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The important thing is this: to be able at any moment to sacrifice what we are for what we could become.

—Charles Du Bos




PART I





  Mal


A FIST JACKHAMMERED INTO MAL’S face and smashed his head into a brick wall. Thunder cracked through his skull, and when he groped his way back to awareness, he realized that his eyes were still open but he couldn’t see. What he primarily couldn’t see were the two large men in tight dark suits, a bright sheen over their eyes from the steroids that swelled their muscles and the performance enhancers that quickened their reaction times.

Mal dropped, assuming another blow was coming toward his head, opened his mouth to let the blood stream out of it. Something hard in his mouth almost lodged in his throat as he sucked in air: a tooth. A knee buried itself hard in his gut. He coughed out, blood and his tooth spraying out into the air. An arm around his throat straightened him out. Pain rang through his body, flooding all other sensation, but he realized he had thrown a punch himself when he felt hard impact against his fist, the vibration up his arm.

“Son of a bitch!” one of them snarled. The one holding his throat from behind used a free hand to pound into Mal’s kidney.

He gagged, coughed more blood, probably spraying the one in front of him. The smudge that was his vision began to sparkle, shapes began finding their way back into Mal’s rattled brain.

“Just get him in,” the one in back said. “Just get him in!”

The blows from behind stopped. An arm locked Mal at both elbows, so he stomped down behind him, caught an instep. The man grunted, jerked back. Mal spun on him, a dark silhouette in Mal’s injured vision.

The man’s arms flashed up in three expert blocks, parrying each of Mal’s flurried strikes.

“Are you kidding me?” The other’s voice preceded a kick in the crotch, which brought Mal to his knees again and left no air to power his limbs, to get him back up. The sidewalk, clean and textured, appeared in alternating waves of dimness and light.

“Just drag him. Hurry.”

Hands on his arms, his legs kicked out from beneath him, Mal’s knees scraped the concrete, tearing his pants. The bright city formed around him, spinning. Sound rushed back in, traffic mostly. People walked by as he was hauled toward the big dark limo parked ten feet away. The people looked down at their cells, or their eyes were invisible behind black plastic cellenses, a man shouting red-faced at an employee, a young woman crying in racking sobs to her apathetic boyfriend, all of them trapped in the output of their technology, like insects mired in honey. Once, Mal would have thought they were trying to ignore the unpleasantness. Now he believed they simply didn’t notice.

The door of the limo was opened before him. He tensed to push back, but they felt it. One punched him in the neck. Choking, more blood, less air. They stuffed him inside, onto the spacious floor. One climbed on top of him, knees in his back, forearms resting on his neck, Mal’s face pressed to the floor mats. A door slammed, the limo began to move.

“This is him?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Of course, Ms. Kliest,” one of the suits said, not the one on top of Mal. It was a tight, clipped voice, showing no insult at the affront to his professionalism that the question implied.

“How can you tell with all the blood?”

“He wasn’t bleeding when we saw him, ma’am,” the other one said, the one pressing down on Mal. His voice was heavier, angrier.

“I know, Mr. Castillo. What I’m saying is, did you have to beat him so badly?”

“He’s tough, ma’am.” Castillo’s heavy voice leaped to his own defense. “We had to put him down. He got a few good ones in, anyway.”

There was a cold silence.

“Well”—the woman’s tone suggested a possible thaw—“is he conscious? Is he alive?”

“Yes, ma’am, I can feel him breathing.”

“Turn his head this way.”

The pressure on Mal’s neck eased; his head was jerked around. He resisted on principle, and the other man had to get in on it. Finally, with Castillo still on his back and neck, while the other kneeled on his head to trap it in place, Mal faced the liquid-black gloss of a pair of high-heeled shoes.

“That is truly”—the woman searched—“gross.”

Nevertheless, she bent low, and Mal felt fingers pry one of his eyelids wide. For an instant, there was the woman’s face, coolly exquisite, high cheekbones, blond hair pulled tightly back, the slim line of dark cellenses covering her eyes.

“Oh, for God’s sake”—she glared into his eye—“you’ve given him a concussion.”

Another uncomfortable silence.

“Sorry, Ms. Kliest,” and “Sorry,” they muttered.

She released Mal, sat back up, breathed out a heavy sigh.

“Mal Jericho,” she said too loudly. “Do you understand me?”

He closed his eyes, let his tongue probe through the blood to the place where his tooth had been. They hadn’t simply knocked it loose but actually cracked it off. He could feel the jagged root protruding from his gum into the empty space between the teeth on either side.

Fingers snapped—one, two, three times—right in front of his face. He wearily opened his eyes.

“Listen, boy,” she said. “You’d better let this penetrate, because your life literally depends on it.” He believed her. “There are forces in this world that make things run, that determine the direction of human life.” This he knew. Better than he liked. “The weather, for instance; the geographic distribution of natural resources. And there are certain individuals—individuals who sit on invisible thrones and preside over cultures, governments, societies. An audience with such an individual is more precious than a field of oil wells or a cavern shot full of gold ore. Today you will be privileged with such an audience. Do you understand what I’ve just said to you? Answer, or I’m going to kick you in the face.”

He closed his eyes again. If she had just let the question stand, he would have answered her, but with the threat attached, he would not. A moment later her kick jarred through his spinning head, anchoring it briefly with a spike of pain, before sending him swirling down a whirlpool of nausea and disorientation.

“People kill their own families, sell their own lives, to be in the same room with such a person,” she said reasonably. “And what do you do? You really ought to be ashamed. Bind him, Mr. Roarke.”

The weight on his back shifted, hands moved onto his arms. He pulled away, felt Castillo’s knee press down on his kidneys. While he coughed out blood and bile, Roarke bound his wrists behind his back with something thin enough to cut the flesh. Mal pulled at it, anyway, but found it utterly unyielding, though his palms and fingers became slick with blood.

The limo slowed, bumped down a ramp, pulled to a stop. The door opened, the woman got out, then the men rearranged themselves, gripped him under the armpits, and pulled. He gave them dead weight, but with the benefit of fifth-generation performance enhancers coursing through their bloodstreams, they struggled him out into a moist, echoing space. He opened his eyes briefly, but the fluorescent light from above cut into his brain like a razor. For a brief instant before he clamped his eyes closed again, he saw a huge parking garage with low ceilings, completely empty but for the limo; at its center, where they stood—where Mal hung from his wardens—was a column with a bank of elevators.

Elevator doors slid open. They dragged him in, the doors closed, the elevator moved upward. Mal straightened suddenly, threw his head to the left where a face must be, judging by the grip on his arm. He connected, and on impact, his knees buckled, he vomited, and his head blasted out of existence.

“Christ! Do you believe this little bastard?”

Castillo’s irate voice jarred Mal awake. He might have been lying down on the floor, his face in his own vomit. Maybe. All his sensations were vague and far away now, except the light cutting through his closed eyelids, driving spikes into his brain. He squeezed his eyes shut tighter.

“He head-butts me with a concussion! You’ve got to be kidding.”

Roarke was silent. The vague sense of motion stopped. Mal felt himself lifted by his shoulder again, pulled out. He kept his eyes shut. More light, he thought, might kill his brain.

“Clean him up,” the woman said, her voice receding. “Then bring him in.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Roarke said tonelessly.

They dragged him, laid him on something soft. Water ran, something wet swabbed at his face, none too gently. As the rough passage crossed his jaw, where his tooth had been cracked, the sensation became briefly sharper. The cleaning went on for a minute, over his hands and arms.

“What about his clothes?” Castillo asked.

“What about them?”

“They’re disgusting.”

“So?”

“So, we’re supposed to clean him.”

“She didn’t say give him a shower and send his things out to the laundry, Castillo.”

“Screw you, Roarke. I’m trying to do what she said.” The wet cloth rubbed halfheartedly at Mal’s shirt, his pants, then gave up.

“Let’s go,” Roarke’s clipped, professional voice said.

They lifted him, dragged him. A door slid open like a whisper, and they lowered him into a soft seat.

“Fine,” said the woman’s voice. “Roarke, wait outside. Castillo, go fix your face.”

“Yes, Ms. Kliest.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Footsteps, the door, then silence. Lighter footsteps, coming closer, the woman nearing.

“Let’s try again,” she said. “My name is Arielle Kliest. I’m employed by the Old Man.”

Ridiculous. The Old Man was a ghost story they told on the streets.

“He’s quite real,” she said, having seen a flutter of muscles in Mal’s face or having simply read his mind. She didn’t have an accent, exactly, but her enunciation was so cleanly sculpted, she didn’t sound American. “And he’s in the next room. I’m not in the habit of murdering children, despite what it may seem like to you. I’m not in the habit of it, but I will do it. So listen very carefully. You listen to his questions. You answer his questions. You leave. Nothing else.”

She did not, thankfully, ask him if he could do that.

The door whispered open. Large hands drew him to his feet. The room felt like it was teetering and swirling around him, but he found that if he kept his eyes closed, he could stumble along with assistance.

Another door opened, and he passed through into a darker space. It was humid, hot enough so that Mal felt a prickle of sweat on his forehead and down his spine. He was set down on a chair, shifted so that he didn’t have to support his own weight but wasn’t leaning on his bound wrists. Cautiously, he opened his eyes into slits.

The light in here was hazy red, pouring from ledges along the walls. It cast the center of the room in a dim but hot glow, like a dying ember, though the outlying areas of the room were still steeped in shadow. Before him, in that shadow, the floor rose a level, and on that platform was the wide blot of a huge desk, nearly the size of a small car. Desks were the corporate equivalent of a modern throne, and, Mal supposed, some might have believed that the bigger your throne, the greater your status. But truly, it was the vague silhouette at the other side of the desk that demanded attention. It was small enough that you could almost believe it was a trick of your eyes and did not exist at all. But then the glare of the red light would pick up a stray detail, the gentlest sense of movement, and Mal had to focus, no matter how badly it cut into his brain.

The shadow was slight, so thin as to appear almost skeletal. Hands lay upon the desk, fingers long and sharp, but unmoving. The features of the face were impossible to make out, but Mal imagined folds and creases so deep, they swallowed the shadow around it, a parchment so ancient and wrinkled and dry that if you touched it, it would crumble to dust.

When Mal was a young boy, his father had told him a story, a story that both he and his father would return to in the years before the older man had died, because the story seemed to speak to them both about something deep in themselves. This story flooded back to Mal now, the myth of Medusa, who slithered in her shadowed temple, a monster in a world of winding darkness. And if you penetrated the darkness too far, gazed on the monster’s countenance, you were destroyed. Mal squeezed his eyes tightly shut again.

“There was a great city,” the voice said from the shadows, a dry whisper that would have been blotted out by the gentlest noise, had there been anything but silence around it. “It was attacked and scarred. A giant dome broke its skyline . . . and that dome was made of fear. Fear infected people’s minds . . . and their minds destroyed the city.”

Then the room was quiet again for such a long time that Mal was not certain he hadn’t dreamed the words. Maybe there was the sound of shaking breath, the monster rallying its strength to continue. Finally, it did.

“I whispered into people’s ears and changed their minds. Soon the dome was made of strength, a tribute to . . . the human ability to overcome fear. Now the city is great again, people flock to it to see . . . this monument to human achievement. Minds are tools, and I use those tools . . . to shape the world. But you already know how minds affect the world . . . don’t you, boy?”

Yes. Mal knew that.

A moment passed as the monster breathed.

“There is a mind out in the city. It is more powerful . . . than any mind before. I want it.”

Even with his eyes closed, it was as if Mal could feel the monster’s gaze turned on him. It was a long minute before the voice returned.

“Where is Jon Remak?” it finally asked.

“Gone. He’s gone.” Mal’s own words vibrated through his skull until he gritted his teeth to stop from screaming.

“But you will find him. And bring him to me. That is all.”

Hands were on Mal again. They dragged him from the seat and out of the hot darkness, leaving the monster alone in its lair.

Light stabbed through Mal’s eyelids. He was brought back down a hallway, his legs buckling every few steps. They stopped, and he felt the cool tingle of a spray injector in his right bicep.

“It took us a while to get ahold of you, Mal.” It was the woman, Kliest, beside him. “But now you have a chemical geolocator in you, and we’ll have you when we want you. And if you make it hard, we’ll take the girl. Find what he wants, Mal. You have three days.”

A door whispered open, and Mal was pulled back into the small, bright space of the elevator.

“Drop him where you found him,” her voice said before the door closed, and they moved down.

Out of the elevator, into the limo. The car moved, back into the sounds of traffic, through the streets, eventually pulled over. The door opened; Mal was shoved harshly out. His knees came down hard on cement, his hands still bound behind his back with the sharp plastic. A door slammed, the limo pulled away.

Mal could picture himself, bound, his clothes stained with blood, kneeling on the flawlessly clean sidewalk, with all the flawlessly clean and oblivious people walking around, sparing just enough attention to navigate the obstacle. But the MCT were watching, always, and in no time officers would pick him up.

The city was so bright now, every skyscraper reflecting a scouring gleam onto the streets. So he opened his eyes into a squint and, through the agony of razors, found what he needed: half a block away, between a gourmet coffee superstore and an office building.

He rose, a wounded behemoth swaying to its feet. He staggered forward, glancing against a woman who focused just long enough to say “fucker,” and then hazed back out behind her cellenses and hurried along. Higher powers had polished up the city, made it bright and shiny to cover up the decay beneath, and his bloody body was an unacceptable assault on that world.

He came to the spot, fell against the wall to steady himself, then pushed off and disappeared into one of the city’s forgotten places.



  Laura


“I MUST CONFESS, I FIND your credentials quite impressive, Ms. Westlake,” said the man with the judgmental eyes and the thick, thick head of blond hair, styled into a fashionable sweep. “For an eighteen-year-old,” he added with unconcealed distress.

“Thank you, sir,” Laura said from the other side of the rich, wooden desk, inlaid with a plexi-optic surface that projected the screen and keyboard in a hovering crystalline image above it. Dr. Richard Innes, as the plaque on the door identified him, also had a large window that looked down into the hospital parking lot and the small forest of surrounding trees.

“Of course, being eighteen suggests other issues. Oversleeping, for instance.”

“Um, no, sir. I am sorry to be late. There was only a single elevator working downstairs.”

“Yes. We have stairs as well, you know.”

“I did know that, Dr. Innes, but security wouldn’t let me into the hallway.”

“You might think about arriving earlier, to head off such problems.”

Seriously, dude? Laura worked hard to keep it out of her face. Seriously?

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“Do.” He cleared his throat, his expression proclaiming that he was doing her the favor of starting fresh. “I see you’ve selected your major already. I believe you’re still a freshman, is that not right?”

“That’s correct, sir.”

“Are you not concerned with limiting your options?”

“I’m very committed to psychology. I’ve been committed to it for a few years now.”

“Yes, I see that by your advanced placement work in high school. Yet no internships until now. We decided to shoot for the very top on our first outing, didn’t we, Ms. Westlake?”

She blinked once, over her unfaltering smile.

“I had a family emergency during my senior year in high school, Mr. Innes. It didn’t leave me any time to pursue internships and keep my grades at a high level. So that I could be considered for such top-level positions.” Had he detected the note of sarcasm she was striving to quash?

“Doctor Innes,” he corrected. “Perhaps this family emergency would explain why you’ve failed to qualify on the new Voight-Kampf Diagnostics programs.”

“As you noted, sir, I’m still a freshman. We don’t generally train on diagnostics software until the final term. My adviser has assured me, though, that I’ll be permitted to start during the next semester.”

“Impressive for you, I’m certain,” Innes said. “Somewhat too late for us, I’m afraid.”

“I . . . see.” Laura could feel her jaw muscles tightening. She never had an easy time with officious middle-echelon corporate lackeys. Less so when her own adviser had commented that she was more capable already than many of the seniors they were sending out for similar positions. Less still, when the interview had pushed back a reunion with her boyfriend, returning today after a three-day absence he playfully but frustratingly refused to explain. Her boyfriend, who was, even now, probably waiting for her under the flagpole back on campus. “I’d thought that the hospital might be more interested in someone with an ability to connect with people rather than hook those people into machines and dispense brain-deadening medication.”

“Excuse me?” His judgmental eyes sharpened to an executioner’s glare.

“Well, Mr. Innes, I can see that the budget that should have been spent keeping the elevators working so that visitors or—oh, I don’t know—your patients wouldn’t have to wait in the lobby for ten minutes has instead gone to your antique desk and fancy computer screen.”

“Ms. Westlake,” he said, leaning back in his chair, his voice going low, “it’s clear you’re not the material we’re looking for. And it’s Doctor Innes.”

“Sad,” she said, rising. “Sadder still, you’re clearly not the material I’m looking for, Richard.”

She closed the door gently behind her before he could mount a response. God, these corporate bureaucrats buried in their technology. She didn’t know whether it was the men or the machines she could stand less.

She found the stairway entrance up here, not blocked off by security, and went downstairs, pleased for the opportunity to blow by the seated guard downstairs who had blocked her path before. She went out to the parking lot and got into her car and pulled her cell. Plenty of people she could call about this development, a few who would even be upset if she didn’t. Or call her guy. That was most tempting. But holding the cell, even pulling it out, felt distasteful. In minutes she would actually see him, not on a miniature screen digitally sharpened until he looked more like a special effect than a person, not transmitted across miles of space, but actually him, right before her. Good enough to touch.

She drove the miles to campus, found a space near her dorm, started walking toward the main square, and soon found herself half running with excitement. It was just three days, but that was somehow three days too many.

There was the massive flagpole, with both the college’s gold, white, and blue flag and the Stars and Stripes fluttering serenely in an early spring breeze, a glare of sun cutting majestically between them. Lots of kids gathered at the base, the college’s unofficial Place Where Things Happened. Too much of a crowd to see if he was—

“Laura,” came his voice, from behind. She turned into his soft smile and put herself into his open arms. “You okay, Button?”

She nodded into his chest, suddenly not sure she could speak without cracking.

“How was the interview?” he asked, his breath falling on the top of her head.

She shook her head.

“Crappy,” she managed to say.

“Is that the problem?”

“No.” It wasn’t. She barely even cared about that now. “No problems.” She looked up at him, the sun blinding her from behind his head. The sun, or just seeing him. “Just glad you’re back, Josh.”

He nodded.

“Glad, too.” They kissed and held on to it, students flowing around them, the hubbub receding to the back of her mind. Her hands found his cheeks, cupped his face. She kept going until her finger touched something small and metal. She stopped dead.

She pulled her head back, tilted her neck so she could see it.

“You got one,” she said. “That’s where you were the last three days.”

“Yeah, Button. Surprise.” It came out a little lame.

“We were . . .” She stepped back but caught the tone in her own voice and smoothed it out. “We talked about doing it together.”

“I know, Laura.” Big smile. With those deep, dark eyes and that slim, jagged scar down his cheek that brought the perfection of his features out, and that shaggy head of dark hair, it could defuse a protest before it even heated up. “Don’t be upset. You kept putting it off, kept talking about how nervous you were about it. I just thought if I did it, you’d see it was no big thing, and I would still come with you when you got yours. You’re not mad, are you? Don’t be mad,” he started with the funny wheedling voice. It usually worked. “Much better if you’re not mad. Come on, come on.”

She wasn’t mad, not exactly. But looking at the thing, the tiny little metal disk lodged just in front of his left ear, right over the jawbone, it made her queasy, almost made her feel like she was talking to someone who wasn’t quite Josh. She worked hard to put a smile on her face and keep it there.

“So,” she said, looking at his eyes, looking to see if something was there—she wasn’t even sure what. “How was it?”

“It was nothing at all. Like getting an ear pierced. They knock you out for, like, an hour and implant the transponder. Then they put the magnetic patch on.” He reached up and touched the disk, maybe a third of an inch in diameter, and removed it, leaving a tiny patch of shiny skin beneath. “I can make and receive audio signals just by thinking about it, Laura. It’s unbelievably awesome. I almost made you my first call, but I wanted to surprise you. And”—he pulled out a pair of slim, black sunglasses—“you clip it into these.” He put them on, the small disk of the cellpatch on his temple clipping into a small circular interface in the earpiece of the glasses, and his deep dark eyes disappeared behind the cellenses. “I can get visuals on calls, Internet, watch movies. And games; with the biosync . . .” He raised his eyebrows hyperbolically. “GTA 8 is vicious in these. It’s unbelievable, Laura. I’m telling you—you’re gonna love it.”

She looked up, waited for him to take the cellenses off, which he did after the barest moment of silence. His smile never faltered, laboring to support hers, too.

“It doesn’t hurt at all?”

“No, not at all. The implantation only took an hour. The rest of the time, they were locking the biosync and teaching me to subvocalize my calls and stuff. Didn’t hurt a bit. Isn’t even sore.”

He sounded like the web ads and infocasts that the companies ran on the process.

“They even said they’re going to have a wireless link to contact lenses in less than two years, and we can get rid of the glasses.” He was watching her expectantly.

She looked around her, at the other students coming, going, and sitting. Four, five, six, eight others that she could spot had the patches, too. They didn’t come cheap. These would be the kids without student loans, with enough money to eat off campus if they wanted; the kids like Josh. And Laura.

“Dude,” a student, someone Josh knew and Laura knew in passing, shouted out as he went by, pointing at the spot near Josh’s ear. “Sorry about the brain cancer.” He smiled and swept by.

“Nice timing,” Josh’s voice rose after him, then quieted. “Dick.” He looked back at Laura, worried. “That’s a totally false rumor,” he said. “They talked all about it. The rise in brain cancer only has to do with—”

“A higher incidence of the fallout from the ozone-layer satellites, I know. I read all the same websites you did.”

“Come on, Button”—his voice sounding strained now—“I’m back. I’m cool. We should be thinking of something better to do than this.”

She felt the tension, wanted it to vanish.

“I’m sorry,” she said, touching his face again. “The interview got me messed up. I’m so happy you’re back. Meet me in an hour at the café, and we’ll come up with something good.”

“Okay,” he said uncertainly. “What are you gonna do?”

“Just want to talk about the interview. I’m going to call my parents.”

 

“Honey!” Laura’s mother was delighted to hear from her as always. It didn’t matter if they hadn’t spoken in a week or ten minutes, the brightness of her mother’s exuberant smile nearly blew out the screen of Laura’s cell.

“Hi, Mom.”

“What is it, Laura, what’s wrong? Was it the interview?” Did Laura let something slip into her voice, or was it her mother’s seemingly preternatural ability to key into Laura’s mood even across an expanse of miles? For God’s sake, did the woman have anything else in her life but her daughter?

“No,” Laura said. “Yes. No. Maybe.” It would be easier to talk about the interview than what was really bothering her. “I met with a guy; he talked about the diagnostic programs. They don’t care about how people work there, Mom. They care about how machines work and how machines can fix people, and then they don’t have to worry about dirtying themselves by acting like actual human beings.” Laura was surprised to hear the anger in her own voice. She hadn’t even been this angry after the interview.

“I’m sorry, honey.”

“Is that how it is everywhere, Mom? I swear, half my teachers have the same attitude. Is everyone in the world an asshole?”

“Laura . . .” Her mother’s voice suddenly hushed in a tone of admonishment. She could bear the cursing if they were face-to-face, but somehow on cells it always troubled her, as though they were performing for an unseen audience.

“Sorry, Mom,” she said by rote. “But I’m finding it really hard to take right now.”

“I can see that, honey. Are you in your room?”

“Yeah.” It was a tiny, cramped little place, which Laura loved dearly. Her roommate, absent at the moment, left her side as neat as if a maid came through every day. But it echoed her mother’s obsessions and left Laura with a sense of home. Her own side was filled with pictures of Mookie—leaping up for a Frisbee, peeking out of his dog house—with a framed arrangement of dried flowers and her father’s proud addition to the room, a vintage poster that screamed LET’S GO, METS GO! to cap it off. All of Laura’s electronics were hidden away, under the bed, in drawers. They might not have even existed.

“Are you alone?”

“Yeah, Mom.” She could hear it coming.

“Well”—her voice went quiet again, as though that would do any good if someone was monitoring their cell conversations—“are you having those headaches again?”

“They weren’t headaches, Mom,” she corrected, already exasperated.

“Well, the episodes.”

“They weren’t episodes. It was a transient, self-limited loss of consciousness.” Always a comfort to retreat into the technical, though it turned her mother’s face sour.

“Well, you know what I’m talking about, anyway. Is that happening again?”

Laura took a deep breath in and let it out in a not-quite sigh.

“No,” she said, but had paused too long.

“Laura, please tell me the truth. Are you having those flashbacks to high school again?”

“They weren’t flashbacks, Mom. I never had any flashbacks. I was—there was confusion about some things in senior year.”

“It was more serious than that, Laura. You went to the hospital.”

“For observation, Mom. And they didn’t find anything.”

“That’s serious. The hospital is serious. You know how your dad and I worry about that.”

“You and Dad, huh? I have the feeling Dad’s managing okay.”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“You noticed.”

Her mother stared back at her, silent, through the miniature screen.

“No, Mom, that’s not happening again. I’m just, I don’t know . . . feeling uneasy about things.”

“Like with those episodes.”

“They weren’t episodes. Christ, Mom.”

“But like with those things.”

“Yes, a little bit. The uneasiness, but without the panic attacks or syncope.”

“You speak just like a professional, Laura,” her mother said with equal amounts of frustration and pride. “You should come home until it lets up.”

“I’m not going to do that.”

“Laura, what could it hurt? You could get home by dinner. I’ll fix mac and cheese with franks and—”

“That doesn’t actually have an effect on brain chemistry, Mom.”

Her mother’s face fell.

“I’m sorry, Mom. Thank you. I don’t . . .” Because no part of the small dorm room was not visible from any other part, Laura saw a small white fold of paper being slipped beneath her door. “It’s not that serious.” She sat, transfixed by the tiny arrival.

“You should still think about—”

“I’m not coming home, Mom. I’m seeing Josh in twenty minutes, and I’ve got a paper due in two days.” Laura rose from her bed but stood in place, looking at the note. Why not a text? It would have scrolled right beneath her mother’s face, assured instant receipt. Who left actual notes anymore?

“Laura, what’s going on?”

Laura’s attention snapped back to the cell.

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

“Laura. Go see the counselor. Okay?”

“I don’t need to see the counselor.”

“It helped last time, honey, and if you’re not coming home, then at least do that. I know you don’t want my help, Laura. That’s a way you can help yourself. Please.”

Laura was suddenly overwhelmed with a sense of how far away and helpless her mother must feel.

“I love you, Mom,” she said softly.

“I love you, too, Laura. So much. Go see the counselor.”

“I will.”

“Promise.”

“I do.”

“Okay. Tell Josh I said hello.”

“I will. Bye, Mom.”

The screen flickered out on her mother’s smiling face, leaving behind a scrolling advertisement for soothing, comforting hot chocolate mix.

Without her mother’s presence, the room was filled with Laura’s growing unease. And that note wasn’t helping. She wished Kari, her roommate, were here, just so someone would be around when she read it.

She walked over and picked up the note and held it, still folded, before her. What the hell was going on with her? It was just a goddamned piece of paper. Open it.

She did. A silly, innocuous message; probably slipped under the wrong door for all it meant to Laura. It contained only one sentence:


  Where is the Librarian?




  Rose


MAL WOKE FROM A TWITCHING nightmare, his face crusted to the concrete ground with his own vomit, the glints of grim gray light pricking his brain like long needles. He was, by some way of thinking, fortunate to be waking up at all, though fortune felt as foreign to him right now as a smiling face and a warm embrace.

He pulled himself to a sitting position, his stomach somersaulting and the dry matter on his face crumbling into flakes as he winced. The space around him reflected the tone of his thoughts just now: a large room filled with toppled wooden chairs and tables, a forlorn kitchen filled with rusting pots and pans seen through a long galley window. Once it had been a soup kitchen, when such things were allowed in the city. The homeless, though, had been shipped out of the city by ranks of MCT officers in riot gear, shuffled off, and dropped into neighboring cities, into hastily constructed and just as hastily disintegrating camps. City government had mandated a shiny, flawless façade that would present an inviting picture of a hopeful future to its inhabitants. Problems like poverty were more easily denied and coated over with gleaming new surfaces than actually addressed. So, what use were homeless shelters? This one, far past simple abandonment, had been forgotten. Like the forest Mal had once woken in to find himself trapped by a power beyond his understanding, this homeless shelter had been torn out of the memory of Man, interred in the graveyard of the past, lost to everyone. Except Mal.

The walls of concrete and wood were seamed and cracked, long fissures running up to end somewhere Mal couldn’t track, and they made him think of the face in the shadows of the monster’s lair, its seams and cracks deep and old. The color here was old, too, old and washed out, everything merely suggesting a color; its pigment worn away and inexorably moving toward a disintegrating gray, including the scraps of produce still lying on the kitchen counter, dried and withering like dead plants. Even the light here— pouring through a crumbling window that no longer contained curtains, pane, or glass—was dim and muffled, a dirty light that fell from muted clouds and felt like old dust on your skin.

Mal wouldn’t look up at that sky now. Dim though it may be, its illumination was more than he wished to inflict on his aching brain at the moment. He knew it well, though; knew the muted colors and worn-out texture of this place as well as he knew his own scarred face. This place, places of its kind, had been a second home for nearly a year now. He was used to the sound, too, the way the thrum of traffic and quick rat-a-tat of thousands of walking feet blended together and Dopplered into this place in warped waves, one second far away, almost silent, the next second roaring like an angry ocean, louder than it would have been right next to him.

The nightmare he woke from still lingered, the same one he always had. It was his only constant companion in life now, this low-ceilinged dream of a man in a suit trying to drill into his brain.

He pressed his fingers into his temples—slowly, everything felt like it was moving through thick, unyielding syrup—and tried to gouge out the nightmare and the pain along with it, to absolutely no effect whatsoever. He swallowed and blinked and grunted and ran his tongue over the jagged shrapnel of tooth lodged in his soft, bloody gums, and did little things with his body, just to steady himself. It was difficult to focus, particularly on things that happened right before he went out, but he knew they had put something in him, something that would let them keep track of him. That, at least, he could counter. No technology they had could possibly penetrate into here, into a forgotten place. But, he suddenly wondered, was that to his advantage? How would they take it if their means of keeping him under tabs proved worthless as soon as they had let him go? He needed to keep this advantage in reserve, because while he was immediately safe in here, he couldn’t stay in here forever. That would mean death, not only for his body, but long before that, death for his spirit, which was slowly worn away every moment he spent in one of these places, just as the surfaces of the building and ground were slowly worn away.

He gave himself another moment before he tried to stand and then, nearly toppling over, sat down again. He did this twice before he overcame the unsteadiness by a sheer refusal to fall, turned the spinning alley and tilting floor into an enemy, and then simply refused to back down from it. He shuffled to the ragged and splintered doorway, and—bracing himself for the more intense light, the more intense world of input—he stepped out.

The world roared into life around him and, again, almost knocked him backwards. He held himself with a powerful but trembling arm against a wall. People streamed by, not a single one sparing him a glance away from their cells or the images their cellenses were transmitting into their eyes. The flawlessly polished window of a gourmet coffee superstore incongruously reflected his ruin of a face back at him.

There was only one place for him, one person for him to go to. Putting her in danger made his blood boil hot, knowing they were tracking him wherever he went now. But the woman, Kliest, knew about her already. So going to her would not be putting her in any more jeopardy.

How to get there, though? With about five bucks in his pocket, he couldn’t get a cab, and he stayed clear of the shiny silver subway stations patrolled by the MCT. It was moot, since barely anyone took cash anymore, anyway. He steadied himself to begin what promised to be a grueling walk across town, when a shadow fell across his path and halted there.

“Mal, are you all right?” asked a person he’d never seen before, a plump woman with frizzy hair, pushing a baby carriage. He squinted into her eyes briefly, collecting himself.

“Yes.”

“What did they do to you?”

“Gave me a job.”

“What? What do you mean?” the woman asked as the baby in the carriage studied Mal upside down and kicked its legs energetically.

“How did you find me?” Mal questioned the unfamiliar woman, squinting down at the innocent, unspoiled little human like it was an alien creature.

“I saw them pick you up but couldn’t follow. I waited, and they dropped you back.”

“You’ve been watching me.”

“I . . .” The plump face could not seem to decide how to end that sentence, so Mal gathered himself and began shuffling away.

“Mal,” she said a moment later. “Can I help you?”

“No.” He took another two steps before he realized how limited his options really were. “Wait.” He turned slowly, oblivious crowds spinning around him, around both of them. “I need a cab ride.”

The plump woman opened her purse and scoured through it as though its recesses were alien to her. After a moment she produced a wallet and then slipped from that a credit card, which she studied cursorily before looking up to hail a taxi.

She watched while Mal lowered himself heavily into the back seat. The driver and the woman both looked at Mal expectantly.

“Use the card,” he said, not prepared to part with the address yet.

The woman, understanding what her role was to be, used the laser scanner in back to flash the card.

“Mal, if you would let me help, maybe we could—”

“You’ve helped.” Mal used what he had left to close the door and tell the driver where to go.

As the taxi slid back into the flow of traffic, Mal watched the woman tarry at the curb, then suddenly tilt her head as if caught in the middle of a daydream and look down and notice the stroller as though for the first time. She put her hands on it and pushed it away, joining the crowd.

 

The façade of the apartment was a clean white, the windows reflecting sparkling light on their tinted surface. Only if you were close enough and peered in could you see that they were barred on the inside. Indeed, as Mal fumbled the key from his pocket with clumsy fingers and pushed in, surface was all the building had going for it. Inside, the hall was filthy and stank of something sour and old, airing the decaying lie beneath the pleasant veneer. The elevator was pitted and scratched as though a war had been fought within its claustrophobic confines, and it rattled angrily as it rode up.

The hallway was lined with rusting doors, many of them roughly etched with nicknames, comments, or offenses, two or three twisted and scored at the locks and slightly ajar. He used the key to open the door and nearly tumbled into the tiny, dim apartment.

He lowered himself onto the cot in one corner, leaning his back against the cold concrete of the wall. He was grateful for the tint of the Plexiglas window, which dimmed the light that stabbed into his pounding eyes. Even so, he could see the tight forest of buildings, their surfaces perfectly crisp and welcoming, which opened some few blocks away to make space for the dome. Gleaming silver, it caught the light around it, glowing like some alien spacecraft. Rising behind it were the proud Lazarus Towers, five black points reaching up like a hand trying to tear God from the heavens. In the dome’s reflective surface, the buildings warped into a skewed world of barely recognizable curves and spires.

That was what he was staring at when he finally let himself go.

 

The quiet noise of movement nearby stirred him, but trapped in a state of groggy near-consciousness, Mal had to jab his tongue down hard onto the raw, bloody pulp of his jagged tooth to bring himself fully awake.

In the darkness, a girl moved about, her desire not to wake him clear in the tension and calculated movements of her body. It was dark out now, though the sounds of the city never slowed or wavered. He checked his muscles, flexing them slowly, one group at a time. He burned with pain in many areas, and his head still felt as though someone were leaning on a vise they’d affixed to it. There were things on his body, adhesive bandages over the worst abrasions on his chest, his face, his arms. She’d bandaged him while he slept. Of course she had. It was a wonder she could tell the new from the old, his body an homage to damaged flesh: the scar across the bridge of his nose, the rough flesh on his forearms and elbows, the deep discolorations that old bruises had left on his torso, the mad frenzy of interlaced scar tissue across his knuckles.

“Thank you,” he said, and his voice sounded soft and mushy to him.

The girl stiffened and looked through the dark, then came to the cot and turned on a small lamp on the floor. She leaned into the hazy glow. Her eyes were obscured by thick locks of shaggy hair that she wore like a mask.

“Mal,” she said, her voice dense with his suffering, though it always issued so quietly you needed to listen as if to a whisper. “What did they do to you?”

“It’s complicated.”

She put her hand gently on the side of his face and held it there, casting the barely visible slivers of her eyes into his own.

“We
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