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CHAPTER 1
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Ping’s holographic image vanished, and Mara turned to the round Plexiglas table, where Cam sat, looking dubious. She crossed the conference room and slipped into the chair next to him, waited for him to say something. It didn’t take long.

“Mr. Ping’s subconscious is playing tricks on him. The people in the receptacles can’t communicate with each other—and they haven’t created a new realm from their dreams,” Cam said. “The whole rationale of the repository system is to keep our biological bodies safe and healthy so we—those of us living out here in the real world—can live the lives our biological selves could not. Our bodies are not living separate lives somewhere in their minds.”

Mara placed her hands over Cam’s and said, “Then how did Ping know that I had transported Sam into the receptacle while we were at the transceiver building, that Sam had experienced symptoms of the virus?”

“Mr. Ping is in stasis. He is not communing with anyone. Whatever he’s experiencing must be a side effect of his physical body being in a receptacle without linking to a synthetic version of himself out in the real world.”

Mara raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t answered my question. We didn’t tell Ping about Sam the last time we talked to him through the holographic interface. Sam told Ping after Sam arrived in this dream realm.”

“I don’t know who told what to whom, but I know one thing—my biological body in the repository is not having a separate life from the one I am living. There is no way I could accept that,” he said, jabbing his finger into the tabletop. “The whole notion is antithetical to everything we are.”

Mara leaned back in her chair and sighed, hoping to relieve the tension between them. “Okay, I understand what you are saying, and I’m not trying to change your beliefs. On the other hand, I can’t take the chance—even a remote chance—that I have put Ping and my brother in danger, not to mention everyone else, by placing Abby and the Aphotis into one of those receptacles. I need to confirm, at the least, that everyone is okay, that what Ping thinks isn’t real.”

“I can’t imagine how you could do that,” Cam said.

“What about Dr. Canfield? Could she help us?”

Cam shook his head. “She can check on the physical well-being of the receptacle occupants, but she won’t be receptive to this nonsense about our stasis bodies communicating with each other, not to mention how they’re living secret dream lives. It would undermine her entire profession.”

“Would you send her a message to ask if she would meet with us?” Mara asked.

“I have no problem doing it, but why don’t you? You have a synthetic body now. You are just as capable of reaching out to her as I am.”

Mara’s brows furrowed. “Oh. How would I do that?”

“Think of the doctor and what you want to communicate. She’ll get the message.”

Mara’s eyes slid upward, as if she were considering a tough problem. Once she was satisfied she had done it, she glanced back at Cam. “How will I know when she responds?”

“You’ll just know, but, remember, it’s not like placing a phone call or getting a text message. It’s much subtler.”

“So you’ve said. More like telepathy. I recall the other night, while dealing with the shimmers, that sometimes I heard voices and, at others, thoughts would just pop into my head. Why did I have both?”

“The shimmers were doing two things at once. First, they were communicating via the Sig-net, which you perceived as a thought or idea. Second, they were attempting to share their transfiguration experience—when they turned into living holograms—which you perceived as voices, sounds and even emotions.”

That made sense to her. “You’re saying Dr. Canfield’s response will be like a thought popping into my head.”

“Exactly.” Cam smiled.

Mara’s eyes widened, and she held up a finger. “I think she may have responded. She can’t come to the conference room now, but she can meet me in an hour in the central monitoring lab.” She frowned and asked, “Where is that?”

“Access the floor plan of Repository 97210,” Cam said.

“How?”

“Ponder it, and it should come to you.”

Again Mara’s eyes widened. “That is so cool. Like having a search engine built into your brain, connected to the Internet.” Mara’s eyes slid back and forth under her eyelids as she tried to access other bits of information. She contemplated the receptacles’ technical details, and they came to her like a familiar bit of trivia. A fleeting thought on synthetic physiology filled her head with schematics of her new body. “It’s like earning an advanced degree without ever sitting in a class. Amazing.”

“Well, that’s true, I suppose, but there’s more to life than just studying and accessing data. Some things can only be learned through experience.” Cam chuckled. “Before you know it, you’ll like your synthetic body as much as your old biological one.”

“With you here to teach me.”

A serious look crossed his face, and he looked away, avoiding Mara’s eyes.

She caught his change in demeanor. “What? What is it?”

“I planned to tell you after we visited your biological body in the morgue, but then we talked to Ping, and I haven’t had a chance to say anything.”

“Say what?”

“I’m being discharged from the repository today. The doctor says I’m back to normal and it’s time to get on with my life,” he said. “Besides, I must fly to St. Louis and calm down my parents. They couldn’t get in touch with me for weeks—and there’s no way I can explain everything over the Sig-net. I’m not sure I should explain it at all. They’ll never believe it. Maybe I can chalk it all up to the craziness with the transceiver node.”

Mara looked crestfallen before recovering. “You should see your family. It’s been a long time.” She smiled, a little too forced, and added, “Besides, I’ll be busy getting familiar with my new body. The staff plans to put me through some kind of accelerated training. I’m not sure how often we would see each other anyway.”

He nodded. “Friends and family aren’t allowed during orientation after someone transitions to a synthetic body.”

They fell into an awkward silence for a few moments.

“Will we ever talk again? I’m only supposed to be here two more weeks,” she said.

“That’s up to you. I’m just a signal away, even if I am in St. Louis.”

“When are you leaving?”

“Soon. Before you talk to Dr. Canfield.”

Mara leaned over and gave him a hug. “I wish we’d had more time together, more good time without the death, dismemberment and destruction.”

“There’s no one I’d rather face those things with than you. Thanks for coming back for me, for risking and losing so much to help me,” he said.

She held on to him until it was time for him to go.

* * *
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Mara entered the central monitoring lab of the repository, not knowing what to expect. She found a large room with two screens covering the front wall, floor to ceiling. The one on the left appeared to be video, panning past row after row of dimly lit receptacles and—judging by the silhouettes inside the tubes—all were occupied. On the right screen, several graphs were updated—lines jagged up and down while bars grew and shrank.

In front of the screens, four attendants sat at a bank of monitors that reminded Mara of NASA’s Mission Control Center in Houston, though on a smaller scale. Dr. Celeste Canfield, the director of the repository facility, who had treated Mara during her recent near-death experience and subsequent transition to her synthetic body, paced behind the attendants. The doctor glanced between the monitors and the graphs shifting on the wall screen.

“Okay, now show me the levels of adrenaline, cortisol and norepinephrine,” Dr. Canfield said.

The attendant before her asked, “For what range?”

“Everyone. Give me the mean levels, and show the highs and lows,” she said.

Mara didn’t know the doctor well but had seen her several times under pressure, and the crinkled skin at the corners of her eyes, the deepened furrows of her brows, all told Mara something was wrong. She stayed by the door, out of the way.

“No, that can’t be right!” the doctor yelled. “How can their hormone levels be so elevated? You’d have to be chased by a tiger to get that much adrenaline coursing through your body.”

“Levels are confirmed, Doctor,” a female attendant called from across the room.

“Why aren’t the receptacles counteracting?” the doctor asked.

“The spike isn’t due to any known pathology. The system is registering the increased levels as a normal response to stimuli,” the first attendant said.

“Stimuli! What stimuli? These people are in stasis, in receptacles. What kind of stimuli could they be experiencing?”

A deep tone reverberated in the room. From the tension in the doctor’s stance, Mara took it to be an alarm. The doctor ran over to another attendant and placed her hands on his shoulders. “Report,” she ordered.

“Several occupants are experiencing cardiac stress. Eight—no, nine—of them. More moving in that direction.”

The doctor raised her voice to everyone in the room. “Let’s override and administer gaseous Reopram to calm down these folks. Shoot it right into their air supply. Ten milligrams to start. Do it!”

The attendants worked at their consoles, and Dr. Canfield turned around, seeing Mara for the first time. She walked over and said, “I’m sorry. I forgot all about you stopping by. Things have taken a turn for the worse. Can we reschedule? I’m a little bogged down here.”

Mara glanced at the screen and back to the doctor. “Are some of the occupants in the receptacles having problems?”

The doctor shook her head. “Not some of them—all of them. Every person in every repository around the world. They appear to be scared to death of something.”
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Sitting in one of two chairs before the desk, Mara surveyed the sparsely furnished office, wondering if Dr. Canfield would make their appointment. The room was a walk-in closet with pristine beige walls, the only adornment a poster diagram of a synthetic human body hanging behind the desk. Mara studied it while she waited.

The more Mara thought about it, the more concerned she grew. If the receptacle occupants shared a mass dream and communicated with each other, then Abby might be behind what was happening. She could be the source of the occupants’ fear. When Mara tried to explain her concerns two hours earlier, Dr. Canfield wouldn’t listen. Too wrapped up in the immediate medical needs of her charges in stasis, the doctor had dismissed Mara out of hand and told her that they would talk later. A few minutes ago Dr. Canfield had signaled that she could talk if Mara came here, to the doctor’s office.

The door knob turned and stopped. Through the door, Mara heard the doctor giving someone directions. The conversation stopped, and the door opened. Strands of loose gray hair fluttered alongside Dr. Canfield’s face as she maneuvered behind her desk. She slumped into her chair. Pulling up to the edge of the desk, she gave Mara a stern expression—the look her mother had when she knew Mara was about to confess something.

“Are things going better in the repository?” Mara asked.

“They are more stable than earlier, but we still cannot determine the cause of the hormonal spikes the repository occupants experienced. Clinically it looks very much like a classic fight-or-flight response, but that makes absolutely no sense.”

“So you’ve never had issues like this before?”

“Millions of people in stasis simultaneously having a panic attack? No, we’ve never encountered anything remotely like this,” the doctor said. She narrowed her eyes. “Why do you ask?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. The problems might be my fault—at least I may have caused them inadvertently.”

Deadpan, the doctor said, “Go on.”

“When I talked to Ping earlier today, he said the dreams he experienced were an alternate realm created by the receptacle occupants, a place they had created for themselves. They can communicate and interact with each other, experiencing a full life.”

“Impossible,” she said. “They are in stasis, and the lives they live are the ones we share with them—through the syncing process built into the repository system.”

“How can you know that? You aren’t inside their minds,” Mara said with a little more antagonism in her voice than she intended.

The doctor pulled back, repeating, “Inside their minds.”

Mara made a calming motion with her hand and took a deep breath. “I know it sounds crazy to you and it contradicts everything you believe, but Ping knew things that he couldn’t have known unless he was in contact with my brother in this other realm. Ping knew things that had happened to Sam after Ping entered the receptacle.”

“What’s this have to do with hormonal spikes in the repository occupants?” the doctor asked. She wasn’t buying any of it.

“As you know, I placed my friend Abby—the one possessed by the Aphotis—into a receptacle a couple days ago.”

The doctor nodded. “The person you said caused the problems at the transceiver node and transfigured people into shimmers.”

“Right. Well, if the occupants of the receptacles are living in some kind of dream realm, I may have given this creature access to it and all the people who live there—by placing her in the receptacle. She might be the reason everyone is so afraid—the source of the hormone spikes. After what happened in this realm, God knows what she’s up to inside the minds of the other occupants.”

Mara couldn’t tell if the frown on the doctor’s face was anger, confusion or what, but she didn’t reply. Maybe she doesn’t understand, or maybe she doesn’t want to understand. When Mara attempted to clarify further, the doctor interrupted.

“Your friend, somehow, threatened the other occupants—because she has access to them through some kind of communal dream state even though each is encased in a separate receptacle?”

“It sounds crazy, but it’s not any crazier than convincing people to transfigure themselves into living holograms, is it?” Mara asked.

“We don’t know that’s what happened,” the doctor countered.

“Your own staff reported seeing two shimmers. You’ve read the accounts in the news streams. They existed—people with synthetic bodies transfigured into living holograms with bodies made of light.”

“Yes, they existed. What hasn’t been proven is your explanation. We only have your word for it, and that hasn’t been confirmed by the authorities,” the doctor said.

“With everything you’ve witnessed, you can’t believe that I am making this up. We are not from this realm—you’ve examined us. You’ve witnessed me using my metaphysical abilities. I thought you were coming around, but you think I’m some kind of liar or a lunatic.”

“You are not a lunatic or a liar. However, I’m a scientist. I take nothing at face value. I need proof. That is how I determine the veracity of things—not on the say-so of a strange girl I met a few days ago. Is that so hard to understand?”

Mara looked down at her hands. “No, it’s not. It actually sounds familiar. I took weeks for me to acknowledge that Sam is my brother.”

The doctor looked confused.

Mara dismissed it with the shake of her head. “Long story. The one thing I learned a few months ago is this—just because something isn’t proven yet doesn’t make it untrue. And, ignoring the truth—whatever that truth is—can have unexpected repercussions. I believe that this is one of those unproven truths. The people inside those receptacles are in danger. Set aside everything I said about them living a second life, in a dream realm. Look at this like a scientist. You said the occupants’ fight-or-flight responses have never happened before. Right?”

The doctor nodded.

“What else has never happened before?” Mara asked.

“I’m not sure I’m following.”

“People from other realms—new variables—have been introduced to the system. Ping, Sam and Abby each come from distinct realms. At the least you have to eliminate them as the cause of the problems. Isn’t that what a scientist would do?”

Dr. Canfield looked unconvinced. “I don’t see how having them in the receptacles could affect—” Her face went pale.

Mara sensed the doctor had received an update. “Is something happening in the repository?”

The doctor stood up and went to the door. “Some occupants are going critical. Stay here until I come back. We’re not done talking about this.” She left, closing the door behind her.

Damn. It looked like she was coming around.
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A little more than an hour later, Mara still sat in Dr. Canfield’s office, staring at the poster on the wall. Getting antsy, she paced in the small space between the desk and the door, wondering if it were possible to disconnect Abby’s receptacle in a way that left her in stasis but prevented her from harming other occupants. Mara didn’t want to remove Abby altogether because she would be exposed to the dissoluendo virus, not to mention she might wreak havoc in this realm once again. There must be a way to isolate her from the other occupants.

Mara wished she’d spent more time grilling the attendant giving them the tour and an overview of the repository’s systems before Ping was placed in his receptacle. If only she had access to technical specifications, maybe she could do something ...

Disable the synching protocols and disconnect the receptacle’s signal matrix to prevent Abby from sending or receiving any signals. If the occupants are communicating and sharing some kind of dream realm, this would be the only possible way, at least technically.

What? Where did that come from?

Mara cocked her head and distractedly bumped into the desk. Instead of turning around and pacing back toward the door, she sat on the edge of the desk and stared toward the ceiling, not really seeing it. She focused on the repository system schematics that scrolled through her mind like an endless animated presentation. Mara gasped, awestruck, as she realized what was happening.

She found no direct connection between the receptacles—leaving the signals used to sync the synthetic and biological bodies. Oddly the receptacles broadcasted and received signals on an open spectrum of rolling frequencies. Like a big, wide-open network with no passwords, no security and no filtering. All data sent had an attached address—a personal identifier or receptacle code—used to route the information. However, nothing prevented someone—inside or outside a receptacle—from appending whatever address they wished. Nothing prevented receptacle occupants from communicating with each other, assuming they had the means to send signals at will. That is the big question. Can they send signals?

Mara, come to the monitoring lab immediately.

Speaking of signals, that one was from Dr. Canfield.

As she pushed off the edge of the desk and headed to the door, Mara got the impression something was wrong, even though the telepathic signals these people exchanged lacked the emotional timbres of a human voice. In some manner Mara had yet to discern, the doctor had conveyed a sense of panic and urgency.

* * *
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When Mara entered the monitoring lab, Dr. Canfield was in the middle of a video conference with eight doctors at other repositories, their faces displayed in two rows of four boxes on one of the large screens at the front of the room. Half a dozen attendants hunched over the control panels. When the doctor saw Mara step in, she called to an attendant and said, “Tina, could you mute the conference please?”

The conversation on the screen was silenced.

Dr. Canfield met Mara at the door, then pulled her aside toward the back of the room, away from the attendants.

“Is everything all right? I got the impression something was wrong,” Mara said.

“We had two people at other repositories flatline a few minutes ago. We lost one, but we were able to resuscitate the other. Both were elderly, so no one is sure if it’s a direct consequence of the elevated anxiety the occupants are presenting. Obviously it didn’t help,” the doctor said.

“So you haven’t found a solution for what’s happening to them?”

Dr. Canfield shook her head. “No, we’re stumped. For the time being we can counteract the symptoms, but that’s a short-term solution. We can’t keep pumping drugs into everyone for long, primarily because it’s not healthy. Secondarily it’s not sustainable. We never before anticipated administering a pharmaceutical across the entire repository population. With a limited supply, we’ll run out shortly. If we don’t find what’s causing this soon, we are going to lose more than a couple old people.”

“Why did you call for me? What can I do to help?”

The doctor glanced toward the attendants to make sure none were looking in their direction and lowered her voice. “I don’t for a minute believe any of our earlier discussion in my office, but, considering the introduction of new variables into the repository system, it might be prudent to remove your two friends and your brother. It won’t resolve our issues, but it will be one less thing we should consider. I wanted to get your permission before proceeding.”

“Can you keep them in stasis after you remove them from the system?” Mara asked.

“No, we need to shut down their receptacles. All of them are now virus-free, but, if they leave the receptacles, they’ll be reinfected. I would recommend that you depart to your own realm as soon as we power down their receptacles.”

“The only problem with that scenario is Abby—and the Aphotis—will wake up. I can’t guarantee I can get her out of here before she escapes or does something even more destructive in the repository.”

“How were you planning to remove her from the receptacle when you first placed her there?” the doctor asked.

“I hadn’t thought it out that far. I figured she could stay in stasis long enough for me and Ping to find a way to get her out safely. It never occurred to me that putting her in there was introducing her into a dream realm your biological bodies cooked up.”

The doctor gritted her teeth. “That is impossible.”

“Access the technical specs to the repository. Look at the schematics of the syncing protocols. Nothing prevents one receptacle from signaling another. It is technically possible for the occupants to communicate with each other.”

“That doesn’t prove they are. And it certainly doesn’t prove the occupants have created a whole new world for themselves.”

Mara raised her hands as if fending off an attack. “All right. I’m not going to convince you of anything. How about we try an alternate plan that won’t unleash the Aphotis on the world again? We could disable the signal processors in the console of Abby’s receptacle. That would eliminate the only connection she could use to access the rest of the repository system while keeping her in stasis. We can do the same for Ping and Sam, if you like. None of them need to sync with a biological body anyway.”

“All that presumes I believe in this dream-realm hypothesis, and I don’t.”

“No, it doesn’t. Don’t believe in the dream realm if you don’t want to. What we are doing is eliminating the possibility that Abby is causing the anxiety spikes of the other occupants via the only possible connection she has. Eliminate the signals from her receptacle, and you eliminate the possibility.”

At least technically. Of course that doesn’t take into account metaphysics.

Dr. Canfield rolled her eyes and took a deep breath.

Mara cocked a quizzical eyebrow at her.

“Frankly I like better the solution where you take your friends and go home, but I don’t see how cutting the signals will do any harm. Give me a few minutes to wrap up here, and we’ll grab a technician and head over to the repository.”

* * *
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Perry, a gregarious bald man who looked old enough to be considering retirement, opened the toolbox on the floor before the console to the transparent tube containing Abby. He squinted into the open top of the box, contemplating something and then looked up at the dim ceiling. The inset lighting just above the area brightened, and the man smiled. “That’s better,” he said. Reaching into the box, he extracted a device that looked like a tuning fork.

Mara crouched next to him and asked, “What kind of tool is that?”

Without looking up, he said, “It’s a depolarizer. I will use it to unseal the side of this control panel.”

“How does it work?”

“The inside surface is covered with a thin film that seals it in place. This tool changes the magnetic properties of that film, releasing the cover. Watch.”

He positioned the tuning fork at the panel corner closest to the floor and moved the tool up the side of the console, across the top and down the other side to the floor again. After replacing the tool in the box, Perry grasped the edge of the panel with his fingertips and pulled it away from the console, revealing a maze of lights, fibers and mechanisms inside.

“Mara?” Dr. Canfield, who stood a few feet away looking at a data pad, called to her. “Come take a look at this.”

Mara straightened and went to her. As she approached, the doctor held out the pad. The screen displayed a chart with three lines on it. One of the lines was relatively flat while the other two climbed toward the upper right corner.

“What’s this?” she asked.

The doctor ran her finger along the flat line and said, “This is the level of anxiety hormones reported in your friend Abby. Normal, not elevated at all. These other two represent a cross-section of receptacle occupants. Virtually all are elevated to some degree.”

“Are Sam and Ping in any danger?”

“Not immediately but don’t you think it is odd that Abby is the only person not affected by the spike? That she’s the only one not feeling this fight-or-flight response?”

“Not if she’s the one causing it,” Mara said.

The doctor frowned at the pad. “I don’t know ...”

“I’m ready to pull the signal processor now,” Perry called out, his voice muffled because his head was inside the opened console. “Are you sure you want me to do it? Once it’s done, it can’t simply be plugged back in.”

“Go ahead and pull it,” the doctor said, still staring at the line chart.

Mara glanced up at Abby in the transparent tube, half expecting to see some kind of reaction on her face. Instead a blossom of bright light reflected off the glass. Mara turned to see several streaks of lightning shoot out the side of the console, arcing along Perry’s spasming body and jumping across the room, where they struck an unoccupied receptacle that exploded, spraying glass for several yards.

Mara and the doctor ran to the open console and crouched next to the limp form lying there.

“Don’t touch him!” the doctor ordered. “He might be carrying some kind of charge.”

Perry rolled over to his side and removed his head from the console. “No, I won’t shock you, but that signal processor sure will. Whew!”

“Are you okay?” Mara asked.

The technician shook his head, as if to check for loose parts. Determining none, he smiled, sat up and said, “I think so.”

“What happened?” the doctor asked.

“When I touched the signal processor, it emitted some kind of electrical pulse. Luckily I was grounded, and the energy was conducted away from me. I think.”

“When I accessed the receptacle schematics, I found no power source running through it,” Mara said.

“There’s none,” Perry said. “There’s not that much power running through the entire console. I’m not sure where the energy is coming from.”

“Were you able to remove the processor?” the doctor asked.

“No, and I won’t try again as long as there’s power running through this system. It’s just too risky for me and for the entire depository. Next time that energy might backtrack into the system and put the occupants at risk.”

“Are you feeling lightheaded? Do you think you can stand up?” the doctor asked.

“I think so,” he said.

She gave Perry a cursory once-over to detect any injury. “You don’t look like you sustained any permanent damage. Do you need medical attention?”

He shook his head. “No, I’m good. Just a little startled, that’s all.”

Mara and the doctor each took one of his arms as Perry stood.

“Very well then,” Dr. Canfield said. “If you would have this mess cleaned up, I would appreciate it.” She turned and walked him toward the door to the hall.

Just as he regained his balance and turned to smile at Mara, she noticed the doctor stiffen as her face went pale.

“What is it?” Mara asked.

“The monitoring lab is recording another spike of fear in the occupants. Worse this time. I’ve got to get back there.”

Mara did a double take. “Wait a minute. What are we to do about Abby, Ping and Sam?” Mara called after her.

Dr. Canfield opened the door, calling over her shoulder, “We’ll discuss it later. Go to the training center to learn how to integrate with your new body.”

“But what about ...” The doctor was gone. Mara looked at Perry and said, “I guess I should take that as a hint I’m not welcome to go with her.”

He gave her a commiserating nod and crouched down to gather his tools.

Mara glanced at her brother’s face in the next receptacle. His brows were furrowed and his jaw clenched. Turning back to Abby’s tube, Mara looked up at her old friend. Serene.
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Mara opened the conference room door just a crack, peeked inside and found it vacant, so she slipped in and shut the door behind her. Going to a get-to-know-your-artificial-body session was out of the question. She couldn’t concentrate on anything as long as Abby, Sam and Ping might be in danger, not to mention everyone else in the repositories. This was the only familiar place where she could hide after Perry had walked her back to the smaller underground cavern that housed the offices and laboratories.

At the round Plexiglas table, she sat, rested her chin in her palm and stared at the shiny blank wall that could display data when called upon. She needed to get her thoughts organized because Dr. Canfield wasn’t cooperating. Just standing around waiting for Abby—or rather, the Aphotis—to kill everyone, if that’s her plan, was not an option.

If the receptacle occupants lived in a dream realm, Mara needed to extract Abby without setting the Aphotis loose again in this realm. Which would be easier if Mara knew what was happening inside this other realm. What was Abby doing to those poor people?

Mara stood up and paced, hoping that moving around might jar loose an epiphany. She walked to the glass wall overlooking the laboratory on the floor below. The same room where she’d first seen Cam, after their arrival at the repository—where his holographic image had interacted with the attendant assessing Cam’s damages sustained after the cab had struck Cam back in Mara’s realm. Now the lab was empty.

If only she could talk to Ping one more time.

Mara’s eye’s widened, and she spun on her heel. There, across the room, lay the holographic platform they’d used to talk to Ping earlier. The attendant, who had brought it here and activated it, had not retrieved it yet. Mara ran over to it and crouched, examining it. The platform was a featureless beige platter, the circumference of a car tire, made of molded plastic with beveled edges, like a Frisbee. There were no buttons or switches, no markings of any kind. Once the attendant had placed it on the floor, he had not touched it. He’d simply activated it with a voice command.

It couldn’t be that simple. Surely some kind of security prevents just anyone from using it.

Then she remembered how easy it was for Abby and her followers to access information about the synthetic physiology of the people in this realm. These people didn’t secure anything. To them access and information were like air or sunshine—just here for the taking. No questions asked.

Nothing prevents anyone from using the holographic interface.

She smiled and tried to remember what the attendant had said to start the last session with Ping. The memory came to her with such clarity that she wondered if it was because of her artificial brain.

She shook off the thought and said aloud to no one in particular, “Initiate holographic interface with Receptacle 7542-36-0112.”

Ping’s image slowly coalesced above the disk on the floor, but this time he was crouched with his arms held over his face, cowering from something.

“Ping? Are you all right?” Mara asked, approaching the platform.

“Huh?” He lowered his arms and blinked. “Oh my. For a minute I thought I had been sucked into a black hole.”

“Black hole?”

He straightened a little and said, “You’re back, or I’m back with you as a hologram—which is a good thing. I think it might be a good idea for Sam and I to depart this realm as soon as possible.”

“A black hole? Like in outer space?”

“No, I’m not referring to the galactic phenomenon. I believe this realm is in the process of collapsing or rending itself apart. Large pockets of darkness suddenly appear from nowhere, as if the fabric of Reality is fraying. A few minutes ago a large rip opened in the sky over downtown and sent people panicking in the streets.”

“Sheesh. Dr. Canfield confirmed the receptacle occupants had experienced a spike in anxiety. She and the other doctors are concerned they might start losing people because of the stress.”

“I have no doubt the fears experienced by people in this realm could affect their biological bodies in the receptacles,” Ping said.

“Is Abby doing this?”

“That was my first thought, but I’ve not seen her. We have to assume this is the work of the Aphotis. It certainly looks like something with metaphysical underpinnings. If things continue to deteriorate, the devastation will grow to apocalyptic proportions, and it’s likely this realm will tear itself apart.”

This realm and the dream realm. “All right. I will talk to Dr. Canfield and get you guys out of there,” Mara said.

“You will remove us from the receptacles?”

“I’ll have them bring you and Sam out of stasis, but you’ll remain inside the receptacles so you aren’t reexposed to the virus. Then I’ll use the Chronicle to send you back to our realm.”

“What about Abby?”

“I’m not sure what to do about her. If the Aphotis is causing these problems, I should disconnect him from the receptacle. But, if we bring Abby out of stasis, I may not be able to control what the Aphotis does or where he goes.”

“Could you send her back to our realm while she’s in stasis? Or perhaps they could sedate her beforehand?” Ping asked.

“I’ll talk to the doctor about it, but she’s not being open-minded about what’s happening in the receptacles.”

“You must convince her. If it’s true that the fear they experience in this realm affects their biological bodies, they could be in grave danger—in both realms.”

“And here I was hoping talking to you would make me feel better,” she said.

* * *
[image: image]


Mara downshifted from a jog to a slow walk when she saw Dr. Canfield and Perry, the technician, outside the double doors leading to the monitoring lab. The doctor talked, jabbing with her thumb over her shoulder at the lab, while he looked down at the floor with a somber expression, nodding. Mara’s first impulse was not to approach until they finished, but the tension in their demeanors made her suspicious—something was awry in the repository. She was too worried to be coy.

The doctor looked reproachful as Mara neared them. “It’s not a good time, Mara.”

“If something’s happening with Sam, Ping and Abby, I have a right to know,” she said.

The doctor held up a finger to Perry and leaned into Mara. In a lowered voice, she said, “I assure you that we are doing everything in our power to make sure they are safe and healthy. We’re working through a few technical issues, and then I’ll be able to give you an update on their condition.”

“I’m not looking for an update, Doctor. Please take Sam and Ping out of stasis so I can return them to our realm. I will come back for Abby when I know they are safe. Our best chance to help the receptacle occupants is to remove her from the system, even if it is risky.”

The doctor glanced at the technician, and he shook his head, looking away.

“What? Why’s he shaking his head?” Mara asked.

“We’ve lost connectivity with the receptacles,” she said.

“Lost connectivity? What does that mean?”

“We have lost the ability to implement commands into the repository system. Not just here but worldwide. We cannot even retrieve logs or monitor the status of the occupants. We are sensor-blind, totally cut off from them. There is no way we can safely bring your friends out of stasis until we reestablish connectivity.”

“How long will that take?” Mara turned to Perry.

“We’re not even sure what is causing the problem. We’ve run diagnostics on all the systems, and there’s no rational explanation for this. Everything should be operating normally. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Just unplug the damn thing,” Mara said. “Those people are my family—and I want them out of there now.”

“Shutting down a receptacle while the occupant is in stasis would be fatal. The synaptic shock would overwhelm their nervous systems in a matter of seconds,” the doctor said.

Mara leaned into the doctor’s personal space. “I had another holographic interface with Ping, and he informs me that his dream realm is collapsing. That’s why your biological counterparts are having adrenaline spikes. They are afraid of dying. Now I can’t prove it, but I think Abby is behind all this, just like she was behind all the havoc with the shimmers. We need to get her disconnected, or I’m afraid of what might happen.”

“What do you mean, what might happen?”

“If the repository occupants are this stressed out now, what do you think will happen when their world collapses, when it ends?” Mara asked.

The doctor blanched. “Even if that is true, we cannot disconnect your friend without killing her. The neurological shock would damage her brain. Even transitioning her to a synthetic body—assuming we had one prepared—would be unsuccessful.”

Mara stared at the doctor, the muscles in her jaw flexed as she absorbed the information, let it roll around in her head for a moment. She had to get Abby out of that receptacle. Doing that would solve all this—Mara was sure of it.

“What if I go in after her?” Mara blurted out.

The doctor frowned. “Go in where after who?”

Mara turned to Perry. “What would happen if someone with a synthetic body went into a receptacle? Would it work?”

Dr. Canfield interrupted, “No, don’t answer that. It has never been done before, and, even if it had, I couldn’t let you enter the system when it is so unstable.”

“I’m doing it, unless Perry tells me a reason I shouldn’t,” Mara said. “You know you can’t stop me.”

Perry glanced at the doctor, and she nodded to him.

“Technically a synthetic person could step into a receptacle, and the synaptic interface would be compatible. It should work. The biological support functions would not work, but they wouldn’t be needed for your synthetic body anyway. However, also specifically for your case, the receptacle would have to be isolated from the repository system to prevent a syncing conflict between your biological and synthetic bodies. We wouldn’t be able to do that while the system is so unstable.”

“I’m not following that last point,” Mara said.

“Your biological body is already on the repository network. Your synthetic body would generate a redundancy and an error condition if it were connected at the same time,” Perry said.

Mara’s gaze shifted to the doctor. “But my biological body isn’t in the repository system. Right?”

The doctor looked confused at that for a moment. “That’s true. Your body is in the morgue, but this synthetic body of yours was synced with its original owner before it was damaged. Hold on. I’m accessing the records.” Her eyes shifted back and forth for a moment as she accessed the Sig-net. Then her gaze settled on Mara. “Ironic.”

“What?” Mara asked.

“We disconnected the signal processor on your biological counterpart’s receptacle so you, getting her original synthetic body, would not sync with it. It seems you shouldn’t have a conflict if you connected to the repository system.”

“Then that’s what I’ll do,” Mara said.

Dr. Canfield shook her head. “Absolutely not. I cannot allow—”

Mara disappeared from the hallway in a flash of light.

When the light receded, she found herself inside the transparent tube next to Abby’s. A wave of claustrophobia washed
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