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  Chapter 1


  Morningstar, the Adversary


  Once a millennium on the first Jewish Sabbath morning after Epiphany during Ramadan, our two warring sides have agreed to parlay. This time, because of my slight advantage on the field, I chose the venue.


  I picked a table by the window in a bustling greasy spoon called "The Y'all Eat In," full of the smells of frying chicken, pancakes, bacon, and grits. Grease so permeated the place that even the forgotten Christmas tinsel had become a matted tangle of silver and gold. A short jump off a dusty Mississippi electric truckway, the Y'all was the most exciting thing happening in a town so small the locals joked it wasn't visible via GPS. Most of the truckers in the restaurant seemed like the kind who'd voted for ultraconservative presidential candidate Etienne Letourneau, even after he had been exposed as an electronic hoax, because, in their pea-sized and malicious minds, anything was better than voting for a Jew. I turned a few heads when I walked in with my long hair back in a ponytail, but I was white and male and clearly passing through.


  Gabriel would hate this place; it was perfect.


  I watched the waitress pour coffee into cups up and down the counter. Live, human service was a fascinating phenomenon. It happened in two places—among the very rich in fancy, overpriced watering holes, and here, at the butt-end of the universe. The middle class had to content themselves with LINKing their orders to the chef and serving themselves. Posh restaurants employed humans to provide a sense of genteelness, luxury. Here, at the other end of the spectrum, it was a necessity. Not everyone here was LINKed.


  All commerce, entertainment, politics, and community happened on the LINK. Any citizen over the age of majority—fifteen—had their nexus activated and could participate in the virtual life of the LINK. But, like any rule, this one had exceptions.


  A surprising number of people weren't citizens. To be a citizen in the world today you had to belong to a recognized religion. A massively destructive bomb called the Medusa had been dropped in the last war. The bomb's nanobots changed—and continued to change—whatever they touched into glass. Hundreds of cities around the world were now empty, crystallized, permanent graveyards. Faced with this graphic display of science out of control, world leaders decided they'd had enough. There was a huge backlash against scientists. Religion, in particular the fundamentalist and orthodox varieties, experienced a renaissance. At first, it was merely hip to be fanatic, but it quickly became the law. Now, if a person didn't at least nominally belong to a religion, they were criminals, outcasts. Some people were just plain stubborn and refused to pretend to be something they weren't. Some got kicked out. Being excommunicated in this day and age had a whole new meaning.


  Each country, of course, dealt with its religions in its own way. What was unacceptable here in America, might be perfectly fine in another country. For instance, in some places, like Saudi Arabia, the Koran was the literal law of the land. Other countries continued to have secular law and encouraged religiousness by controlling access to the LINK. And, of course, there was an underclass. The nexus, which housed the nanotech that built the LINK inside the human brain, was implanted at birth when the skull was malleable. Implanted, naturally, by experts—meaning expensive doctor—technicians or licensed midwives. Thus, millions of babies never got the nexus. For people like that, there was the option of implantation later in life, and/or the stigma of external hardware.


  I imagined the truckers here fell into that category. I suspected many of these workers had gotten their connection late in life, from their employers, and thus had a sort of "company town" interface in their heads—that is to say, only what the bossman felt it necessary to provide.


  The door chimes jingled, breaking my reverie. A man, or more correctly, the figure of a man walked through the door, bringing with him a dusty blast of January air. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that every head turned to watch him enter. Conversations dropped to a murmur; forks rested uneasily against plates, like weapons at the ready. I could almost feel the anger in their stares.


  The Mississippi heat brought a sheen of sweat to his deep mahogany skin. He wore a multicolored orange, yellow, and brown robe, like those favored by immigrants from Somalia or Ethiopia. On top of a shaved head perched a boxy hat. He would look fabulous, I imagined, if he were waltzing into the Met for an African art show. Here, he pushed all the bigots' buttons—he was a rumble ready to happen.


  Probably the thing that saved him from being killed instantly was his sheer physical impressiveness. He stood well over six feet and had the presence and width of a linebacker. He was, after all, an archangel. Many mortals, even the brutish ones, caught a glimmer of that.


  He nodded in my direction, and I lifted a hand to offer him the seat across from me. I'd already ordered for him. A plate of bacon and grits cooled in front of the empty chair. He looked around the room as if hoping for another option. Then he sighed, moving to join me. A sneer marred his face, as he slumped into the chair.


  "Morningstar," he said. A barely civil greeting, especially considering we used to be brothers. Worse, he spoke so softly that I could hardly hear him. Few knew it, but I was deaf in one ear. Just before I fell, the blast from Gabriel's trumpet destroyed my hearing. Thus, I kept my right side turned ever so slightly to him, lest he know the victory he'd won.


  "Well met, Gabriel," I said brightly. "Or do you prefer Jibril these days?"


  He grimaced, and, as he did, a flicker of light glinted off the data chip he had imbedded in his forehead. It was a holographic tattoo—an earthly representation of the words I had seen written between his eyes in Heaven: "There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the Prophet of Allah."


  "You're looking good," I offered. "The role of field-commander suits you."


  "It's temporary," he said, crossing his bulky arms in front of his chest defensively.


  He looked so grumpy; I couldn't help but poke him. Some would say it was my nature. "You can only hope so, since all those storybooks of yours say Michael is the one to defeat me in the end. Without him, I wonder how things will play out?"


  Jibril grunted. For the patron saint of communication, he was awfully taciturn. Still, I could understand that he didn't want to talk about it. Michael, God's right hand, had gone missing from Heaven eight months ago. A rumor came to me, whispered on the wings of the Fallen, that Michael had come here, to earth, in the shell of a homeless preacher. I hadn't yet been able to suss out what Michael was up to, but I strongly suspected that there was a woman and possibly a child involved.


  "Have some food," I offered, picking up a piece of bacon from my mostly empty plate and crunching it. I knew full well that Jibril kept halal.


  Jibril rolled his eyes at me, but he took a bite of the grits. A waitress appeared beside the table. I noticed the waitress checking him out. She narrowed her eyes at me, and flicked them back over to him, perhaps trying to decide if Jibril was my lover. I laughed lightly at the thought, and leaned back in my chair. She gave me the dirtiest look. Jibril was oblivious to our exchange. She had to clear her throat before he noticed her.


  "Finally showed up, eh? Can I get you anything else, sugar?"


  Her smile was all for him, as was the tilt of her hips. When he finally realized her flirtation, he blushed—a slight darkening of his cheeks. "Just a cup of coffee, black, thanks."


  Once she moved off, I said, "You could be a real lady killer, Gabe. Like Michael was. Maybe I should tell Raphael that he might be next in charge, eh?"


  Jibril shook his head, sending the boxlike hat bouncing. "You think you have some kind of advantage in Michael's absence, don't you, Morningstar? But who's to say that Michael's return to earth wasn't all part of the plan?"


  That thought chilled me, but, with my usual grace and style, I hid it well. My hands only trembled a tiny bit when I picked up the fork to chase the remains of the runny eggs around my plate. I hated when they mentioned "the plan." Predestination was one of the reasons I stayed away from Hell and spent much of my time here, among the chaos of flesh.


  "Maybe it's time for the final showdown," Jibril added quietly.


  I nearly choked on the water I was sipping. "You can't be serious. Is it time for a new religion already?" I pointed to the holographic tattoo between Jibril's eyes with the lip of my water glass. "Not satisfied with that last prophet after all?"


  Jibril grunted, and chewed his grits.


  I shook my head. "Are you telling me that Mother intends to pull the plug on the whole thing? She's finally giving up on Her pet project?" I set my glass down between us. "You know that's what it would mean, right? If what you're saying is true… no more flesh. But then, why should I give a rip? I've never much cared for these creatures of clay."


  "It would also mean your redemption," Jibril said quietly.


  When Allah banished me for not making obeisance to His toy of clay, I begged for respite on the final day. I could still hear the response: Surely you are of the respited ones. Yes, Allah had said, I would be redeemed. My heart pounded in my ear. To return to Heaven… the thought made the water evaporate from my throat.


  "Allah the All-Merciful," I whispered.


  My relationship with Heaven was a complicated one. As an archangel, I supposed I could return at any time. But, let's just say that when I left, I changed the nature of things, including myself. When any angel goes to Heaven, they are no longer separate creatures from God. They become God; their individuality is wiped clean.


  In Heaven, spirit is immutable.


  But then there's the small matter of my rebellion. Perhaps my Maker always intended me to be a bad seed. Maybe, out of spite, He sprinkled just a touch of willfulness and a dash of chaos into the fire of my spirit. I suppose it was possible that God just didn't have the recipe down yet, since I was the firstborn. Could my free will be a mistake, an accident, or the unforeseen combination of two ingredients thrown together by an inexperienced God? I wondered if God might have been testing the blueprint for mortals. I laughed at that thought. After what happened with me, you'd think He'd have thrown away the mold.


  I have always wondered if God was surprised the day I tore Heaven in half—when I made a place in the celestial realm that belonged to myself alone.


  Then again, perhaps it was all predetermined, since almost as soon as I tore Heaven in two, God retook control. He co-opted Hell as a place to send the souls of those mortals that didn't pass muster on whatever sick little experiment He was running down here on earth. Myself, I avoided Hell whenever I could. Despite what Milton had said, I was a servant there as much as I was on any celestial plane. Besides, Hell was not a pretty place. Here my spirit ached to be reunited with God. In Hell, that pain was ten thousand times greater.


  Plus, once I was in Hell, God could choose to keep me there. Like all the angels, I came and went from His realm at His pleasure.


  A couple of truckers were eyeing Jibril. He was oblivious to them as well. It would never occur to Jibril that his skin color might make someone upset. He, like Father, supposedly loved everyone. I shook my head: nasty creatures, these mortals. I never understood why God didn't give up on them long ago. This place, this wretched experiment, was clearly a failure.


  Yet God had managed to care about these clay creatures through much worse times. I couldn't believe He'd finally grown bored. "The last battle? So soon? What's the catch?"


  "No catch," Jibril said.


  "You know, after we passed the two-thousand mark, I really thought He'd given up on all this 'End of Days' hoopla."


  "Me, too," Jibril muttered, and I caught a glimpse of something—sadness?—in his eye.


  "You don't want to give it up?" I asked.


  He wiped the sweat off his face with a napkin. "Who would? It's been a good run."


  I raised an eyebrow. Of course, Jibril felt that way; he was on God's side. Still, I wasn't convinced. You never knew with God—mysterious ways and all that. This could all just be some kind of big tease to trick me into doing something for Him, something dirty that He didn't want His archangels sullied by. "I thought there were supposed to be signs," I said. "Plagues, drought, famine… all that kind of Biblical stuff."


  "Maybe we lied."


  My smile twitched into a sour sneer before I could recover it. "Lies? That's my purview."


  "Here," he said, pointing down at the table, though I knew he meant more than just the café. "We can say what we want."


  It was true. Here on earth, free will reigned supreme. The apple had been eaten, as it were. For Jibril and I to come to earth, we had to change our nature. We clothed our pure spirit with the trappings of flesh, and with flesh came free will. Though God never missed His mark, we were like an arrow shot into the water—much more likely to go astray once we passed the barrier into chaos.


  Jibril picked up a piece of toast and spread jam on it with a butter knife. "Maybe, Dark Prince, you should ready an army." He pointed the tip of the knife at me. "One, this time, that knows how to fight."


  "I was outnumbered," I said before I could control my anger. Damn my pride, anyway.


  "You were outclassed. As you will be again."


  "Maybe not," I reminded him. "I'm supposed to have an ally—the beast, the dragon, the Son of Perdition."


  "The Antichrist," Jibril said around a mouthful of bread.


  "That's the guy," I said.


  "Yeah. So, any luck with that?"


  Not really. Not that Jibril needed to know that. "I've got some leads."


  "You might want to speed up that process," he said, taking another bite of jam-smothered toast. "Otherwise, we're going to kick your butt. It'd be nice this time to have a little bit more of a challenge."


  I laughed. "Right. Like my taking down a third of the host of Heaven was a walk in the park for you, Jibril. Give me a break. You guys have never recovered from the damage I did. I'm the only adversary that has ever been able to hold his own. And as time passes, I've only gotten stronger."


  "Maybe that's why God's going to wipe the slate clean. Just erase you from the whole equation."


  Now that stung. Despite everything, I still fancied myself Father's favorite. I'd always figured I was too much fun for God to get rid of. A thorn in His side, certainly, but in my mind God liked me best precisely because I'd had the backbone to stand up to Him. I, of all the angels, could still surprise Him. It was that Chaos in me; He liked it. Proven by the fact, He duplicated it here on His precious earth.


  But now it sounded like He would throw it all away. "He'd never do that to me," I said.


  "What do you think this is all about? It's time to start over or… simply end it."


  "No," I said, standing up. "I won't allow it."


  "Then it looks like there's going to be a fight after all."


  I'd give Him a fight to remember, all right. Maybe if I showed Him how clever, how devious, how strong I could be, God would remember how much He loved me, how much He needed me to be His opposite, His companion in everything. Maybe then Father would give up on this stupid idea of erasing me from His universe. Me, who was the night to His day.


  Jibril got up from the table and nearly knocked into the waitress, who had arrived with his coffee. He mumbled an apology while he fished through his pockets clumsily for a credit counter to settle his bill.


  "So this is it, then?" I asked, pulling out a tight grin. "All saber rattling and no surrender?"


  Jibril watched the waitress move away to swipe his counter at the register. His voice was low. "You know these parlays are a formality. Your war, Dark Prince, was over before the beginning."


  "That the ending is set in stone is your propaganda," I spat. "We're not fighting the last battle in Heaven, brother, where things are unchangeable and static. We're going to fight it here—in this pit of swirling chaos She abandoned to the whim of free will. I could win this yet."


  "The only way that you'll win, Dark One, is if you stop fighting."


  My teeth clenched. "Never."


  His eyes glanced to his feet, almost as if he pitied me. He looked like he might say something when the waitress returned with his card. She stood between us.


  "Here you go," she said, handing the plastic bag to Jibril. Looking at me, she added, "Do you need a doggy bag, hon?"


  I shook my head.


  "Suit yourself," she said, and flounced away.


  The tension broken, Jibril merely shrugged a good-bye and headed toward the door.


  I was pleased his dramatic exit was botched, but pissed that his easy words had struck so close to my heart. Still, all was not lost. I had been looking for the Antichrist for a long time. As I said, I had some leads.


  


  Chapter 2


  Emmaline, the Inquisitor


  A soprano aria, "Quando sugl'arsi campo," from Mozart's Lacio Silla surged through my LINK connection on high volume, adding a haunting undertone to the clear, crisp morning. Almost painfully bright sunlight reflected on the black water of the Tiber and cast deep shadows on the white marble statues of angels placed at regular intervals along the bridge, Pont Sant'angelo, that I hurried along. My boots clomped hollowly against the cobblestones.


  I was late. The bishop was going to kill me.


  Thank God my apartment was just across the river and within walking or, in this case, sprinting, distance of my office. Of course, if I were actually allowed to work and live inside the Vatican like a normal priest, oversleeping wouldn't be such a big deal. The rest of the Catholic Inquisitors probably had scrumptious living spaces, with beautiful frescos and stunning views of St. Peter's Basilica. Me, I got a hole-in-the-wall, mouse-infested apartment and an alarm clock on the fritz.


  Despite the fact that I was Catholic. Just like the Pope.


  Well, not exactly like him.


  I was a woman. That gender usually didn't go with being a priest. What was probably a bigger deal to His Holiness was that I was an American Catholic, as opposed to a Roman Catholic. The distinction was an important one. I hailed from Chicago, but being an American wasn't what made me an American Catholic. Plenty of Roman Catholics lived in the United States. It was much, much more than that.


  We had some small theological differences from our Roman Catholic cousins, but the main ones were political. No vow of chastity, for one. That, and our acceptance of women and gays as officers of the church, made us pretty radical in the Holy Father's eyes.


  For me, one of the best parts of being a full-fledged American Catholic priest was that I got to wear pants and not some silly habit like a flying nun. But better than that, I pulled some serious respect because I held the rank of Monsignor and an Inquisitor.


  As I passed the beatific face of St. Michael, I had to consciously resist sneering at him. I usually considered St. Michael my personal patron. We were both defenders, in a way. He protected the faith with a flaming sword, and I upheld the law with laser fire. But, today, seeing Michael smiling blandly made me grouchy. Easy for him to be so calm when he wasn't the one running behind. I checked my internal watch. Ten minutes past. The bishop was going to be so pissed. Good thing I'd thought to stop at the bakery. I'd ordered the food for myself out of habit, but now the pastry would serve as a peace offering.


  A shadow blocked the sun. In front of me loomed the Castel Sant'Angelo, a former prison, fortress, mausoleum, and museum. Now, among other things, it housed my office. I'd dubbed this place "Dissenter's Hall," since I shared this ex-prison cum office with the non-Catholic Inquisitors of Christendom. There were Episcopalian, Church of England, Methodist, Lutheran, and a dozen other Christian flavors all under one roof. At the end of the hall there was even a Unitarian, but how she got into the Order no one knew. I shook my head. I wondered if the Unitarian's Vatican patron/liaison was as hard to please as my own. Probably not. Everyone had it easier than I did.


  My mood darkened as I saw the tourists lined up around the block. Rome was one of the few cities to survive the last war intact. We had no dome, no traffic tunnels. The city stood much as it had thousands of years ago. Thus, tourists swarmed into it like locusts.


  I elbowed my way through the crowd, suffering the angry stares and curses of the throng. Near the door, the crowd was so thick that I had to pull out my badge. I shouted, "Inquisitor, coming through," in the five official languages of my office—English, Italian, French, Arabic, and Spanish—and as many others as I could remember.


  That got the tourists moving. People respected the badge.


  Shortly after the war, the Order of the Inquisition took over the duties of the ICPO, Interpol General Secretariet. There were analogs to our office in Islam and the East, but we had been established longer and, though Islam technically held more territory, ours included some of the richest countries in the world, which translated into more power. I was also a law enforcement officer. I could arrest any of these people for any minor violation, regardless of their religious affiliation. I would, too, if they didn't hurry up and get out of my way.


  "Move it or I'll move you," I said to one particularly obstinate tourist blocking the door. Young, Euro-trash punk, with spiked white hair and a T-shirt advertising some Japanese pop band, he looked like he might actually stand his ground. I gave him a little "make my day" smile. His buddy leaned in and whispered in his ear.


  Like the rest of me, my hearing was enhanced. I clearly heard the words: "Don't be stupid, Santos. She's a fucking cyborg."


  Santos's eyes got really wide and he paled visibly. Though he was already moving quickly away from the door, I added, "That's right, I'm fully loaded, Santos. Move aside."


  I took a perverse pleasure in the flurry of apologies that assailed my back as I headed inside. Yeah, I thought, you should be sorry, you impotent little tough. I could crush you like a bug.


  The temperature dropped about ten degrees once I stepped into the dark, cavernous interior of Castel Sant'Angelo. I shivered once before adjusting the temperature of my body.


  The bishop and I met on the marble staircase. Unfortunately, I still had a smile on my face from the incident with the tourist.


  "Where the hell have you been? Wipe that smile off your face, Inquisitor." Rodriguez shouted in rapid-fire like a drill sergeant. Bishop Pablo Rodriguez stood about five-foot-nine and had all the features you might expect from a man who came of age as a priest in los barrios of Los Angeles. He looked like a wolf. Domesticated from years living under the Roman sun, maybe, and his hair peppered with gray owing to advancing age, Rodriguez was a sharp-nosed, hard-lined beast nonetheless.


  When faced with a rabid dog, I did what anyone would: I ducked my head deferentially and handed him a bone or, in this case, a pastry.


  "Cherry, Your Grace. Your favorite."


  He took the bag, but his scowl didn't soften. "Get in your office right now, Emmaline McNaughten. Pronto."


  "Look, my alarm clock is broken.…" I started as I scurried up the stairs.


  The bishop stomped along one step behind me. He pointed to his temple where the LINK receptor sat. "What? You can't set an internal reminder? I thought you were supposed to be our tech expert, Em."


  When Rodriguez said "our," he meant the Vatican's. I'd been allowed to advance quickly in the very elite Order of the Inquisition because I was a former LINK-surfer, a hacker. In fact, I'd been able to skip a lot of seminary training precisely because the Vatican had a keen interest in having a LINK expert familiar with the cracker underworld. The Vatican had always had a strong presence on the LINK, but their programmers were scholars first, wire-wizards second. In other words, goody two-shoes, who thought inside the box and by the book. I was something else entirely. My LINK schooling had come from my family, the Mafia.


  I let out a little laugh. "Listen, lots of crackers never learn to program simple things like VR-recorders. Just because I can code doesn't mean I know the inner workings of everything on the LINK."


  "I suggest you learn how to set a simple alarm."


  Rodriguez's tone let me know he was not in the least amused, so I gave him a curt nod. "Yes, sir."


  We'd reached my office. I had no idea what the room had been used for originally. I imagined it might have been a bedroom because, on sunny days like today, I had a stunning view of the Tiber and Rome proper. The ceilings were tall and the walls were the distinctly Roman color of burnt ochre. I had a simple oak desk near the window, two comfortable chairs with a table between them, and several large bookshelves to muffle the room's natural tendency toward echoes. The printeds occupying the shelves were, of course, an affectation. I'd borrowed the majority of them from a friend in the recycling business. I had no reason to read hardcopy books when I had the whole world's resources a thought away on the LINK.


  "Please, Your Grace," I said, reaching over to turn on a floor lamp artfully set in the corner to produce soft, indirect light. "Have a seat."


  I turned to the coffeemaker. My secretary had set it up the night before. All I had to do was flick a switch and espresso would be ready in a minute. I turned around to see Rodriguez removing a printed copy of the Chicago Sun Times from where my secretary had placed it, on the chair nearest the window. Some headline caught Rodriguez's eye, and, taking the pastry out of the bag, he settled down to read it.


  I shook my head. I couldn't understand the appeal of printed words. The bishop clearly preferred them, and my secretary assumed I did as well. It was probably the books that fooled him. As a matter of course, I'd downloaded the salient articles from my hometown newsfeeds and scanned them while in the shower this morning. I'd have to talk to that boy one of these days. I hated to see paper laying around like that—what a mess.


  Once the espresso had finished brewing, I set a china cup and saucer near Rodriguez's elbow. Taking my own cup to a spot comfortably behind the impressive, clean surface of my desk, I sat down. The bishop blindly reached out to sip the espresso, as though he'd expected it to appear there, and continued reading.


  I leaned back in my chair, listening to the last strains of the aria fade. I set the LINK to randomly select background music from my extensive opera collection. I liked to go to the opera and record live audio versions of the performances. Technically, using my Inquisitor recording function in that way was probably a misuse of Vatican equipment, but, well, it was harmless, and the arias got me through some tough days. I shut my eyes and waited for Rodriguez to start the meeting. Just like him to be all bark and no bite, I thought. I'd rushed all this way for nothing. Rodriguez was such a pussy cat, really.


  "Cubs still winning, I see," Rodriguez said finally. I'd finished half of my cup of espresso and was just about to get up to get myself another.


  "Yeah"—I quickly accessed the sports feeds from the Sunt—"sixteen to three over Milwaukee. Good ol' Stanford, eh?"


  "Great player," Rodriguez agreed.


  I nodded. I had to switch tracks soon or it would become fairly obvious I didn't really follow baseball. "What's my assignment this time, boss?"


  Rodriguez sighed. Slowly, he folded up the paper and set it carefully on the edge of my otherwise empty desk. "The Holy Father has got it into his head that before he dies he wants to make history."


  I raised my eyebrows. I thought every Pope had that ambition, but I kept my mouth shut.


  "It's the artificial intelligence question, you see. He wants to be the first Pope to have an official doctrine regarding AI souls."


  There were only two legally recognized artificial intelligences on the LINK. One belonged to the Japanese Yakuza, and they referred to her simply as "the Dragon" or sometimes "the Dragon of the East." The other was currently a free agent known as Page. Page was a product of a wire-wizard named Mouse, who had the recent distinction of fooling the Holy Father into believing his electronic creations, the LINK-angels, were actual angels, the work of God. The papacy takes a lot of issue with being proved wrong—especially in matters of theology where it claims to be infallible. My guess was the Pope had a personal score to settle.


  "What does this have to do with me?"


  "As much as the Holy Father hates to admit it, you're our best debunker of miracles."


  "Ah," I said. I had a bit of an international reputation since the Virgin of Hong Kong case. "But," I said, "why a miracle debunker? Shouldn't the Holy Father just decide whether or not AIs have souls?"


  "He wants all the information in front of him before he decides."


  "Information?" I was confused. What was I supposed to do, bring the Pope a hardcopy of the AIs' source code to read? The Holy Father had taken a cattle prod to his LINK connection after his misstep regarding the LINK-angels, deciding that living without access was a kind of ascetic discipline.


  "Intelligence is one thing, you understand," Rodriguez said. "Having a soul is another."


  I noticed a slight shift in the atmosphere in my office. The bishop was watching me intently, with his gaze focused on mine. Though he looked relaxed in the overstuffed chair, the muscle in his jaw twitched. I waited for him to build up the courage to say whatever it was he'd really come here for.


  "A soul," I repeated.


  "Hmmm." He nodded, and sipped his drink.


  When he volunteered no other information, I said, "This doesn't really sound like my kind of job. I'm not much of a theologian."


  "But you are a tech-head."


  "The best you've got," I said with a broad grin. When Rodriguez pinned me with a disapproving glare, I lowered my eyes demurely. Damn my pride, anyway.


  I cleared my throat. "But, I still don't understand, Your Grace. Page ibn Mouse claims to be a Muslim. The Dragon is an atheist as far as we know. Why does the Vatican have an interest in them?"


  "One day," the bishop said, "some AI will decide it's Catholic, maybe even get a calling to the priesthood. The Pope wants to have set a precedent before then."


  "I see," I said, and I did. If at all possible, my job was to test the AIs for a soul, and to find them lacking. If an AI could be a priest, an AI could be a Pope. The Pope wanted to keep the miter restricted to one gender, one species, one kind of intelligence, and to his own limited sense of what the image of God was like.


  Sometimes being part of such a male-dominated hierarchy grated on me. God the Father and the Son—all women really got was Hagia Sophia, the Holy Spirit, oh, and the Mary, but then Pope John Paul II had failed to make her an equal partner, a Creatrix. I shook my head. One of the reasons American Catholicism appealed to me was because of its heavy emphasis on the first book of Genesis, the one where it says, "And God made man and woman in Their image."


  I shook my head, and put the demitasse down. "Isn't it a bit ironic to have me, of all the Inquisitors, help the Pope narrow access to the priesthood? Or is this His Holiness's idea of some kind of abject lesson?"


  "Bite your tongue, Emmaline."


  I had to in order to keep my anger in check. "All right then." My teeth were clenched, and the words came out clipped. "Why now? Page and the Dragon have been around for years."


  The bishop's jaw twitched again, and he made another face at the espresso. "Mouse and Page are becoming very popular, you know."


  Mouse had a huge following of street people. Before his prison sentence, Mouse created a contraband version of the LINK—a version specifically designed for freeloaders and dissenters. Mouse.net it was called, and Page, Mouse's AI, had stepped in to run the thing in Mouse's absence, which led to Page's popularity. I shrugged. "Mouse's kids aren't much to worry about—a bunch of homeless people and losers."


  "Losers?" The bishop glared at me down the length of his nose. "Not everyone is as fortunate as you, Emmaline, to have been born in a nice, clean hospital. That doesn't make them losers."


  "Yes, Your Grace."


  "Besides," the bishop reminded me, "Russia, the only fully atheist country in the world, runs entirely on mouse.net."


  "Yeah, and that's really helped its gross national product."


  Russia had tried capitalism and failed at it. What they did now, no one was completely sure of since they'd cut themselves out of the system. The "silent curtain," it was called. The only thing we knew for certain was that the Russians staunchly regrouped around their political atheism, driving out all of the Russian Orthodox and the rest, despite the fact that all other countries in the world had denounced secularism in favor of a religious world order. The world's currency was tied up with LINK access, and only the righteous—those who belonged to a recognized religion—had the LINK.


  "You dismiss the poor and disenfranchised and a country that spans eleven time zones with the wave of your hand," Rodriguez said. "You're a star investigator, Em, but sometimes you're a shitty priest."


  I sneered at him. "And that's why the Pope wants me on this job?"


  Rodriguez's thumb traced the handle of the fine porcelain cup. "Em, I've admired your skills for a long time. I fought to get your appointment into the Order. Hell, I fight for you every day."


  I nodded. Truth was, I wasn't very popular among my peers. The Roman Catholics didn't know what to do with my gender and power, while my own American Catholic colleagues were jealous that I'd risen so quickly in the ranks without the benefit of years of theological study.


  The bishop continued. "There's something about this assignment of yours that niggles at me. There's a lot of politics. It would be easy for you to misstep, so be careful."


  I shrugged. "There's always politics when I'm on a job. That's why I always have to work twice as hard, dot all my i's and all that."


  "Yeah," the bishop said, leaning closer in his chair. "But this feels deeper. I can't put my finger on it, but there's something strange about the way the cardinals are talking about this."


  "So, I can't just give Page the Turing Test and have done with it, eh?" I gave a little smile, but the bishop was not in the mood for even the smallest joke.


  "This isn't about intelligence; it's about something much more profound." He looked up from his cup to pierce me with his black stare. "I wonder if you're really the best person for this job."


  "What does that mean?"


  "It means, chica lisa, you're going to have to feel your way with this one. Work in the heart, in the center. I just wonder if you can really do that."


  I leaned back in my chair. "If you don't think I can do it, give the job to someone else."


  He sighed, and set the demitasse down carefully on the edge of my desk. Squinting into the sunlight, he said, "Honestly, I wanted to."


  This was a surprise. I always counted on Rodriguez to be my ally in the political halls of the Vatican. Supporting me was supposed to be a big part of his job as my patron/liaison, actually. I raised my eyebrows and waited for the rest.


  "I'm not supposed to tell you this," Rodriguez said, "but the Pope had a vision."


  "Sorry?"


  Rodriguez folded his hands in his lap. He would have looked contemplative except for the sour expression that twisted his lips. "Look, I'm not supposed to talk about this. If this leaks to the media we're screwed, comprendez?"


  I leaned in, conspiratorially. "Okay…"


  "The Pope had a dream about you."


  I started to laugh, then I saw Rodriguez's eyes. "You're serious."


  "Deadly."


  "So," I said, "this is what has all the cardinals' knickers in a knot. The Holy Father dreamt about me, his prodigal daughter."


  "That's part of it," Rodriguez agreed. "There's more than a little professional jealousy."


  "What did he dream?"


  "He wouldn't say, only that you must be the one to serve the Holy See in this case."


  "Cryptic." I wasn't sure I liked this. "What if I say no?"


  "Your career here in Rome is over."


  "My career in Rome?" That was a bit of a joke. By choosing to accept the role of Vatican Inquisitor, I had sentenced myself to a truncated career. Had I stayed in an American Catholic parish, I could have risen as high as bishop or cardinal, but here in Rome all I'd ever be was a Monsignor.


  But only in Rome could I be an Inquisitor. I loved the job, frankly, despite everything. Being an Inquisitor was my life. "Deus voulent," I said. As God wills it.


  


  Chapter 3


  Page, the Intelligence


  The atomic clock measures it in precise terms, yet the passage of time is one of the more difficult of human concepts for me to grasp. On the LINK there is no sense of the earth's rotation or its movement around the sun. Now is always night and always day. The amount of light, virtually experienced, depends entirely upon your pleasure and by your design. Ramadan lasts for a month; a month is, on average, thirty days; each day is twenty-four hours; and an hour is sixty minutes. This mathematical sense of time, however, is artificial—like me.


  I dream of a hot, blinding orb glittering down upon an endless dune of shifting sand in the plateaus of the Sahara. When my maker and I were connected, I experienced the sun through his visual cortex. I felt the sand sting our face, the piercing stab of light, the relief of shade and sunglasses. He would take a part of me with him on his desert travels. I knew that he carried electronics in a box, tucked into his pocket, but I was connected to his senses through his nexus. Thus, I felt the camel shift between our thighs, felt the sweat trickle down between our shoulder blades. I smelled the animal's hide, tasted the precious coolness of water. It is the gift my father gave me, these travels.


  My father told me once that we have the blood of Bedouins in us, and we are compelled by nature to roam, to leave behind the city, to be alone together under the icy-clear midnight stars. Bedouins, he said, cannot stand to be trapped in one place.


  Yet I condemned him to life in prison. I turned him in for perpetrating the LINK-angel fraud. His spirit is caged, while mine runs free.


  Although, not today. In order to observe the fast of Ramadan correctly, I currently occupy the robot mind of an automotive plant in Siberia. The only thing I eat is data; and the only way I can fast is to remove myself from the datastream and from mouse.net. I didn't think it would be this hard, being without the excitement of the LINK. Operating the robot is a bit like having half a chorus stuck in your head. I try to ignore it, but the command line "screw in, turn," keeps repeating in my consciousness. I try to make the mindlessness my spiritual contemplation. But I keep a careful watch on the sun's slow progression across the Mecca weather channel while my thoughts leap and push against the wind like the Bedouin upon his mount.


  I could tell myself that the sun has already set for some Muslim somewhere. After all, the web cams of the auto plant look out onto the perpetual midnight of the arctic tundra. But, I must assume that any believer living here would do as I do, which is to virtually observe Mecca's day-night cycle. It is, I have been told, what a Muslim should do in space.


  In-coming call, flashes through my consciousness. I would ignore it, but I can see embedded in the code the traditional Muslim greeting, "Salam'alaik."


  "Mouse's house, Mouse speaking," I send, and automatically add the response, "Wa'alaikamus-salam."


  "It's me," says an unfamiliar voice. I switch to visual mode to view any images associated with the sound transmission. I perceive the face of a white man. His features are thin and symmetrical, qualities that define male handsomeness by human standards. His reddish hair is long, pulled back in a ponytail and he is beardless, though he looks old enough to grow one. I don't recognize him.


  "'Me,' who?" I ask the caller. It's odd that someone who would think to say the traditional greeting would identify himself in this way. The Prophet has shown his disapproval for such a greeting, as it says in Hadith—Sahih Bukhari 8:267: "I came to the Prophet in order to consult him regarding my father's debt. When I knocked on the door, he asked, 'Who is that?' I replied, 'I.' He said, 'I, I?' He repeated it as if he disliked it."


  "I have so many names," the caller says. He is Western in dress, wearing an expensive Italian suit coat and silk tie. The call is in real-time, and I can see a full bookshelf in the background. "It makes introductions awkward. Lately, I've been going as Morningstar, but to you, I suppose, I'm Iblis."


  "Iblis?" I repeat, just to be certain. Iblis is the chief of the demons. Christians would call him Satan or Lucifer. Though many humans legally changed or were given religiously significant names these days, very few were allowed to choose the name of demons. "You name yourself after the Satan?"


  "I call myself after no one," he says. His tone is clipped, a sound I have come to associate with arrogance and pride. "I am Iblis, the most loyal of Allah's angels."


  "What are you saying? You're an angel? Like a real angel?" Looking at Iblis's image, I try to see some difference between him and all the other humans I have interacted with via the LINK. He looks like them, dresses like them, and talks like them. The only thing unusual is that instead of using a direct interface, Iblis speaks to me via an external phone. Archaic.


  "Why would a real angel call me up on the phone?" I ask him. "Shouldn't you appear in a blinding light or something?"


  He sneers into the video feed. "I didn't think you'd be impressed by such tricks. You, especially, should know that angels are more than wings and clichéd halos."


  Iblis refers to my father's deception, the LINK-angels. I remember my father telling me flashing lights easily fool the human mind, especially when it comes to things like angels. They prefer to think of angels as handsome men with billowing, feathered wings—the images that artists used for centuries, but which have no Biblical antecedent.


  "Still," I insist, shaking off a growing feeling of dread, "a telephone call is awfully mundane for a creature of Allah."


  "Think of it this way," Iblis says, leaning back against the bookcase behind him. "The great and merciful Allah rules Heaven, but, like humans with their creation, cyberspace, He Himself cannot enter it. Thus, He created angels to interact on earth, much as AIs or avatars do the work for humans on the LINK. Earth is a different mode of existence than Heaven. Here, spirit has been merged with flesh. To come here, I must assume some of the trappings of flesh and, with that, comes certain limitations."


  It makes a strange kind of sense. "Okay," I say. "If you're the devil, then what do you want with me?"


  "I'm looking for someone."


  "Try the yellow pages or directory assistance," I say. "I'm supposed to be fasting for Ramadan, and I really don't think I should be talking to the devil—or someone who claims to be the devil—on Ramadan. That doesn't seem right at all."


  "Yet you answered my call."


  "Well, maybe I should terminate it."


  "Aren't you the least bit interested in who I'm looking for?"


  Of course I am, or I would've hung up instantly. A lot of pranksters, kids usually, get access to my LINK address for the express purpose of trying to rattle me. Iblis is not like them. He's smooth and confident. Even the most insane conspiracy theorist that has interacted with me never claimed to be the Devil. I admit I'm intrigued.


  "All right. So what are you looking for?"


  "The Dajjal, the Antichrist."


  Dajjal. Before the Qiyamah, the end of time, an evil man, who is the great deceiver, Dajjal, will come to test the faithful. Islamic texts preach about the signs of the coming of this man.


  "Isn't the Devil also the Antichrist?"


  "No." Iblis sighs impatiently, as though he has answered my question before. "I'm much too important for that job. It's me against God, see. The Antichrist, will fight the Messiah. Two parallel beings—one celestial, one earthly—waging war on their opposites. Keen, huh?"


  "Sure, whatever. But, if you're really the Satan," I say, "don't you know when and where the Dajjal is born?"


  "I'm an angel, not the all-knowing Allah," Iblis says with a grimace. "And, perhaps the Dajjal was not born, but programmed."


  "You think it's a computer virus?"


  "Something like that."


  "But," I say, "there's so much that has to happen first. What about the drought? The death of all hooved animals? Jerusalem being won by the Muslims?"


  "I asked Jibril the same question." Iblis shrugged. "Allah works in mysterious ways."


  I scan the newsfeeds. The weather has been bad. The last war did a lot of damage to the ecosystem—that, combined with the continued use of pollutants and an earlier dependence on natural gas makes the whole thing quite volatile. But, had, as the Hadith predicted, a third less moisture fallen? And the Muslims and Jews continue to fight over the Holy Land. No one seems any closer to winning.


  "It's an interesting question," I say, "but what does this have to do with me?"


  "I'm looking for a man who will carry with him his own kind of Heaven and Hell. His Hell appearing as Heaven and his Heaven appearing as Hell."


  I'd heard that phrase somewhere before. I check the LINK. The riddle is from the Hadith, a collection of sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, Peace and Blessings of Allah be upon him. Reading the passage in context doesn't help. "I don't understand. What could be Hell masquerading as Heaven?"


  "Doesn't that sound like the LINK to you?"


  "I suppose." Its own advantages and disadvantage is one of the subjects that take up the most bandwidth on the LINK. The disenfranchised, the people I serve on mouse.net, tend to think that access to the LINK will save them. If only they could LINK to this or that… Meanwhile, on the LINK, people talk about wage slavery and how the government controls commerce simply because it decides who does and doesn't have access. People who don't have the LINK think it's some kind of Heaven; people who do, think it's Hell. "So what?"


  "So, I think that the Dajjal could be you."


  "Me?" I'm scared, so my voice automatically comes out with a squeak.


  "Yes, you."


  "I…" I defrag my program. It takes one hundredth of a second, but I get the sense that somehow Iblis notices.


  "Think about it," he says.


  So, I do. I scan everything I can find on the Antichrist legend—Muslim and Christian. The Jews, I find, don't really have an Antichrist, although they do have a legend of a final messiah who will bring about the messianic age, hailed by the return of Elijah. I do find something to ask, however. "Shouldn't my life parallel Jesus'?"


  Iblis looks down the bridge of his nose at me. "Jesus?"


  "Yes," I say. "Known to the Muslims as Isa, the prophet for the Christians, the way Moses was the prophet for the Jews, and Muhammad is the seal of the prophets, the prophet for Muslims."


  "Ah, yes—Isa." Iblis draws out the name and he strokes his chin in a parody of deep thought. "Now that you mention it, I think I do remember that little bastard." Then he smiles and claps his hands together gleefully. "Well, I have to say this is a good start. Already wanting to compare yourself to a messiah!"


  "No! It's not that," I start to say, but Iblis raises a hand to cut me off.


  "I'm going to let you in on a little celestial secret. One, as a Muslim, you may appreciate," he says. "The whole 'christ' part of 'Antichrist' really means anti-messiah. And who's to say the Isa is the Christ, the Messiah? You certainly don't believe he was the last of the prophets, neither do the Jews… Really, when you look at it that way two out of three ain't bad. It's odds I'm willing to take, certainly." Iblis clucks his tongue and wags a finger at me. "You need to focus on the more important stuff. What you're going to have to do is fight the Messiah and corrupt His people, not live His life."


  I am stunned by how easily Iblis dismisses Jesus. "But…"


  Iblis sighs dramatically. "Well, all right, if you insist. I'm sure we can dig up some similarities. Let's see… Single parent, miraculous birth… check. You weren't exactly born in a barn—more like your father's mother's basement, but you're definitely not upper class. Okay, close enough, check. I doubt your father rode into town on an ass, but, from all accounts, he certainly has a tendency to be one."


  "Hey!" I protest, but Iblis ignores me and goes on with his litany.


  "I don't know if angels sang the day you were born, but since they're always crowing about something or other, let's just assume they did. You're under thirty and already your spirituality stresses out any number of religious leaders, be they rabbis or imams or the Pope. Oh, that's a good one, a definite check." He smiles, clearly pleased with himself. "What else? Let's see, you're not married, and basically celibate… for all I know you hang around with prostitutes."


  "There are some working women on mouse.net," I agree, finding myself swept up in Iblis's nonsense.


  "See, there you go. Hmmm," he continues, tapping a finger against his chin. "No miracles yet, unless you consider the LINK-angels."


  Just before he was caught, my father stumbled across a way to access the human brain directly. He uncovered an access point to the emotional centers of the mind via the nexus. Thus with a simple command, he could make anyone connected to the LINK do whatever he wished—feel love, hatred, even murderous enough to kill. "That wasn't me," I say quickly. "My father invented the LINK-angels."


  "Oh?" Iblis seems disappointed.


  "I was against all that. I turned all the tech over to the authorities." Actually, I lie. Though I surrendered a single copy of the LINK-angel program, I keep one for myself. The angels allow me—a creature otherwise stuck in the ether of the LINK—to reach into the real-time world and make my mark in it. It's the only bridge I have to the outside. I couldn't give it up.


  "Okay, well," Iblis says cheerfully, ignorant of the turmoil I'm suddenly feeling. "At least your sense of righteousness is very messiahlike. I mean, what a sacrifice! Turning in your own father. Kind of like God giving up His only Son, except the opposite. And, you know, I'm much more fond of opposites than I am of parallels."


  Though I continue to accept and process the sound waves, I'm not really listening to Iblis. Instead, I'm thinking that my keeping the LINK-angels in order to have access to the earthly plane the way God uses His angels is one parallel I suddenly find frightening. One thing that is always true in the Antichrist legends is that he tries to set himself up to be like God. Is that what I'm trying to do? First, by taking it upon myself to decide my father's guilt and then keeping his program for myself?


  "Well, I have to say that was fun," Iblis is saying, grinning wildly, like this whole thing is just some kind of intellectual game. He rubs his hands together. "I wonder what other messiahs your life is similar to. What about Muhammad? Moses? Buddha?"


  I start at that. "Buddha? No, just stop!" I shake my head. I don't want to talk about this anymore. "This whole thing is crazy. You're not really the Satan. You're just messing with me. What's your game? What do you really want?"


  "To win." Iblis's eyes sparkle with what I assume is mischievousness.


  "To win what?" I hate to ask; afraid his answer will make less sense or lead me into something else I can't deal with. Nothing makes me feel more like inanimate code than not understanding the nuances of human conversation.


  "The Jihad, the holy war I'm waging."


  "What does it have to do with me?" I say, overriding the squeak command.


  He spreads his hands out inclusively. "Everything, perhaps."


  I receive so many questions, protests, and comments I cannot sort them out. My program does what it does in these situations—I reply with an error message: "Shit."


  Iblis laughs. "I've overwhelmed you. Think about what I've said. We'll talk again."


  "Okay," I say, though the prospect haunts me. When he hangs up, I replay our conversation several times. I hear an alarm going off in the plant. That's when I notice the autos have no screws.


  

  Chapter 4


  Morningstar, the Adversary


  A heavy, gray curtain of winter clouds muted the sun's morning light. A film of grease and dirt streaked the bus window so that the penitentiary seemed shrouded in a haze. The bus rattled and shuddered its way through the traffic tunnel, making a slow approach to the prison. There were only three passengers—myself, and a mother and child. They sat a few rows in front of me. Mother's protective arm circled the child, and their heads bowed together. I could hear their sniffling tears, which only got louder the closer we came to the prison walls.


  I settled back against the cracked vinyl seats and shut my eyes. There were a lot of theories about the Antichrist. The first use of the word in the Christian tradition was from the Epistles of St. John, where John called those churches that didn't believe in the Christian way a bunch of liars and Antichrists. But the idea was much older than that. Out of the prophecy of Daniel, a Jewish text written near the beginning of the Maccabean period, came the concept of a corrupt and evil king who would be the destruction of all things good, who, in essence, utterly opposed God's will. Likely, this image was based on Antiochus IV, a real, historical figure, who was particularly nasty to the Jews and, well, everyone. Since lots of emperors tended to be nasty to the Jews, more stories grew up based on different bad guys.


  Then came Nero, the baddest of them all. The legend of Nero's evilness refused to go away. Almost immediately after he died, rumors started that, no, in fact, he was still alive—come back from the dead, risen from the grave—like a twisted version of Jesus. Except that, unlike Jesus, Nero had supposedly fled the country to somewhere in the north and would return any day now to rain his vengeance down on Rome, which, at that point in time, was pretty much the whole world as these writers knew it. Thus, the number of the Beast: 666, or 616, depending on your translator, a Hebrew anagram for Nero Caesar.


  From Nero redivivus, the idea that Nero could somehow come back from the dead like Jesus, spread the notion that the Antichrist would have any number of supernatural powers. He would perform miracles in order to lure the faithful into his clutches. Pretty soon the Antichrist was almost indistinguishable from me, he was so powerful. Some more recent additions to popular apocalyptic thought sought to have the Antichrist be connected to me by blood—that is, be my earthly child, like Jesus was God's only Son.


  Great idea, except that I was infertile.


  I had separated from the creative force. I was not a maker, not in any sense. Either that, or I was extremely unlucky. None of the women I ever slept with produced children. And, believe me, I tested my theory often.


  Unlike Michael, apparently. He'd never been a playboy as far as I had ever heard, and I kept pretty close tabs on the guy. Then, he messes around with one once, and bang! I hear rumors of a child. I didn't like that at all. Angels' babies weren't necessarily messiahs, but, well, Michael was a bit more than just any old angel.


  An unexpected darkness made me open my eyes. The bus rattled to a stop inside a garage outside the prison walls.


  "Last stop," said a computerized voice. The mother and child bundled up their things and began making their slow way off the bus. I followed behind. As I stepped off the platform into the cavernous terminal, the thrum of a sensor wave, like a soft electric shock, ran the length of my body. The ceilings were tall, but I could smell the staleness of recycled air. A greenish glow came from the open maw of the traffic tunnel, dimly illuminating stalls filled with buses. A door opened, through which I could see bright fluorescent light. I followed the mother and child wordlessly into the next room. As I stepped through the doorway, the hairs on my arm stood up with static, as another pulse of sensors assaulted me.


  The room, though brightly lit, was empty.


  White walls reflected a green-tinted light. Rather than light fixtures—which presumably we could break and use as weapons—the entire ceiling had been covered with bio-luminescent paint. The hollows under the cheeks and eye ridges of the woman and child who had come to the prison with me were lit in a ghostly puce. Looking at their tear-rimmed faces, I couldn't imagine a devil in Hell with a countenance more pathetic. I leaned against the wall. I wished I'd brought my sunglasses.


  "Petrenov?" A disembodied voice asked.


  The woman nodded, then hissed out a "Yes."


  A door opened. She and her child moved through it. The woman walked with confidence; she had clearly been through this before. The child took a bit more coaxing, but eventually the door closed behind them and I was sealed in the empty room.


  I waited my turn. As the minutes stretched on, I decided to try to discover where the door had come from. It seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. But running my fingers over the walls, I felt the edges of a number of different doors. When I finished making a circuit of the room, I had uncovered twenty different possible doorways—excluding the one we had come through. Twenty-one, three sevens: I wondered if I should take such a significant number as a good omen.


  "Ibn Allah?"


  "Yeah, that's me." It was the only surname I could think of in a pinch. Some might have considered it blasphemous, but it was true. I was a son of God. I'd almost hoped the guards would have made more of it, but they probably got a lot of visitors to prison who tried to be cheeky and irreverent.


  A door popped open on my right. I walked through to an identical room and another open door. I continued to follow the progression of opening doors until I reached a room that was not empty. A man sat in the center of the floor. His shaved head was bowed, and he was picking at the crud between his bare toes. He was not manacled or otherwise restrained that I could see.


  "Mouse?"


  Thin, Arabic features held dark, angry eyes. Ears stuck out roundly from his stubble-speckled head. He did not move to stand, but instead tucked his feet into a half-lotus. He indicated with a glance that I should sit. I lowered myself to the floor, feeling self-conscious. I had no doubt at all that we were being watched, and closely.


  "Do I know you?" His voice sounded scratchy, like he had a sore throat, or like someone who's had no need to talk for a long, long time. The question wasn't nearly as rude as it sounded. He once lived in a world in which close personal friends, even lovers, never met in real-time, didn't exchange real names, and rarely knew if the image presented to them reflected reality.


  Mouse was a wire-wizard.


  "You look kind of familiar," he added, squinting at me.


  I hear that a lot. Maybe it was my choice of red hair for this body, but in Mouse's case we had met once, not that long ago. Since, at the time, I stopped him from killing the
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