his life, Quasim replied, "I don't know. Why would Allah spare my life but destroy the Dome of the Rock?"


  Al-Aqsa mosque, which is a functioning mosque for prayers, was also miraculously empty.


  


  Chapter 2


  Mouse


  Almsgiving is a major tenet of Islam. It's also a kick in the pants of the highest order. Nothing is as cool as skimming off a couple of hundred thousand from some multinational corporation and handing it out to random strangers. Or writing a harmless little virus that makes credit counters "forget" to send a surcharge back to the bank after each purchase. Oh, sure, technically I'm supposed to give away my own money, but whatever. I'm sure Allah gets the spirit of what I'm doing here.


  Especially since I could probably steal enough money to live like an emir, if only my AI would let me. You see, he's a better Muslim than I, by far, and stealing is the kind of thing that gets your hands chopped off. He'd hate to see that happen to me. He's very protective. In fact, he's so protective that the last time he protected me from myself, I ended up in jail. Now every time I think I've found a hidey-hole for some major credits, my AI finds it and wipes me clean, or worse, sends my hard-stolen money off to some charity. Better to just give it away myself and cut out the middleman.


  I lift my fingers from the keyboard and stretch my arms over my head. The basement has no windows, and smells faintly of Thistle's red worm compost. The floor is concrete and perpetually slimy, but Sparkles, our cat, is curled next to my thigh purring happily. I stroke her back and she snaps at me—half in play, half serious. She's old, and doesn't much like to be touched. I feel old and cranky too. My shoulders ache, and as I roll them I can feel a tightness along the inner part of my elbow. If I keep this hand-hacking up, I'm going to develop carpal tunnel syndrome-a condition once common to geeks like me, but now virtually unheard of since the development of the LINK.


  The LINK-aye, there's the rub. I'm a complete disconnect these days. I've been off-line for three years, maybe more. My nexus was fried after I did some serious time in Sing-Sing for a tiny little felony fraud charge. People are so sensitive when you fabricate a presidential candidate and try to convince the world that you're God with a worldwide, LINK-induced hallucination. Sheesh.


  I really should still be in prison, but, well, an opportunity for escape presented itself, and who was I to say no? But the instant the authorities wised up to the fact that I'd left that fine establishment without permission, they sent a meltdown command and nuked my system. I'm damaged goods now. Not even the best brain surgeon in the world could repair the mess of melted microwires in my brain.


  Which wouldn't suck so damn much, if the LINK didn't make the world spin. It's pretty straightforward, really. Eighty percent of the population is LINKed in some way. When most of the world wants a baguette, they LINK their order to their favorite patisserie. Me, I've got to break into the bakery to steal the day-old stuff. I couldn't even pay for it if I wanted to, since all commerce is electronic. It's not like there's a coin of the realm any more—very few coins at all, only electrons. I can't carry electrons in my pocket in any kind of meaningful way.


  Of course, there's still barter: I give you the T-shirt I scored at the last rave and you give me some bread. That's how I keep myself fed. Plus, I've got this evening gig washing dishes at a posh restaurant. I do their shit work, and they feed me scraps.


  It's a great way to live.


  But it beats prison, so I shouldn't complain. Plus, there are still some phreaks around who think that living like a caveman is pure. So I'm keeping it real by renting here with some serious code-heads in Paris.


  Sparkles yawns and digs a claw into my jeans. Above me I can hear floorboards squeak as someone moves around in the kitchen. It's probably Chas. He's our resident den mother and loves to cook. I fantasize I can smell his famous curry pot pie over the odor of dirt.


  Chas is also our token American. He likes to pretend he's Indian because his great-grandma moved from New Delhi to take an engineering position at Cal-Tech a zillion years ago. But the guy wears white shoes and puts far too much sugar in his espresso to be anything other than a full-blooded American. I hear him hop a couple of steps down into the basement. From the top of the stairs, Chas's shoes gleam in the darkness like two round, soft eyeballs. His white shirt is equally as reflective as his shaved head. "You want me to save you some grub, Mouse?"


  "If you're making pot pie."


  "I am," he says. Taking that for a yes, he heads back up the stairs.


  We've all got gray in our hair, either figurative or literal, even Sparkles. I'm the youngest of this bunch, and I'm pushing thirty-five. No actual gray yet, but if I keep living this way, it won't be long.


  Anyway, you've got to hang with the geriatric crowd if you want to hard-line. The kiddies just don't have the tools—and I mean screwdrivers, soldering guns…serious tools. For the youngsters it's the LINK, all flash and dazzle, proprietary software that can put on a good show.


  Okay, yeah, a little of this is sour grapes. I mean, I don't have the luxury of anything more than black screen and white text anymore, but I'll have you know I cut my teeth on binary. I broke the stranglehold of the LINK by inventing mouse.net when I was fourteen. A precocious little bastard, I, but also desperate. But I learned what made the LINK tick. Which is the only reason I can still claim the title of wire wizard when my brain is a scrap heap.


  See, the house is great and all, but the prime charm of this real estate is the fact that it's next-door neighbor to the main Paris LINK node. The nodes are the hardware of the LINK. The infrastructure. The equipment that acts as traffic control between ten billion people's brains and an orbiting ring of satellites. Nodes are supercomputers that have been buried underground. Some of them span acres. And ever since the Hassidic terrorists started targeting the hardware of the nodes themselves, the main terminals are usually heavily guarded. What the LINK Gestapo doesn't know is that we built an access panel in the basement.


  "Oh," shouts Chas from upstairs. "Say hi to Page for me."


  Oh, crap. I'd forgotten. My Page program had stopped by to "chat." It's been minutes since I last sent a keystroke—for an AI that's an eternity.


  I wonder if he's still there. I quickly scan our previous conversation, then type: What do you make of the Dome of the Rock?


  I hear someone is building a temple there, he replies.


  You mean the virtual space, right? In one of its peacekeeping moves, the UN set aside part of Jerusalem's node to be "international" ground, an empty space where no one was allowed to develop LINK property in the name of keeping peace in real time. Like most attempts to stabilize the region around Israel, it failed. There had been several attempts to hijack the space in the past, but the most recent lockout is by far the most successful. Or was, if someone's gotten through.


  Oh, yes, that's what I meant. Temple Rock. I went there to pray after I heard about the meteor and discovered it closed.


  You went to Temple Rock to pray? I'm surprised at you, Page. That's kind of political. I thought I raised you better than that.


  The screen is blank for several seconds. I've pissed him off. Well, I'm sorry. Mecca is by far the more important site in Islam, and if people would just remember that, things could be a lot calmer generally. Going to Temple Rock to pray is a political act, especially right now, and twice so for Page. People watch everything he does.


  I heard there's a cult forming around you. I type, allowing him to change the subject. They say you're some kind of dying and rising god. What's up with that?


  I swear, I leave my Page without supervision for a year, and he goes off and gets stuck in the head of some Japanese polka diva who overdoses. She croaks, and my guy escapes just in time to divert an international incident. Suddenly people worship him.


  I didn't start it.


  I didn't say you did, I type.


  Never tease a computer program, no matter how officially sentient. They just don't get it.


  I wish I could change things, his words appear. I feel I failed. My time in Siberia was not enough punishment.


  Merciful Allah. Two things baffle me about my creation. First is his absolutely foreign sense of altruism. Believe me, his penchant for being kind to everyone he meets is not something he inherited from me. I wouldn't even know how to write code that nice. The other is his guilt. After the diva's death, Page turned himself in and volunteered to serve time in a Siberian auto plant cut off from the LINK. Now he thinks he hasn't done enough. I swear, if you sneeze this guy thinks he's responsible.


  I think it's kind of cool, I continue. I mean, when we started they didn't even recognize you as human. Now you're becoming a god.


  There is no God but Allah, and Mohammad is His prophet.


  Oh, yeah, did I mention he's a much better Muslim than I am?


  So I'm guessing you disapprove, I key in.


  I'm always surprised how patient Page is with my typing. I mean, his processors whiz at a gagillion times the speed of thought, and my all-time best is eighty-two words a minute not counting typos.


  This time, however, it takes his answer more than a second to appear on the screen. He might just be elsewhere, pissed…or just multitasking. I'm only a little envious.


  I'm trying to block their petition for cult status, but the Commission hearings are probably going to go ahead. The Senate votes today.


  He's talking about the U.S. Senate. For some reason, the U.S. is still a major player—despite the fact that they got their asses glassed in the last war, losing parts of New York, Los Angeles, DC, and Chicago. Still, the truth is, if the U.S. Commission on Established Religions granted the Cult of Page a temporary license to practice in America, other countries will follow their lead, like sheep to shears. It's a documented fact.


  Personally, I think it's because Americans are still such Puritans. If you can pass muster as a religion in the U.S., everybody else's laws are like limp spaghetti in comparison. Nobody's as strict as America when it comes to religion. Well, with the possible exception of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, but that's only because the muttawa follow people around to make sure they're being good Muslims. By contrast, in America they have laws that apply to every flavor of every religion you can think of and probably six more you've never even heard of.


  You're going to have some hassle, I type. Maizombies have already gotten status. Technically all they're asking for is an extension to include the worship of you as an official sect.


  The Americans granted cult status to the Acolytes of Mai, as they were officially called—Maizombies to the rest of us—six months ago. Admittedly, having read their charter, I find some of the zombies' tenets are closer to my personal belief system than most religions I've come across. They formed around Mai, the now-dead diva, who in life had been a sexy Japanese cello player in a polka thrash band who was pretty hot. Other than worshiping Mai as the second incarnation of the Buddha, they believe in sex, drugs, and music with a serious backbeat.


  I'd convert, except I can't abide the zombies' tendency to drop out of society and the LINK. I already ain't got the LINK, but they've got this romantic vision of life on the streets which I personally find downright blasphemous. Sorry, but having a roof over my head is something I thank Allah for every damn day.


  Anyway, the zombies started worshiping Page after he killed their idol, Mai. It seems kind of twisted to me, but it's the truth. Page tried to make an escape from Mai's head when she was stoned, and he accidentally killed her. Most people would make you into Judas for that, but my guy gets out of it on account of the fact that he pulled a little technological miracle out of his ass during the riot that followed the LINK broadcast of Mai's death-the "love bomb."


  For an hour, he made the whole LINKed world feel nothing but peace, happiness, and love for one another.


  Real hippie-dippy.


  Grosses me out. More, because he corrupted my own LINK-angel code—the stuff I'd used in my personal bid for world domination—to make this love-fest happen.


  Seriously, Page, I say. You could be a god by this time tomorrow.


  :P


  Briefly, I'm embarrassed that I'd coded the knowledge of ASCII art into Page's brain.


  Technically, he corrects, Mai would still be god; I'd just be their messiah.


  I laugh out loud, startling Sparkles. Sparkles gives me a cold look, then tucks her nose beneath her tail.


  Are the zombies going to at least pick a cooler name than Cult of Page? I ask.


  Yes. They're calling themselves The Sect of the Risen AI.


  Excellent, I finish typing, even though two letters into it, my screen notifies me that Page is logged off. Page forgets to say good-bye a lot. He probably figures he's given me some visual clue, like a wave. I'd be hurt, but I used to be the same damn way. I couldn't blame my creation for acting the way I'd programmed him.


  "You done, Mouse?"


  I look up to see Thistle sitting on the basement steps. Her hair is a new color, I think—blue with green ends, spiky, but kind of round, like the flower of her namesake. I'm not sure what her original color is.


  Thistle wears a bulky brown sweater that disguises her reedy, boyish body, but lucky for me, she's chosen formfitting green tights to complete the ensemble, so at least I get a peek at her shapely calves.


  "Stop lusting, Mouse, luv. I want a crack at the hard line."


  "Go play somewhere else, girlfriend. I've got it for another two hours."


  She laughs. "Yeah, two hours ago. Hand it over, Mouse. You know the house rules. Anyway, don't you have a job to go to?"


  I hate not having a LINK receptor. For one thing, hardly anyone makes clocks or watches anymore. I never have any clue how much time has passed.


  "Don't forget about our lessons tonight," she adds. "It's time to pay up!"


  "Already?" I've been teaching my roommates about mouse.net in lieu of rent. I can't think of that now. I've got to go. "Fuck," I say, letting the keyboard drop. Sparkles arches her back in a stretch and leaps up to follow me as I rush upstairs to get dressed for work.


  Damn Page anyway. Monique is such a bitch when I'm late. I probably won't get to eat tonight, if she makes me work through the dinner break. I take the stairs two at a time. Trying to make up for lost time, I trip over Sparkles and nearly end up on my ass.


  Craptastic.
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  "TEMPLE ROCK" HIJACKED


  UN Treaty Violated


  Agnostic Press (April 2083)


  Jerusalem, Israel—In the hours following the meteor shower that destroyed the Dome of the Rock, Muslims from around the world have been gathering to pray at the LINK-space that corresponds to the former site of the real-time mosque. When avatars arrived today for morning prayers, they discovered the virtual doors barred.


  A cybersquatter has hacked an illegal claim on the virtual space, blocking all visitors to the site. In 2072, the United Nations declared the LINK real estate that represents Temple Mount/Dome of the Rock to be an international site, open to people of all religious beliefs. The declaration provided that no one country, community, or individual could own the space, and no interface would ever be designed for it. Though a completely blank space, the site routinely receives several hundred visitors a day.


  Temple Rock, as it is sometimes affectionately referred to by users, has never before been attacked with success. Though devoid of any construction, many people of all denominations consider the site itself holy. Even the Malachim Nikamah, a radical Jewish terrorist group responsible for several physical attacks on LINK nodes, refused to violate Temple Rock. "[The site] represents the potential Temple," said one former Malachim currently serving time in prison. "To destroy it would be like denying the future of the Jewish people."


  "It was a place of peace," said Khadijah Jaber, a Muslim, and a frequent visitor. "The silence allowed you to surrender completely to the will of Allah." Christian visitors agreed, saying that the emptiness facilitated a closer communion with God for them. However, when an avatar approaches the site today, they are confronted with the image of a closed door and a sign that reads: NO ADMITTANCE. TEMPLE UNDER CONSTRUCTION.


  Though already in violation of the no-interface ordinance, the last line of the message has many visitors particularly worried. "It says a temple, not Temple Rock," said Janet Nystrom, a New Right Christian. "Makes me think someone is building the Third Temple."


  Many people are already making comparisons between the meteor shower and the heavenly fire. The construction of a virtual temple is adding fuel to the religious fervor. "If the Temple were to be virtually constructed," said one visitor, "it'd be f**king prophetic, man. Very apocalypse right now, you know what I mean?"


  Several gatherers have defied the no-image laws and have left LINK posts proclaiming: The end is near.


  


  Chapter 3


  Rebeckah


  Oy fucking vay.


  My Pesach had gone to hell in a handbasket. Elijah stood in the doorway of my kibbutz. Or it was an amazing coincidence that just when we expected the prophet, a rain-soaked Orthodox Jew had appeared.


  Although I didn't believe in coincidences, I couldn't quite believe this was the Elijah, either.


  My faith was a hard thing to quantify. I'd been trained by years of active duty not to trust anything, not even what I saw. Who knew when an innocent might actually be a bomb-carrying threat? So the fact that this man looked very much like I would have imagined Elijah meant little to me. I cataloged what I saw, trying to draw clues out of any little detail.


  The man stood no more than five-foot-seven, and was stooped a little from old age. He leaned heavily on a plain, dark-wood walking stick. Of slim build, he probably weighed a hundred and eighty. His clothes marked him as ultra-Orthodox and Hasidic, though I couldn't immediately identify the subsect. On his head was a wide-brimmed black hat over wisps of thinning white hair and blaylocks, and he wore a long jacket and pants of the same somber hue. Only a bit of white showed at his collar.


  I'd guess his age to be between mid-sixties and early seventies. I might have thought older, but his smile was youthful. Deep-set eyes surrounded by soft wrinkles watched me with an intelligence that made me suspicious, wary.


  "Are you going to invite me in, Rebeckah?"


  I hadn't felt a ping. If the old man had tapped my identity from the LINK, I hadn't noticed it. Because of our somewhat precarious position with the U.S. government, I had a ton of security watchdogs on my personal system. It was a skillful hacker who could ID me without my sensing it.


  "Do I know you?"


  "You set a place for me at the table, but you do not know who I am?"


  "I know who you are," piped up Amariah, Deidre's daughter.


  "Yes," said the old man. "And I know who you are."


  The entire kibbutz was holding its breath wondering what I would do. I thought really hard about saying, "No, you can't come in"—but Amariah was already leading the old man to the place we'd set for Elijah. So I just gave him a curt nod. What else could I do? I was useless in the kinds of situations that called for anything more than a fist or a gun. The stranger made his way to the table, leaning heavily on a walking stick, really playing up the whole wandering-Jew look.


  "At every house, the same! I get the worst wine," the old man said, sniffing the Mogen David.


  "I like it," Amariah said defensively.


  So did I, but I wasn't about to start carrying on about favorite childhood memories with a perfect stranger. "Who are you? What do you want?"


  "You know who I am. You know why I'm here."


  Last night a rock fell out of the sky and returned control of Temple Mount to Israel. Jews everywhere were talking about return, about signs from God, about how the messiah must be right around the corner.


  Or, as it turns out, at my Seder.


  But I wasn't booking my tickets to Jerusalem just yet.


  Sure, the world was teetering close to the apocalypse, but, really, it had been for most of my life. Not long ago people had thought angels lived on the LINK and wanted us to vote for a presidential candidate that didn't even exist. False prophets were everywhere. You couldn't trust, not even when the sky opened up and rained fire on the one thing standing in the way of the Messianic Age. Not even when Elijah sat at your table, making faces at the wine.


  But not everyone was as cautious as me, and it didn't help that Michael took that moment to burst in the door.


  "Elijah!" he shouted, his black curls wet and his eyes wild. "Stay away from my daughter."


  A second stranger, this one in his thirties and dressed in an Israeli uniform, stumbled in after Michael and put his hand on Michael's arm as if to hold him back.


  The room erupted in a gasp, as though Michael's easy acceptance of the prophet made him more real. "Elijah," someone whispered. It was repeated through the room: "Elijah."


  I raised my hands to quiet everyone and to hopefully imply that we shouldn't jump to conclusions; we didn't know the man's identity for certain yet. The last thing I needed was for the entire kibbutz to fall for this charlatan.


  Deidre stood up, looking nervously between Michael and Amariah.


  "Don't let him take Amariah!" Michael shouted. He started as if to run to Deidre and Amariah, but his companion put an arm on his shoulder, stopping him.


  "Don't do anything crazy, Michael," the other man said.


  The stranger couldn't have aimed a more perfect sucker punch. You could almost hear the entire room take in a hiss of breath. Everyone knew Michael had a history of mental illness. I wanted to say something—something to defuse the situation—but the whole thing was spiraling out of control. I needed to compartmentalize things again, and make them orderly. I decided to start with a quick assessment.


  "What's going on?" I demanded. "Michael, what makes you think this man is here to take Amariah?"


  "God wanted me out of the way. What else could it be?"


  God help him if he didn't sound crazier than ever. Deidre, I noticed, blushed. She looked away, like she didn't know what to think. I wasn't sure either, but even so, there was no point taking chances…If Michael thought the stranger might run off with Amariah then I had to accept that as a possibility. I knelt down beside Amariah and held out my hands as if I wanted to pick her up. "Come here, child," I said.


  Amariah hesitated only a second before letting me pick her up. I was not good with children, but I had baby-sat for Deidre a couple of times. Anyway, I had a commanding voice, and Amariah knew enough to do as she was told. She was getting heavy, but I rested her weight against my hip. She curled a hand around my neck and whispered in my ear, "What's going on, tante?"


  "We don't know yet."


  Michael came to stand beside me. He was tall, over six feet, and he'd dressed up for Pesach, donning a suit, tie, and yarmulke. I imagined many people found him handsome. He had a classic square jaw and serious gray eyes. Even though he looked Italian to me, his Hebrew was flawless, and he knew the Haggadah by heart. I appreciated that about him—he had a lot of respect for our ways. And he used to be a cop. I understood that part best. It made us kin.


  Though I held her tightly, Michael hovered protectively behind Amariah and I. His friend, the one who'd come in with him, looked on warily. Though he was dressed like an Israeli soldier, I figured him for some kind of counselor or psychiatrist, the way he watched over Michael.


  The man claiming to be Elijah stood up. Michael's friend stepped behind the old man like a guardian angel and exchanged dark glances with Michael. I didn't like being between those two at all. There was a tension in the air. Amariah must have sensed it too, as she twisted her fingers around the back of my neck.


  "Maybe you should go," I told the old man.


  "You would throw me out? After I've spent so long searching for this little one?"


  "Messiah," I heard someone whisper, and then in Hebrew; "Moshiach."


  All eyes turned to Amariah. She was picking her nose and thinking very intently about wiping it on my shirt.


  I dug out a handkerchief from my pocket and handed it to her.


  "She's a child, and she isn't even Jewish," I told the old man. "You've come to the wrong house."


  "She's the one I'm looking for," insisted the supposed prophet. He continued to watch the child. His eyes seemed kind rather than predatory. Still, I didn't like him.


  "A four-year-old will lead Israel to victory?" I said, looking at Amariah, who seemed content to inspect her fingers. "She's not a great warrior, or judge, or political leader. None of the things the moshiach is supposed to be."


  "There's time," the old man said. "If she gets the proper teaching and training, who knows? Don't we all have the capability of being moshiach?"


  It was true. Many Jews believed that the moshiach would be a normal human being and that in every generation there is born someone who has the potential to be our anointed one.


  Deidre got up to stand beside Michael. "So what if you've found your messiah? What happens next?"


  "The old man shrugged. "She should go to Israel and learn to be a Jew."


  "Israel? No one in their right mind would go to Israel right now. I have a job, an apartment …" Deidre said, smoothing down an errant lock of the girl's hair. "And anyway, Amariah was baptized Catholic."


  "What?" Michael looked shocked, as if he hadn't known. His voice dropped as he added, "I thought we talked about that."


  I said to the old man, "You see? You're mistaken. Why don't you go now?"


  To my surprise he struggled to his feet. "So eager to have me go, eh, Rebeckah? Why, I wonder? Is it because you sense the fate that awaits you in this new age?"


  I handed Amariah over to Deidre, who took her gratefully. Then I gave the old man my arm to lean on. "What fate is that, old man?"


  "Some believe I'm only the first herald."


  Herald? That sounded Christian. Not something I would expect from an Orthodox Jew, much less Elijah, but I said nothing. I brought him closer to the door. We stopped in front of it.


  "Your road will be hard," was all he said.


  "Okay," I said, not knowing what to make of all this talk about me. Hadn't he said he was here for Amariah? "Good-bye."


  I opened the door, and Elijah stepped through.


  And disappeared.


  In front of my eyes, he melted into thin air. No, that wasn't right. He melted into the two men who now stood at my door instead. It was like someone had turned off the holo-feed on Elijah and turned on the one of the new visitors. I liked the look of these men even less. Dressed in black, they looked imposing. On the left breast of each of their jackets was the symbol of the world pierced by a wooden cross, with the scales of justice balanced on the cross's arms.


  "Inquisitors." And Lutheran, by the dour expression on their faces. I sent out a warning on the kibbutz's private band: Inquisitors.


  "Are you Rebeckah Klein?"


  "I am," I said. Behind me I could hear chairs turning over as people scrambled to find escape routes.


  "We need to speak with you." The way he said it, it was clear I had no choice in the matter.


  Oy fucking vay was right.
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  ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE SPEAKS AT SENATE HEARING


  Page: "I'm No Messiah"


  Washington Post (April 2083)


  Washington, DC—Speaking through voice recognition, the artificial intelligence known as Page attended a closed, real-time hearing of the U.S. Commission on Established Religions (CER). The hearing is a continuance of the argument for granting a temporary license to practice to a splinter group of the Acolytes of the Second Buddha (known more commonly by the derogatory term "Maizombies") who want to deify Page. The group is calling itself the Sect of the Risen AI.


  The AI Page spoke against the sect, stating that his own religious beliefs were in opposition to the role of messiah. "I am a Muslim," Page said. "I'm a servant of Allah, not a Buddhist god."


  Akira Sasaki, the sect member appointed to the official role of defender of the faith, reminded the committee members that Jesus considered himself a Jew when he became the leader of a brand-new religion. "Some could even make the argument that Jesus resisted the role of Messiah," Sasaki continued. "Just as Page does now."


  When asked whether or not Page's role in Mai's death affected the conviction of the sect, Sasaki said, "Page honorably assisted the Buddha in her transition to a new life."


  However, the sect faces bigger problems than a reluctant messiah. The sect's parent group, the Acolytes, received their license to practice only three years ago. Though a recent poll shows that the number of Acolyte practitioners has reached the requisite 100,000 members, they have not yet petitioned to change their status from cult to new religion. When asked about the delay in filing, High Priestess Kyoko Watanabe listed this schism as the reason for her delay. It is generally the precedent that the CER recognizes only splinter groups from established religions, not cults. Watanabe went on to say, "I won't file until we settle this nonsense. Page is not a prophet. Not a god. Those who believe so are blasphemers."


  Head of the Commission Pastor-Senator Joan White said that, while the Acolytes' delay in filing is troubling, the newness of any given splinter within a movement cannot be the only factor to consider when recognizing a person's right to practice. "Groups this young schism all the time, but that doesn't make them any less valid. Wiccan groups hive off without having to go through this process. Thus, we have to review the depth of conviction of the believers, as well as their creed," said White. "More important, the Maizombies are gaining popularity hand over fist. Even if we wanted to, the Commission can't stop a movement this strong."


  Other commission members disagree that the CER should be involved at all. "This whole thing is a joke," said Commission member Shaman-Representative Richard Talltree. "I don't know why the commission is wasting its time on this non-issue. The purpose of CER is to make sure no one is starving in the street because they don't have access to the LINK. We recognized the Acolytes already. The sect has access to the LINK through their parent organization. We shouldn't be involved in legitimizing various aspects of someone else's belief system."


  Page is expected to attend the hearings throughout the week.


  

  Chapter 4


  Page


  The Paris node is old and riddled with holes worn by time and widened by wire wizards. In my virtual view, the place smells of neglect and decay. Darkness surrounds me in this cramped and ancient space. Like standing under a colander, tiny pinpricks of light shoot through the domed roof. The spots dance by my feet as I kick up dust. Motes swim and swirl in the shafts of brightness.


  "Hello?" My voice bounces against a closed port like an echo.


  I went to check on the Senate hearing for less than the time it usually takes for Mouse to type another line, only to return to find him off-line. My father is so impatient. I'm sure he thinks I left without saying good-bye. I spin a script that will send him ASCII flowers and an apology next time he connects. I drop the roses and the note near the hole he usually uses to speak to me.


  "Gone again?"


  The dragon pokes her head around the corner. In the darkness of the node, I can only see the sparkling swirl of her eyes. She's too large to fit comfortably inside the terminal's cul-de-sac enclosure, so she stays in the connecting line.


  I touch the tiny hole. It feels rough and cold. Closed. Even though his words come out painfully slowly, I cherish the time my father chooses to spend with me.


  "I guess so," I say, standing up, careful not to step on the roses.


  The dragon blinks, waiting for me to join her.


  I touch my lips to my fingers and then press them against the hole. "Allah protect you, Father."


  Leaving the node, I join the dragon. Because it is used by traffic control, the connection appears like a subway tunnel. The dragon's motherboard-green scales scrape against the ceiling. Paris really needs to upgrade its lines. Behind her, I move easily through the space, but I'm small and compact. I look a little like my father, although not as much as I once did. My time merged with Mai changed me. The dragon tells me that I have Mai's eyes and my father's Egyptian skin tone. I wear my hair like Mouse does—short and boyish, but my body is long, lithe, and more feminine than when my father first created me.


  And, in secret, I've started writing music.


  It is written that Iblis's muezzin will be music. A muezzin calls the faithful to prayer, like the bells of a Christian church. In this subtle way, "other" music can open a person to sin and the Devil. Yet I can't help myself. The part of me that is Mai's soul can't not write music.


  I follow as the dragon leads us to the entertainment band. I should have known she wouldn't waste much time before coming here. The dragon loves the colors and the space of the entertainment lines. For me, it's like stepping out of a dark alleyway into a carnival. Thousands of people and personas cluster around celebrities' booths. Music pounds us from every side: zydeco, polka, rock and roll, opera, rhythm and blues, classical, and jazz-it shifts with every step.


  The dragon stretches her wings. Resistor beads glitter in the bright lights. I once asked her about her wings. Eastern dragons don't usually have them. The dragon said simply, "They're pretty."


  "Where are we going?" I ask her now.


  She sniffs at the wind, then shrugs her massive shoulders. "Wherever you want."


  She's been very accommodating ever since I was released from the Siberian auto plant where I served my sentence for my part in Mai's death. I know she still works for the yakuza, but whenever we meet she pretends she has nothing better to do than hang out with me.


  I stop to watch an aikido demonstration. She looks farther down the street at a bread-baking show, but she curls her tail around her feet and waits with me. The dragon loves anything that has to do with food. Electronically reproducing the experience of eating is a hobby of hers.


  "Why don't you go watch," I tell her when I notice her lifting her nose to sniff in the direction of the bread stall again. "I'll join you in a bit."


  She looks at me with sad eyes.


  "It's not that I don't want your company," I say. "But I'll be okay for a while. Plus, you know I get bored with food. We can meet by that music stall in a hour or so." I point to indicate the one I mean.


  After looking me over, apparently trying to find any kind of trace of insincerity, she decides I'll be all right. "Okay," she says. "One hour."


  "I'll be there or you can come find me, my love," I say, giving her a peck on the scales under her eye. My hobby is movement and touch, so I'm pleased when she sighs contentedly at my kiss.


  I watch her bound happily over to the other stall. People dash madly out of her way as her tail slashes back and forth like a puppy's.


  I smile. I do love her, but I've gotten very used to being alone. She works very hard to respect my new silence, yet there are times that I can feel her anxiously watching and worrying. My stillness frightens her a little, I think. The dragon worries that part of me is missing. She's right, of course. Part of me is dead.


  In order to make the love bomb work, I had to sacrifice my memories of love. My isolation in the Siberian auto plant did nothing to help me regain them. Because she visited me when she could, I have remembered how to love the dragon a little. She can tell, however, that my love is not what it was. I feel bad about that, but there's nothing I can do. The memories have been reallocated.


  "There he is," I hear someone say behind me. I feel myself tense. All I want is to be left alone, but whenever I'm in public Mai's fans seem to home in on me.


  I turn around to see the image of a young American dressed in the classic trappings of youth: black T-shirt, jeans, and running shoes. The thing that makes me suspect she is a Maizombie is her hair. It's a perfect copy of Mai's old style. A flood of wild strands cascades down to her waist in waves of braids, coils of curls, beaded cornrows, mats of dreads; it looks like a mishmash of every style ever popular, yet somehow it all works together. The American also wears the round mirrored glasses favored by Mai in her life. They part the mountain of hair so that the bottom half of her face is visible.


  "Peace," she says to me.


  I bow my head slightly in greeting. She is not Muslim, but unknowingly she offers what is otherwise a very traditional salaam. Thus I reply, "Peace and blessings be upon you."


  She smiles at me with that look of awed admiration so many Maizombies seem to get in my presence. It unnerves me. I don't know what to say or do. Should I offer a protocol handshake? Give her my blessings? All of it seems strange and foreign. We are one stranger greeting another, not prophet and disciple.


  "How's it going?" I say finally.


  "Better since you came into my life," she says. "Everything…everything is so
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