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  Prologue


  Morningstar


  When the preacher asked if there were any objections, I half expected God Himself to strike me down. In fact, I couldn't quite stifle a nervous glance up into the flaking-painted face of Jesus, who hung serenely on the crucifix just beyond the altar. He gazed down at me lovingly with wide brown eyes. Goose pimples crept up my arms underneath the Armani tuxedo, despite the June heat, as I waited out the interminable seconds in the church, silent, it seemed, except for the harsh sound of my own breathing.


  No one—no angel, messiah, man, nor god—spoke a word to halt this supreme blasphemy.


  Imagine. Me, participating in holy matrimony?


  It was a sin—though, surely, not my worst.


  When the ceremony began again, I allowed myself a long, deep breath. Beside me, Emmaline flashed me a knowing smile. Her face seemed to hold a touch of relief, as if she, too, had anticipated holy fire.


  She looked…handsome in her full dress uniform. The black leatherlike armor glowed darkly in the soft candlelight of the church. Emmaline stood stiffly, as though at attention. Her black curls had been trimmed into a crisp militaristic flattop. She was almost as tall as I was, and, thanks to her cybernetic augmentation, she seemed twice as strong. Most of the time, I let her believe she was.


  Emmaline held a single white rose. Its silken petals stood out in sharp contrast to the Peacemaker and shock stick in her belt. Not exactly the most feminine bride an angel could dream of, but then again I never in a million eons ever imagined myself standing here, in front of God, pledging my devotion to a mere mortal.


  Mortals have never been an interest of mine, honestly. To me, they were just God's mud dolls animated by His holy breath for some sick experiment in free will. I normally let them play in their dirt and filth without a second thought.


  But my Emmaline could hardly be described as "merely" anything. And, after this day, after the bond was complete and the rings were exchanged, I wondered if she would ever again truly qualify as mortal.


  Several months ago, on the day I'd asked and she'd said yes, I'd sealed my intentions with a blood oath. No traditional engagement ring for me. I wanted something much, much more dramatic. Because I'm an angel, my body is only a shell for the pure spirit within. I have no blood per se. All the same, I pricked my palm with a small knife and she followed suit. We held our hands together, allowing her blood to flow into my pure essence, and my spirit into her blood.


  It was, for me, a major commitment. Some say I'm particularly fond of contracts, but usually it is not I who enters into them, not I who seals the covenant with blood.


  Emmaline gave me a little nudge, breaking my reverie. I repeated the words the preacher asked of me without really hearing them. My voice sounded much more clear and confident than I would have expected of myself given the butterflies in my stomach. The camerabots swung in for a close-up. I smiled easily.


  It was a beautiful day.


  Sunlight streamed in through the stained glass, spraying flecks of royal blue and emerald green on the white altar. Dust motes danced lazily in the streams of light, and the musky smell of incense filled my lungs. I breathed in deeply.


  Then, far too quickly, the rings were exchanged and the vows sealed with a kiss. I took Emmaline's hand and we walked down the aisle as Mr. and Mrs. Sammael Morningstar. It sounded silly to my internal ear, but it made me grin proudly anyway.


  "I've never seen you so handsome," Emmaline said to me as we stood in the greeting line. "I can see it, you know. How you must have been."


  When you were the greatest of them all, she didn't have to add. I just nodded, but a hollow darkness crept into me. How I must have been, but were no longer, she implied. Had my finest hour already past? Would I always be known as the angel who almost took Heaven by force of will? Would my greatest fame be the spectacular nature of my failure? I glanced at Emmaline. If I was right about what she would become, then perhaps not. Perhaps my greatest moment was yet to come.


  I watched Emmaline smile and clasp hands with the various celebrities that passed by us in waves. Even though Em kept her hair short, the locks above her forehead threatened to twist into three perfectly shaped loops that, at the right angle, looked almost exactly like three sixes. My darling Antichrist, I thought, and leaned over to whisper in her ear our private joke. "You're the Beast," I told her.


  She gave me a little peck on the cheek. "You old devil, you."


  



  We had rented the grandest, most expensive hotel in all of Rome for the reception. I'd liquidated the real estate of my New York bookstore and most of its contents to pay for the damn thing.


  Luckily, it showed. The ballroom defined grandeur. Crystal chandeliers glittered overhead, casting soft light onto gray silk wallpaper. Polished marble and the finest-quality Persian rugs lay underfoot. Balcony doors had been thrown open to allow the cooling evening breeze to enter with the scent of jasmine flowers, to ruffle the hems of designer evening gowns and tug at tuxedo tails.


  I stood alone in the center of the room, sipping champagne, content to watch as Emmaline buzzed around greeting various dignitaries and charming them into a smile or a bold guffaw.


  Rarely, a dignitary would spare me a glance or a small nod of acknowledgment. I was, after all, only a supporting actor in this final scene. I stood behind the throne. The spotlight was reserved for Emmaline alone.


  I would be more bitter and jealous, but Emmaline captured the world's attention on her own, with her own cleverness. She pulled quite the stunt a decade ago just after a meteorite fell out of the sky and destroyed the Dome of the Rock. By pretending to be building a virtual version of the Third Jewish Temple, she'd manipulated the world to the brink of world war. Then she pulled them all back from the edge with a "Hey, it wasn't God after all, now, was it?"


  The world had missed Armageddon, but not the wake-up call. People began to question the logic of having government and religion mix. In the United States and other major countries, politicians were getting elected who were not also clergypersons. Emmaline had started a secular revolution.


  God's hold on the world was weakening.


  That made me very, very happy.


  The bubbles of the champagne slid down my throat, and I sighed. I wandered closer to the balcony. The night air felt cool against my cheek. Beyond the hill and under a bright moon, Roman traffic buzzed contentedly. I was glad the camerabots still circled the room. I would never remember everything that had happened today. Maybe I could catch my wedding on reruns.


  "Excuse me," came a voice with a pronounced English accent.


  I turned to see a young man in his early thirties. A camera lens strapped to a helmet mostly obscured his face. Wires wove around the entire contraption, making it look as though he were some kind of cyborg. Which, perhaps, he was.


  "Byron Liest," he said by way of introduction. "LINK-1 out of London."


  A reporter. Of course. I shook his hand. "My pleasure."


  "Lovely wedding," he said.


  "Was it?" I laughed. "It all went by so fast."


  "I imagine so. Indeed. Indeed. Yes, that's how mine was as well," Byron agreed. "It's easy to get flustered, caught up in the excitement, isn't it?"


  I frowned at my champagne. What was he getting at? "I suppose it is."


  "So then it wasn't intentional?"


  "What?"


  "You, agreeing to obey her."


  I laughed. "Sure, we intended that. Em and I enjoy the whole archaic language of the wedding ceremony. And the whole obey thing is just so … biblical."


  "Yes, but usually the woman agrees to obey the man, or each agrees to obey the other. It's highly unusual, don't you think, for the man to agree to obey the woman? Or was that your intent? To turn the whole thing upside down? To make a point?"


  I felt my frown deepen. "Are you saying Emmaline didn't say it?"


  "No."


  "You mean she just forgot."


  "No, the preacher never asked her to."


  My stomach felt strangely cold, and I glanced inside to where Emmaline stood with her arm wrapped around the prime minister of Israel. Already she played political games, and I had a sinking feeling I'd fallen for one. "But I did? I agreed to obey her?"


  "Would you like to see the clip?"


  I continued to stare at Emmaline. Seeing me, she smiled and waved. "That won't be necessary," I said.


  "So, for the record, was the wording intentional?"


  "No," I said. It was a mistake all right, a very big one.


  


  Chapter 1


  Emmaline


  Two Years Later


  



  You shouldn't be doing this.


  A small crowd had gathered beside the rubble that used to be Temple Mount. I stood in front of the last remnant of the Wailing Wall. A green ribbon rattled in the breeze, waiting for me to cut it, to christen this place as an international free zone.


  Thunder rolled overhead, and I was reminded of the Days of Blood when explosions were commonplace here. Israel knew peace now, but it was a difficult process. The first step was a gift, straight from God. A meteorite fell from Heaven and destroyed the Dome of the Rock. The Arab Israeli contention over this tiny bit of real estate heated to insane proportions, nearly causing a world war, the end of time. Helped along by me, of course…


  And me, added Victory, the AI who occupied my combat computer.


  Yes, I told her with a smirk, your help was invaluable. You killed all those hackers for me. Too bad you missed the important one.


  I cringed. Or, rather, Victory used my muscles to express her guilt.


  A decade ago, she hadn't had any remorse when she occupied an Inquisitor's body and shot three wire wizards in the back of the head, execution style. She was supposed to have killed four, but Mouse, a key player and the "father" of Page, got away. Page was another artificial intelligence, who, later that same day, trapped Victory inside me and overwrote her program to include, of all horrible things, a conscience.


  Victory claimed she'd seen Mouse fall that day, but she hadn't hung around to watch him get up again.


  Typical.


  Too bad that wasn't why she felt guilty.


  No, now she regretted the killing and her part in the hijacking of the temple. Now she had an opinion on everything. Damn Page, anyway. Thanks to that little meddler, I had to live with Victory's running commentary on my life, complete with quotes from the goddamn Koran.


  The Noble Koran, Victory corrected.


  "Shut the fuck up, would you please? I'm trying to focus on this historical moment. I'd like to wow the crowd and not spend the whole day arguing with my own combat computer."


  I could feel Victory's huff of indignation deep in my bones.


  I ignored her. After all, people were waiting for me to speak. I had been paused with the ceremonial scissors in hand long enough. So, with a flourish, I snipped the ribbon.


  Applause crashed over me in waves. No fewer than seven years ago, these same people had despised me, would have had me hung if they could have come up with a way to extend the death penalty to the crime of cybersquatting. After my confession and arrest, things here in Jerusalem only got worse. Israel refused to relinquish control over Temple Mount. Rumors circulated that someone had sacrificed the red heifer needed to bless those who would rebuild the Jewish Temple. Palestinians countered by staging a sit-in on the crater that had been Dome of the Rock. Israeli soldiers threatened to shoot, and some did. More and more people from around the world joined the protest each day to replace the wounded or arrested. It appeared to be a stalemate.


  Then the unthinkable happened.


  A group of Zionists calling themselves the Temple Faithful only meant to scare people off Temple Mount, but someone miscalculated the necessary amount of explosives. The explosion rocked Jerusalem to its core, quite literally. The bomb leveled the mount. The blast took out several surrounding neighborhoods. Lots of people died.


  Worse, the Wailing Wall, which had withstood the wrath of God Himself, fell. The last vestige of the ancient Jewish Temple had been destroyed, violated by Jewish hands.


  More than the death toll, it was the image of the ruined Wailing Wall, so long a symbol of Jewish tenacity and righteousness, that galvanized peace efforts. Atonement became a buzzword. Horror, shame, and guilt drove leaders from both sides to the table, ready to negotiate rationally, with reasonable expectations. Israel made peace with its Arab neighbors.


  As prophesied.


  And now here I stood, fulfilling another prophecy.


  When the crowd quieted down, I adjusted my collar microphone. As a fully loaded cyborg, I could simply have increased the volume of my voice to be heard over the crowd. My vocal cords, like most of my body, were cybernetically enhanced. But I've been told that my abilities give people the creeps, my power makes them uncomfortable.


  Yes. Very.


  If only they knew about you, my dear, I chided Victory.


  Harrumph. To know me is to love me, she said.


  I almost laughed out loud; sometimes she reminded me a lot of Page, from whom she was copied. I smoothed my expression before the camerabots swarmed in for close-ups. I spoke: "People of Israel, Palestine, the world, this space is now free."


  The crowd interrupted me briefly to show their appreciation.


  "No one shall dare to own what belongs first to God."


  More cheering. I nodded, waiting. I had been asked to speak because of my infamous connection to this place. I was seen as the person who first awoke the world to the horror of false prophecies run amok, to what happened when a person put too much faith in obscure, often misinterpreted two-thousand-year-old scribblings. I became the poster child for the abandonment of theocracies and a return to secularism. All of which was a touch ironic in light of the fact that I still wore the priestly robes of monsignor in the American Catholic Church.


  "Let us learn to live in peace. Let us learn to live with each other. Let us forgive. Let us truly be children of God."


  I raised my hands as if in a benediction, and the crowd roared. I felt like a queen, and perhaps, at that moment, I was, indeed, enthroned on the third temple—a temple to skepticism, to secularism, to … anti-faith.


  You are not the Antichrist. The Koran speaks nothing of this moment. Only in the Hadith does it say…


  Shhhhhhhhhh. Let me savor it.


  Horrible, was all Victory said, and I wasn't sure what she meant.


  Perhaps it was horrific that I had accepted my role, that I wanted to be associated with the Ultimate Evil, the Beast. But being married to Satan will change your mind about a lot of things, not the least of which is the nature of God.


  I had come to believe that, as with history, the victors wrote the Bible. God and his army had won the war for Heaven and then cast my Sammael as the great enemy. Originally the word Hebrew word satan simply meant "an adversary." That was all this was about—two armies on different sides of a battlefield.


  Not good against evil.


  You delude yourself.


  Do I? I met many human beings worse than myself in prison. Rapists, murderers, molesters of children, thieves, con artists…certainly Morningstar was no saint, but he treated me well and said please and thank you.


  This makes Satan the good guy? "Please" and "thank you"?


  It's better than some.


  Oh, "excuse me." Victory brought my lip up in a sneer.


  Stop that, I sent, putting a hand over my mouth to hide Victory's expression on my face.


  "Please?"


  Yes, please.


  I brought my hand down in time to grasp the prime minister's in a strong shake. Camerabots flashed, signaling to us where to look, where to smile. The lights flickered like a strobe. The president of Palestine hustled through the crowd and stood beside us. We all grinned like idiots, flashing peace signs and giving the thumbs-up. I felt foolish, but no doubt it would play well in Peoria.


  One prophecy down. The next on my list was the infamous mark of the beast.


  What is this? The grocery list of the apocalypse?


  I laughed. The president and the prime minister joined me, apparently thinking my joy over this historical moment had bubbled over. I love that, I sent to Victory.


  You would.


  The best thing about the mark of the beast was that most of the world already had it. "That no man could buy or sell unless he had the mark." It was so clearly the LINK.


  Now I just needed to find a way to control it, master it.


  Good luck.


  I didn't need luck. I had already started, with a little help from a friend.


  Kioshi.


  Yes, Victory, you know all about it, don't you? Too bad you can't tell a soul.


  I won't let you win, she said, stiffening my shoulders in fear.


  I already have, I reminded her. My mole is inside the system, waiting. She's ready.


  Victory sent a shiver down my spine. Ready for what?


  Ready to take over the LINK, of course. My inner voice was confident, but I was on my own with this one. Not even Morningstar knew the details—and, besides, it would crush him to know I'd had a child without him. He'd be devastated to know that I'd sent my child away, to be hidden inside the yakuza's AI "program."


  Kioshi had a farm of children, infants really, whom he raised in total LINK-immersion. They could speak binary before they could babble a barely coherent "mama." It was out of this virtual primordial soup that Japan's artificial, the dragon, was born. Toyoma Corporation genetically engineered most of the children in the "program," as he called it. He owned the patent to their genes. Thus, they were his property to do with as he liked. It was a kind of slavery, but, as with much of what Kioshi did for profit, people looked the other way. Besides, the program was a well-kept secret.


  Which was another reason why it was perfect for my plan.


  She's two years old now. Don't you wonder what she looks like?


  No. She looks like me. Exactly. I laughed again, and the prime minister gave me a funny look. Even so, he smiled and chortled along with me, as if we shared a private joke. The child is a clone. You know that.


  It was an important part of the plan, actually. I wanted a precise duplicate of myself, regardless of the risks. For reasons known only to God, Morningstar was sterile. He and I would never produce children the normal way. It hardly mattered. I got what I wanted from Morningstar when he exchanged the blood oath with me.


  And the clone had it too.


  I should have stopped you.


  Yes, I smiled. You should have.


  Victory tensed my muscles again, and I relaxed them with a popping shoulder roll. I grinned easily at the cameras. The sun seemed brilliantly white in a cloudless sky. I took a deep breath—the air smelled fresh and new.


  I would win. I knew it. I had fate, prophecy, and Satan's own willpower on my side. I could not lose.
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  ANTICHRIST WATCH LIST


  A Regular Column for the Fundamentalist Press


  Monsignor Emmaline McNaughton jumped to the top of the Fundamentalist Press's Antichrist Watch List today when she presided at the grand opening of Israel's Anti-Temple. Officially considered an "international free zone," the site is a memorial to the accidental destruction of the Wailing Wall by Messianic Jewish factions. The Walling Wall was the last remaining vestige of the Second Temple.


  The memorial had satisfied many leaders because there had been no official plans to construct anything on the site. It was intended to remain as the original blast left it, no stones moved or removed. However, under the guise of making the site "safe" for visitors, non-Jewish construction crews have been spotted after dark clearing debris and leveling the ground. One Jerusalem resident says that she witnessed concrete being poured. "They're building, all right," said Trisha O'Donnell, a Christian living in Jerusalem. "It's sacrilege on the highest order."


  The mission statement of the international free zone, which was written mostly under the guidance of McNaughton, declares the spot to be, among other things, "a place to witness the destructive power of the theocratic mind-set." It goes on to say that, while religious worship will be allowed there, it must remain free of any "indication of allegiance to one particular faith or another." In other words, it is a temple to secularism.


  According to 2 Thessalonians 2, the Church will witness the Antichrist's stand in the Third Temple. Previously, religious scholars had believed that this passage referred to a completely reconstructed and reconsecrated temple. However, as its building is the harbinger of the Antichrist, we now believe that the temple is, itself, an anti-temple, a temple built not for spiritual worship, but as a symbol against it.


  The Antichrist may well be enthroned in Jerusalem. The time is nigh.


  


  Chapter 2


  Amariah


  I hated school.


  I suppose that's how I ended up on the subway at ten o'clock in the morning, headed home. Truant again. Mom was going to kill me. She'd pulled a lot of strings to get me enrolled. She wanted me to have a normal life, just like everyone else.


  That'd be great if I was human.


  Mom said I shouldn't think like that, but it was true. Everyone could tell just by looking at me that I'd been mutated by the Medusa. One of my eyes had a pupil the color of quicksilver that reflected light. Huge clumps of my hair on that same side of my head came in white and resisted every hair dye I'd ever tried.


  The subway rattled its way toward Harlem, which was the end of the line before the Glass City and my home in the roving kibbutz. The train was mostly empty. At this time of the morning apparently only a few lost souls had anywhere to go. Classic dirty-parka, mumbling guy sat across from me, but his own demons kept him too busy batting at the empty air to notice me. I kept an eye on him, though, because I had the freaky sense someone was staring at me, watching my every move. Maybe it was my own conscience. Maybe it was God, my father.


  Well, really, my father was an angel, but angels are God, or God is angels. Or maybe God are angels, since God is sometimes "They" or "Them," having both male and female parts, like in the first book of Genesis where They made man and woman in Their image. Not that God was my mother. No, definitely not.


  Anyway, it was complicated.


  And either way, I still felt watched.


  Then I saw her out of the corner of my eye. She seemed to materialize out of the darkness. The woman stood near the end of the car even though there were plenty of empty seats. A preternatural grace kept her perfectly still as the train rocked and shuddered. Her silver eyes held the light as the subway car strobed through the tunnel. A Gorgon.


  Her gaze never left me. She cocked her head to get a better view of the white streaks in my hair. I'd seen that look before. She was trying to figure out if I was one of her kind.


  I didn't know the answer any more than she did. By all rights, I should be dead. The Medusa infected me when I was only four. The Medusa made Gorgons, and Gorgons lived, at best, five or six years-although there were legends…whispers…urban myths of Gorgons as old as twenty. But no one could prove it, and the Gorgons weren't talking. They were too feral, most of them anyway. Rumors surrounded them—that they ate humans, that they hunted in packs like wild animals. The ones I knew at the kibbutz in the Glass City were pretty well socialized, but I knew better than to trust a Gorgon who was strange to me. I tucked my hand into my pocket and felt for my Mace.


  She slithered closer, twisting around the center poles like a dancer. Even crazy parka-guy seemed compelled to watch her advance.


  "Sister," she said once she'd reached me.


  I wasn't sure if I should agree or deny kinship. My fingers closed around the Mace, but my hand was shaking so much I wasn't certain I could really use it. I just gaped at her like an idiot.


  Long broken and dirty fingernails reached out to touch the white curls at the side of my head. "Halfling?" she asked.


  Some people thought there were Gorgons who were born of uninfected parents. But I'd never met any.


  I shook my head. "Cured," I managed to croak out.


  A miracle had saved me, actually. Papa had sacrificed his earthly body that I might be healed. Hard to explain to most people, but my father was the archangel Michael.


  Yes, that Michael—the one that smote the dragon with a fiery sword, the one with the emerald-green feathers and eyes of molten lava. The greatest angel of all, the chief of the Order of the Virtues, prince of the presence, angel of repentance, mercy, and righteousness, the ruler of the fourth heaven, and defender of the faith. That guy was my papa.


  The Gorgon looked doubtful, too. She chewed her lip, as pale and bloodless as the rest of her. She looked like she wanted to say something, ask more, when my phone rang, making all of us—even crazy guy—jump.


  "Where the hell are you?" came a strained voice when I pressed the button on my wrist-phone, my eyes still glued to the Gorgon lady.


  It was Mom. Clearly, she was none too happy about my decision to take an unscheduled vacation day from school. "Hi, Mom."


  "I just got a call from the assistant principal." She meant a LINK-transmission; Mom could be kind of archaic when she talked.


  The Gorgon retreated back to the far end of the car. She mouthed, "Poseur."


  "Hey, am not!" I said to the Gorgon. There was a whole cult of kids who pretended to be Gorgons by dyeing their hair white and getting silver contact lenses. "Stupid Gorgon."


  "Don't take that tone with me, Amariah," Mom said. Now I knew she was really pissed. She usually called me Rye.


  "I wasn't talking to you, I swear," I said to Mom, but stopped when I saw her face. "I mean, uh, about school, I know it's wrong, but I just couldn't stay. Some asshole in first period wanted me to bless his soda and make it holy. It's that report. It still haunts me."


  Ever since my very first day when my homeroom teacher, Mrs. Frederickson, got the clever idea that a good way for her newest transfer student to introduce herself to the class was through a genealogy report, I'd been taking a lot of flack. What can I say? I couldn't lie, could I? I told them all about Papa and gave a nice little essay about the nature of angels and free will for extra credit.


  Yeah, okay, in retrospect, it was an extremely stupid thing to do. But, in my defense, I'd been living in the kibbutz, where everyone knew all about Papa. Hell, we even had a resident archangel of our own, a cross-dresser named Ariel.


  Anyway, after that day I discovered pretty quickly that miracles were not my forte. No matter how hard I prayed, I could not go back in time or make people forget I ever existed.


  The tiny picture of my mom on the wrist-phone shook its head sadly. Mom and I looked nothing alike. She had blond-gray curls, cut short. Her face was round, feminine, and kind of sweet-looking, even now when she was mad as hell. I teased her that she made a great "holy mother."


  My hair, meanwhile, had gone all dark and Italian, the parts that weren't white, anyway. Mom has shown me recordings of me as a towheaded kid, but I guess a lot changed after the Medusa bit me. I didn't look very sweet, either. My jaw was square, like a man's, which was why I wore my hair long, way past my shoulders.


  "God as your father, really, Amariah," Mom said with a shake of her head. "Ariel talked you into that little stunt, didn't he?"


  "She had nothing to do with it. Why do you always blame her?" I accented the pronoun in both sentences. Mom wasn't very respectful of Ariel's transgender identity. I mean, I mostly thought of him as a man, but I was always careful to say "she" when I talked about him. It was the least a person should do, in my opinion. "What? Did you want me to lie? Did you want me to tell all those people that I didn't know who Papa was?"


  Mom sighed, it was her "I don't know what to do with you sometimes" sigh.


  "I wish I hadn't, okay? I wish I'd been like the apostle Peter and denied him three times over," I said miserably. I hadn't expected to have to fight Mom on this one. She was the one who always made sure I knew that Papa loved me.


  Mom frowned hard, making a dark crease appear between her eyebrows. "I don't understand this loyalty you have to Michael. You can't possibly even remember him."


  "You've shown me vids. And anyway, he's hard to forget."


  Mom let go of her frown with a sigh. "You look more like him every day."


  She looked at me for a long time through the phone, and I could almost see her heart softening a little. "You're never going to graduate. You know that, right?" Mom said finally.


  "Mouse could fraud me a diploma."


  "Mouse has 'frauded' you enough stuff already, young lady." Mom shook her head and muttered, "Jesus Christ, listen to you. The kibbutz has corrupted you—you're more hacker than human. Listen, we'll talk about this school thing more when you get home. I don't have time for this right now. This place is in chaos, and I'm in the middle of a big case. Maybe you could get some real-life education today by helping me out a little with work."


  "Detective work? Really?" Mom rarely let me help her with her private-eye stuff, even though I always wanted to.


  "Yes, really. But this doesn't mean I'm condoning your behavior."


  I'd already forgotten about this morning, I was so excited to help with the case. "Skóro, Mom! You're the best."


  "Skóro?" Mom asked. "What does that even mean?"


  Mom was way behind the times. "It's Russian for 'fast.'" She continued to look blankly at me. "It means 'cool,' Mom."


  Mom hung up with a heavy sigh.


  



  I had to stop at Luis's to pick up my environmental suit. The December air was cold and smelled like it might snow later today. Despite the chill, Luis sat on the stoop of his brownstone dressed only in a pink lab coat, a white T-shirt, jeans, and wing-tip shoes. His perfectly trimmed dark curls were bent over some small, hand-sized object. He had a pencil-thin screwdriver and was fiddling so intently with his gadget that he didn't notice me until I sat down beside him.


  "What you got there, Luis?"


  "Eek!" he squealed, dropping the gadget and screwdriver in a flutter. He laid his hand on his forehead in a faux swoon. "Is it three o'clock already? God, I hate it when I lose track of time like that. I got absolutely nothing done today. Nothing!"


  "It's ten-thirty," I said with a smile. "In the morning."


  "What? Are you sick? Parent-teacher conferences day?"


  "Truant," I said. "Mom knows, though. It's okay."


  Luis raised an eyebrow at me while looking over the bridge of his glasses. He wore the glasses for show. He once confessed to me that his eyesight was perfect, but he needed the street cred that the horn-rims gave him. Luis was already too pretty for the other scientists in Harlem to take him seriously, no matter that he was a mathematical genius.


  "That doesn't sound like the Deidre I know," Luis said.


  "Call her yourself," I said. "I'm here for the suit, not an interrogation."


  Luis clucked his tongue. "Ai, such attitude, girl." His hands gestured at the door. "Go on, go on, then. It's not like you don't know where I keep it."


  He picked up his gadget, but I stayed sitting on the concrete steps. I liked Luis. He dated Ariel on and off in that casual way some gay men had with each other. I wished they'd be more serious, so I could see him more. I think Ariel knew it. That's why he'd suggested to Mom that Luis keep my environmental suit for me.


  I tucked my hands in my armpits for warmth when the wind blew some leaves up the street. I watched them swirl in the gutter.


  "I thought you were excited to help your mom with her case," Luis said without looking up from his toy.


  "You LINKed her!"


  "Of course, I'm scared shitless of that woman. She's way more butch than I."


  I gave him a grimace. "I am excited to help, yeah, but I don't know. I just wanted to hang out a little, I guess."


  "So, what happened?" Luis put the screwdriver down on the step. "At school."


  "Continuing repercussions of a genealogy report gone bad," I sighed.


  Luis put a hand on my shoulder and gave me a sympathetic frown. "Tu padre, eh?"


  I nodded, too many thoughts rushing around in my head to add anything coherent.


  "You know, sometimes it's okay to lie a little," Luis said. "Sometimes little lies can save your life."


  Luis and Ariel had to lie a lot. Being gay was a serious crime in America. You really could end up dead, or worse, sent to the Inquisition deprogramming camps. I shuddered to think. Luis had told me about a guy who came back from one of those places-Luis said he might as well have been dead for all the life left in his eyes.


  "It's not fair," I said.


  "So few things are," Luis said. "Come on, angelita pequeña, let's get you dressed."


  Luis's first-floor apartment faced east. Morning sun fell in a bright swath across oak floors and nestled into the soft cushions strewn artfully around a glass-topped end table. A glazed earthenware vase in the center of the table held large stalks of pampas grass and twisted husks of grayed milkweed pods. I breathed in deeply. Luis's place always smelled pleasantly of books. All of the walls were filled with custom-built wooden shelves, crammed with paperbacks and hardcovers of every color, size, and shape. Luis's love of books knew no bounds. He had fiction of every genre and nonfiction ranging from a history of grave robbing to the latest underground mimeographed pamphlet on nanotechnology.


  I threw myself into the largest of the cushiony chairs. The sun had warmed the fabric, and it felt almost blazingly hot under my cold butt. I loved Luis's place. It was a real apartment, a place people were meant to live, where the plumbing was connected to the city's water system, and heat poured gloriously from vents in the floor. His place was nothing like the various warehouses and abandoned theaters that I'd grown up in. With the constantly moving kibbutz, everything was cobbled together and jury-rigged for human habitation.


  Framed black-and-white photographs of men's nude bodies occupied the few spaces that the bookshelves allowed. The shelves themselves were like a treasure hunt. Here and there, curios propped up a group of books or lay in the thin space in front of neatly ordered spines: a cast-iron teapot, a glass jar full of buttons, a dried white rose, a clay figure of a sleeping cat, a carved wooden egg, a tiny lamp that cast a cozy pool of light. It was the accumulation of a lifetime spent in real houses. I coveted it.


  Behind me, I could hear Luis fussing in the kitchen. I smelled something chocolaty.


  "If I were Ariel, I'd move in with you," I said over my shoulder, snuggling deeper into the chair. "Why does she stay at the kibbutz when she could live here?"


  A small laugh came from the kitchen. "This place is much smaller when two grown men are rattling around in it."


  "Have you had other lovers live here?"


  "Of course," he said, handing me a mug filled with instant hot chocolate. Mini-marshmallows floated on top, just beginning to dissolve.


  "Why did they ever leave?" I sighed.


  "I imagine I irritated them. Or bored them. Or both," he said with a small smile, as he settled into a large white leather-covered chair.


  "Not possible," I assured him.


  "I'm glad you think so, chica."


  "Does Ariel think you're boring?" I asked, taking a sip of the chocolate.


  Luis let out a surprised little laugh. "I don't know. Maybe sometimes. I'm not very into 'the scene.' I'd much rather stay at home and tinker with my little toys than go out clubbing."


  I shut my eyes and let the sun warm my face, and imagined spending my evenings in a place like this with Luis in the corner fiddling with a gadget, myself reading or dozing. I opened my eyes and let out a frustrated little sigh. "I don't understand him."


  "Well," Luis said, hiding his eyes from me by glancing at the floor. "I guess that's to be expected. I mean, he's not supposed to be knowable, is he?"


  I got the sense that the "he" in that sentence was meant to be capitalized. "Did you guys stop dating because Ariel is God?"


  "Ai! What a question!"


  I waited, silent, to let him know I was looking for a serious answer. After staring at his hot chocolate for a long time, Luis finally glanced up at me over his horn-rims and gave me a sly smile. "Well, that does add a certain…complication…in the bedroom."


  "It never stopped my mom."


  "And it hasn't completely stopped me, God help me," Luis said quickly with a roll of his eyes and a shake of his head, as if he couldn't believe himself for admitting to it. He sipped his own hot chocolate for a moment, then asked, "Do you know? Did Michael tell your mom what he was before they, uh, were intimate?"


  I chewed my lip. I'd never asked. I'd always kind of assumed that Mom always knew.


  Luis shrugged to himself. "Ariel told me, but I just thought he was being a diva, a drama queen. 'I'm an angel,' he said. Sure you are, honey, you're the queen of the world." Luis shook his head in that same shocked, disbelieving way. "How was I to know he was being serious?"


  I stared at Luis for a moment, watching his face change with apparent memories. I tried to imagine what it must have been like to not have known that angels walked on earth. For me, it's been part of my life for as long as I can remember. Still, it's not something I can talk to most people about. Look at what happened at school.


  "It's weird, isn't it? What we know. We're not like other people, are we?"


  Luis gave me a smile. "I've never been like most people. This is just one new dimension to my oddity."


  "Like being gay? It's just another secret you keep?"


  "Exactly. And like practicing science." He laughed again, looking down at his pink lab coat and the way his pinkie was raised on the handle of the coffee cup. "As you can see, I've never been very good at keeping secrets. Denying who I am doesn't come very naturally."


  "Do you ever worry…about the camps?"


  Luis scratched the back of his head in lieu of answering me. "We should get you home."


  



  Ten minutes later I was stomping through the glass, talking to God.


  "Papa, why do you make people like Luis, if all they have to look forward to is suffering?"


  As usual, my dad had nothing to say for himself. Strong silent type: that was Papa.


  The armored suit felt stuffy inside, even though I could see crisp flakes of snow starting to drift through the air. I wore an armored version of the Israeli holosuit, and the thing felt like heavy hands pressing down on my shoulders and hugging me tightly. The fabric had been lined with spun silicone—in other words, pounds and pounds of fancy sand. Glass, you see, was the one substance that the Medusa wouldn't bite, since the glass already was silicone.


  The Medusa bomb was the big nasty of the last war. Its development and detonation scared people away from science and into the arms of religion. It represented the great hubris, I guess—when technology is allowed to race ahead of wisdom—because, when the nanoviruses of the Medusa were unleashed, they weren't really ready. Sure, the 'bots did their job well—they froze great big huge chunks of people and stuff by reconfiguring their molecules into silicone. But the scientists forgot the basic rule of viruses: they mutate. So, instead of dying off like they were supposed to, they kept developing resistant strains. The glass was still "hot" today.


  That didn't stop it from being kind of pretty, though. Winter was my favorite time in the glass. Everything seemed right, more magical, like the world was supposed to be made of glitter and ice.


  "Why do you let this go on?" I asked Papa. The glass, if it continued as it had, unchecked, would eventually eat up the whole world. Sure, its advance was slow, but it was also steady. The glass grew. In my lifetime it had swallowed an additional sixteen miles of the area around the Bronx. That was a square mile a year.


  My father, once again, chose not to comment. It was weird. I barely knew Papa, since he'd been gone all my life. Still, I missed him. There wasn't anything specific that I could point at and say that this is what was absent. It was just a very present "not there" feeling I got in the pit of my stomach.


  I felt it now, wondering what it would be like if Papa were here at this moment. I put my hand out and imagined holding his. And I walked like that, hand in hand with nothing, all the way back home.


  [image: ]


  MORNINGSTAR FOUNDATION TO FUND MEDUSA RESEARCH


  Scientific Community Surprised, Church Angered


  Agnostic Press (December 2095)


  United Nations Headquarters—Monsignor Emmaline McNaughton, the principal spokesperson for Morningstar Foundation, announced today that the philanthropic organization will pledge 6.5 million credits (Christendom) to researchers in the physics, nanotechnology, and medical fields. The team will investigate the possibility of halting or transforming the various cities affected by the Medusa glass. The press announcement listed the names of several prominent medical professionals and nanotechnicians. Some of the physics experts named, however, are currently in prison or considered wanted by the authorities.


  "We have made arrangements for immunity," McNaughton said via a LINK-transmission at United Nations headquarters. "We just need the physicists to come forward."


  One of the physicists listed was none other than Maxine Mann, the team leader of Project Titan, responsible for the creation of the original Medusa bomb. McNaughton's announcement appeared to confirm rumors that Mann escaped the lynchings that immediately followed the war and has been living in South America. When asked about the inclusion of the infamous scientist, McNaughton further shocked the gathered press by stating, "Mann approached me. She's been desperate to fix her mistake since the moment it happened."


  Much of the work, according to McNaughton, has already been completed by the now eighty-seven-year-old Mann. "The nanoviral load for a new set of 'bots has already been scripted. What we need now is a lab in which to test out Mann's work," McNaughton continued. "We don't want any surprises this time, now, do we?"


  The Medusa bomb was produced by a hellish combination of nanotechnology and biowarfare. The main force behind the bomb was viral nanobots whose programmed task was to consume complex molecules and excrete silicone. That was supposed to be the end of it, but the Medusa mutated and became resistant to its internal suicide program. McNaughton claims that Mann's script not only stops the old virus but also transforms the "glass" into harmless sand. "If Mann's work is genuine," McNaughton said, "this will be the breakthrough of the century."


  It could also be the nightmare of a new generation, insists Cardinal Kyong Ye. "It is the height of irresponsibility to allow Mann to unleash not one but two new nanoviruses. All you have to do is look at the horror of the glass cities to realize why this is folly." Church officials of nearly every religion were up in arms about the formation of this research team, for different reasons, including very political ones. "It's another nail in the coffin of theocracy," said Muslim imam Mohammad Flavio Panati. "Another foot in the door for secular humanism." The backlash after the detonation of the Medusa bombs has long been associated with the rise of theocratic states.


  The high priestess of the Cult of the Risen AI had an unusual objection: "If you cure the Medusa, you will stop the eventual destruction of the world. This is meant to be our technological apocalypse. We must allow our folly to continue its course in order for true rebirth to begin." Though of very different background, some Evangelical Christians agree. "Jesus is coming to save us," said Pastor Virginia Walters. "The Rapture will come before the end of the world. It is predicted."


  Likewise, many religious leaders regard leniency toward Mann as a dangerous first step to decriminalizing other "hard" sciences. The underground science community sees things differently. "This is amazing," said a biologist in Harlem, New York, who asked to remain anonymous. "I think I can speak for all of us in the underground when I say that we will contribute anything we can to help Mann cure the Medusa. Anything. If the Medusa can be cured, our names will be cleared. Godspeed to the team."


  

  Chapter 39


  Deidre


  Mouse had left me a message on the LINK—"Heart broken. Throwing self off cliff"—but when we returned to the kibbutz to gather our stuff, I found him still packing his own.


  I stood in the door to the library trying to decide what I could say. Mouse had procured a green army bag, into which he was indiscriminately tossing clothes and motherboards.


  "I…" I started, but he twisted around to give me such a look that my mouth shut.


  "Do not say you're sorry because it would be a lie," he said. "You're not. Any fool could tell you're ecstatic."


  And I was. Michael was at his apartment right now, getting a spot ready for Amariah and me. Better yet, the officers on the scene had been so impressed with the way everything had played out that a couple of them offered to put in a good word for me downtown. I could probably never be a cop again, but I might be able to do some consulting work.


  Michael and I were talking about being partners in more ways than one.


  "But I am, Mouse," I said. "I didn't want to hurt you."


  "Well, you did, but you always do. It's probably part of why I'm so fucking crazy about you."


  "Can we still…?"


  "No. No cliches for us, girlfriend. You're too special for that tired old line, anyway." Mouse opened his hands up in a kind of helpless shrug. "You can call me, okay. I'll


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
@Apocélgp's;e';
Array

N

’

L 2% Lyda Morehouse
=t e

A





OEBPS/Images/wtp-logo-6-colour-small.jpg





OEBPS/Images/sep.gif
FDFDFDCRERGR





OEBPS/Images/sep-kindle.gif





