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This book is dedicated to the memories of some of the best friends any man could ask for. I only wish you could have lived to read it.



For Evangeline, Aleister, and Friedrich;

for Lev, John, Clive, and Terence;

for Roger and Fritz and both Bobs (Robert A. and Robert E.).



Even today, some still listen.



But we have soothed ourselves into imagining sudden change as something that happens outside the normal order of things. An accident, like a car crash. Or beyond our control, like a fatal illness. We do not conceive of sudden, irrational change as built into the very fabric of existence. Yet it is. And chaos theory teaches us . . . that straight linearity, which we have come to take for granted in everything from physics to fiction, simply does not exist. . . .

Life is actually a series of encounters in which one event may change those that follow in a wholly unpredictable, even devastating way. . . .

That’s a deep truth about the structure of our universe. But, for some reason, we insist on behaving as if it were not true. 

—“Ian Malcom”

Michael Crichton

Jurassic Park 



Do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the Law. 

—Aleister Crowley

The Book of the Law 

A TALE IS told of twin boys born to different mothers.

One is dark by nature, the other light. One is rich, the other poor. One is harsh, the other gentle. One is forever youthful, the other old before his time.

One is mortal.

They share no bond of blood or sympathy, but they are twins nonetheless.

They each live without ever knowing that they are brothers.

They each die fighting the blind god.



ZERO

THE ONLY WAY I can explain why you’ll never see me again is to tell you about Hari.

This is how I visualize the conversation that ended up pushing me into Hari Michaelson’s life. I wasn’t there—I don’t know the details—but the images in my head are vivid as a slap on the mouth; to be a good thaumaturge, your imagination must be powerful and detailed—and I’m the best the Conservatory has ever produced.

This is how I see it:

“It’s all here in the telemetry,” says Administrator Wilson Chandra, Chairman of the Studio Conservatory. He wipes the sweat from his palms on the hem of his Costanti chlamys and blinks through a stinging cloud of cigar smoke. He licks his lips—they’re thick, and always dry—as he looks down at the rows of trainee magicians who meditate with furious concentration below. I’m not in that class, by the way; these are beginners.

Chandra goes on: “He’s doing very well on the academics, you know, he has a fine grasp of Westerling and is coming along very well in First Continent cultural mores, but as you can see, he can barely maintain alpha, let alone moving to the beta consciousness required for effective spellcasting, and we, we’re working only with Distraction Level Two, approximately what he will find in, say, a private room in a metropolitan inn, and under these circumstances I simply don’t believe—”

“Shut up, will you?” says the other man on the techdeck. “Christ, you make me tired.”

“I, ahm . . .” Administrator Chandra runs a hand through his thinning hair, sweat-slick despite the climate control. “Yes, Businessman.”

Businessman Marc Vilo, the Patron of the student in question, rolls the thick stinking cigar around his mouth as he stumps forward to get a better view through the glass panel.

Businessman Vilo is a short, skinny, bowlegged man with the manners of a dockhand and the jittery energy of a fighting cock. I’ve seen him in the netfeatures plenty of times; he’s an unimpressive figure in his conservative jumpsuit and cloak, until you remember that he’d been born into a Tradesman family; he’d taken over the family business, a three-truck transport firm, and had built it into the Business powerhouse Vilo Intercontinental. Still only in his mid-forties, he had purchased his family’s contract from their Business Patron, bought his way into the Business caste, and was now one of the wealthiest men—outside the Leisure Families—in the Western Hemisphere. Netfeatures call him the Happy Billionaire.

This is why Administrator Chandra is here right now; normally the Administrator has much more important duties than entertaining visiting Patrons. But Vilo’s protégé—the very first he has ever sponsored into the Conservatory—is failing miserably and is about to wash out, and the Administrator wants to soothe the sting, and perhaps retain a certain degree of goodwill, in hopes that Vilo will sponsor further students in the future. This is a business he’s running here, after all. Sponsoring an Actor can be extremely lucrative, if the Actor becomes successful—just ask my father. The Administrator wants to make Vilo see that this is only a single failed investment, and is no reason to believe that further investments of this nature will also fail. “There is also, ehm, a, well, a certain history of disciplinary problems—”

“Thought I told you to shut up.” Vilo continues to stare down at his protégé, a slightly built boy named Hari Michaelson, nineteen years old, a Laborer from San Francisco.

The boy kneels on his meter-square mat of scuffed plastic, hands curled in Three Finger technique. Of the thirty students in the room, only he has his eyes closed. The monitors on his temples that feed data into the Conservatory computer tell the whole story: Despite the slow three-per-minute rhythm of his breath, his heart rate has surged over eighty, his adrenal production is 78 percent over optimal, and his EEG spikes like broken glass.

Vilo pulls the butt from his mouth. “Why in hell did you put him in the magick program anyway?”

“Businessman, we went over this when he was admitted. His memory and spatial-visualization test out in the low genius range. There is no question that he has the intellectual equipment to be a fine adept. However, he is emotionally unstable, prone to irrational rages, and is, ah, uncontrollably aggressive. There is a history of mental illness in his family, you know; his father was downcasted from Professional due to a succession of breakdowns.”

“Yeah?” Vilo said. “So what? I know this kid; he worked for me two years. Sure, he’s got a temper. Who doesn’t? He’s smart, and he’s tough as my goddamn boot heel.” He smiles, showing his teeth, predatory. “Kind of like me at his age.”

“You understand, Businessman, that we take these steps only to protect you from the expense of sponsoring a boy who will almost certainly perish on his first transfer.”

“So? That’s his problem, not mine. The money is—” He spits a shred of tobacco onto the carpet. “—not an issue.”

“He will simply never become an effective spellcaster. I’m sorry, but there are certain restrictions imposed by the Studio. The examinations administered by the Graduation Board are very stringent.”

Chandra makes a gesture as though to take the Businessman’s arm and lead him away. “Perhaps I can show you our newest pilot program, the priesthood school. This particular spellcasting variant has the advantage that the practitioner need enter the casting trance only under very controlled conditions—that is, under the guise of religious ritual—”

“Cut the crap.” Vilo stuffs his cigar back into his mouth. “I got a shitload of money in that kid out there. A shitload. I don’t give a rat’s ass about the Studio’s restrictions, or the goddamn examinations. That kid is going to graduate from this toilet, and then he’s going to Overworld.”

“I’m afraid that’s simply impossible—”

“You gonna make a liar out of me?” Vilo’s eyes seem to retreat into his face, becoming small and dangerous. He hammers the next word. “Administrator?” 

“Please, Businessman, you, you must understand, he’s been in the magick program fourteen months; we must either, either, ah, graduate him or wash him out in only ten more, and his, and his progress—”

Vilo goes back to the window; he’s more interested in the cherry on the end of his cigar than in Chandra’s stammer. “Your parents live in, what, Chicago, right? That nice old frame house on Fullerton, west of Clark.”

Chandra stands very still. Ice water trickles down his spine. “Yes, Businessman . . .”

“You gotta understand that I don’t make bad investments. You follow? Hari gets his shot.”

“Businessman, I—” Chandra says desperately, then with a massive exercise of will steadies his voice. “There are other options that can be explored . . .”

“I’m listening.”

“Please, Businessman, perhaps I was too hasty in suggesting that Michaelson cannot succeed. He is, after all, in Battle Magick, which is the most difficult school, but it is the one place where his, erm, aggressive nature may work to his advantage. My idea—with your permission—is to provide him with a tutor.”

“He doesn’t have tutors? What the hell am I paying for?”

“Tutors, yes, of course, staff tutors. Michaelson doesn’t respond well to directed instruction. He, ah—” Chandra decides not to tell him of the brutal beating Michaelson had inflicted on Instructor Pullman. I knew about it, so did most of the students at the Conservatory; it was the best gossip we’d had all year. Chandra believes that issue is settled; and, really, the man had gotten no worse than he deserved. In Chandra’s mind, to make advances on a boy with Michaelson’s psychosexual dysfunctions had been irresponsible to the point of criminality. Speaking for the students—well, Pullman’s a nasty little groper; a lot of us wished we’d done what Michaelson did.

“I’m thinking more in terms of another student, someone who’d have no authority over him, who could, well—he doesn’t respond well to authority figures, as you might know—someone who could, well, be his friend.”

“What, he doesn’t have friends enough already?”

“Businessman,” Chandra says with a nervous laugh, “he doesn’t have any friends at all.”

And that’s when he decided to send for me.
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OVERWORLD.

When the Winston Transfer first opened the gate from Earth to Overworld, the Studio had been lurking in the background, waiting to step through. Overworld is a land of dragons and demons, of hippogryphs and mermaids, of hedge wizards and thieves, master enchanters and noble knights.

It is a billion dreams come true.

I burn for it. I lust for Overworld the way a martyr dreams of the arms of God.

My father took me to first-hand one of Raymond Story’s early Adventures when I was seven years old, and when Story spoke a Word of Power and the Hammer of Dal’kannith smote an evil ogre and splashed the brains from its leering ten-gallon head, I felt the soaring echo of his joy of battle and the surge of pulling magick and well, you know: there really aren’t any words.

For my tenth birthday, my father bought me the cube of Story’s epic three-day battle with the mad dragon Sha-Rikkintaer. The very first of the thousand or so times I played it, I knew.

I had to do it. I had to be there.

Ten years intervening have only sharpened my lust.

Everything in my life was perfect. I was at the top of my class, had the highest psych rating the Conservatory had ever measured, my elving surgeries were going perfectly, and I was absolutely on top of the world until Chandra called me into his office and took it all away.

When I went in there and took his offered seat, I had no idea of the preceding imaginary conversation. I expected another stroke-up over my spectacular progress, and so it came as a rude shock to be told that I was to be this antisocial, ill-tempered Laborer’s new tutor.

I played it off, though; we of Business are trained to take bad news coolly. “Sorry, Administrator,” I told him, tapping my face guard. “I don’t think I’ll have time. I graduate in four months, and I have six more surgeries.”

Chandra had flinched visibly when I called him Administrator; he hates to be reminded that I’m upcaste of him. I slip the word in from time to time, when he needs to be reminded of his manners.

But now he shook his head. “You don’t understand, Kris. This is not a request. This boy needs a tutor. He needs the best tutor, and you are the top magick student. You will take him in hand, and you will teach him what he needs to know to pass the Battle Magick exams. Period.”

“I’m not interested, Administrator.” What does it take to get through to this lump of meat? “Ask someone else.”

He rose, and came around the corner of his big rosewood desk. He leaned on it and clasped his hands together. “The independence of the Graduation Board is sacrosanct. I cannot influence them to pass an unqualified student, but I can certainly prevent any student from ever coming before them, if I choose. Without my signature, they’ll never see you.”

He stared at me as though trying to see the inside of my skull—and there was something in his eyes, something dark and frightening: an eerily impersonal hunger that made my stomach knot.

It looked familiar, somehow; but I couldn’t guess where I’d seen it before.

“Do you understand, now?” he said. “If Michaelson doesn’t graduate, neither do you.”

The universe tilted beneath me, and I clutched at the arms of my chair to keep from falling off the Earth and tumbling into interstellar space.

Not graduate? Never go to Overworld? Far more than a sentence of death—this was the whisper of the headsman’s axe. The room darkened around me; when I could speak again, my first instinct was to bluster. “You can’t do that! If you even think about washing me out, my father—”

“Would thank me, and you know it.”

That stopped me short; I did know it. “But me? Come on, Ad—Chairman. I mean—Jesus, I was supposed to graduate last term, but I stuck it out for my elving—if you wash me out, I’ll be stuck with this face for the rest of my life! It’s one thing, if I’m an Actor, but—”

Chandra’s head wobbled on his scrawny neck; he looked very old and weak, but still capable of a dangerous vindictiveness, like a senile king. “This Michaelson boy,” he said. “His Patron is Marc Vilo.”

“The gangster?” I asked, startled. My father talked about him once in a while, about how he disgraces our entire caste.

“He was, erm, here today. He’s—he’s very interested to see Michaelson go on. Very interested. He, ah, he—” Chandra looked away, and coughed to cover the crack in his voice. “—he asked about my family.”

“Uh.” I understood now. He’d decided to handle his problem by making it my problem. Foolish—my father would have laughed at him and made some rude comment about the whole of the Administration caste, with its penchant for asscovering and buckpassing.

I couldn’t laugh. I remembered overhearing a couple of my father’s Laborers once, when one of them supported the other as he staggered out from a correction box: “I guess the best you can hope for is not to be noticed.”

I’d been noticed; and the simple fact that he was downcaste from me meant nothing at all. This weak buckpassing bitshuffler held the entire rest of my life in his palsied hands, and all I could do was grin and take it like a Businessman.

“All right, Chairman,” I said with as much of a front of confidence as I could muster. “Let me look at his file.”
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I LEANED AGAINST the fluted door-column at the arch that separated the weight room from the main hall of the gym, looking in. I rubbed at the flexible white face guard that protected my most recent surgery; enough sensation leaked through the neural blocks that I had a permanent bone-deep itch. Someday, on Overworld, this surgery would enable me to impersonate one of the First Folk, the elflike aborigines of the northwest continent. They were the greatest magicians of Overworld; I might never match them—but I have a couple talents of my own.

Behind me, the hall was filled with Sorbathane-armored Combat students thwacking each other with swords of weighted rattan.

Michaelson stood out in the crowded weight room. Magick students avoid the weights until the late afternoon, when the Combat neanderthals would be in class or outside on the tourney fields. Michaelson was the only guy in the room under a hundred kilos; even the few women present each had at least ten or eleven kilos on him. He lay on his back under the bench press bar, face contorted with strain.

One of the neanderthals elbowed another in the ribs as I threaded my way across the room. “Lookie.” The neanderthal got up and blocked my path, rippling his hypertrophied pectorals. He topped my height by maybe a third of a meter. “What’s doing, magick girl? Aren’t you supposed to be on your knees somewhere?”

I grinned behind my mask as I sidestepped him. “Nah, you just wish I was a girl. Give you a choice of three holes, ’stead of the two your pal’s stuck with.” I moved on past while the frowning Combat student tried to figure out what kind of an insult that worked out to be.

Michaelson stared blindly at the ceiling while he labored under the bar, veins standing out on his forehead. I was kind of curious about him, I admit; reading his file, I’d discovered that his father was Duncan Michaelson the anthropologist, the same Duncan Michaelson whose book on Westerling was the Conservatory’s standard text on the language.

Duncan Michaelson had already been a big part of my life; I’d read his Tales of the First Folk—an oral history of the northwest primals—dozens of times. Tales of the First Folk had been what drew me toward the elves in the first place.

I couldn’t mention that to Hari, though; I’d also read in his file that he never spoke about his father.

Hari was almost a decimeter taller than I am, but wouldn’t outweigh me by much. Dark eyes and swarthy skin, black hair, muscles like knotted rope. He grunted as he powered the bench press bar up through another stroke; his lips twisted into a snarl fringed by a ragged growth of black beard.

I glanced at the bench press readout: 80 keys. I grunted out loud, impressed in spite of myself; I knew from his file that Michaelson weighed in around sixty-five. Then I looked at the repcounter. As Michaelson slowly straightened his arms, the counter clicked over to 15.

Chandra had said Michaelson spent a lot of time in the gym; I wondered if even the Chairman knew just how much.

We’d gone over a hasty plan to get Michaelson’s confidence; based on his psych eval, we’d decided that honesty wasn’t the best policy. A direct offer of tutoring would meet with, at best, sullen rejection; the plan involved a gradual building of a relationship—becoming friends first, maybe occasional advice on meditative strategies for Michaelson’s upcoming Virtual Acting seminar, then a casual offer to help him with his studies. No pressure.

But now, as I watched Michaelson pump the repcounter up toward 20, each slowing stroke pushing four or five explosive, gasping breaths through his clenched teeth, I flashed on him.

For that bare, eyeflick instant, I was Hari Michaelson, straining under the bar. I became a nineteen-year-old Laborer, with a visceral memory of countless upcaste spurns and the helpless humiliation of knowing that any payback was forever beyond my reach—with a nuclear kiln of permanent rage lodged behind my breastbone, fueled by the searing knowledge that I was failing.

This is one of my talents, the flashing. It’s not an ESP thing, more like that powerful and detailed imagination working overtime, but it serves me well enough. In that instant, I threw out Chandra’s plan. I had a better one.

As Hari’s arms hit their limit, half extended and trembling, his face gone purple and his eyes barely open, I stepped beside him, put both hands on the bar, and lifted it with him. It didn’t take much strength; I probably could have done it with a finger, lifting only the kilo or two that was beyond Hari’s capacity. When his arms reached their full extension, Hari snarled, “End.” The bar froze in place.

I said, smiling, “Shouldn’t press without a spotter, y’know.”

Michaelson sat up slowly. I felt his stare like heat from an open fire. “Nobody asked your opinion, asswipe,” he said evenly. “Or your help.”

“If I’d waited for you to ask,” I said through a smile, “I’d have been standing here till the next Ice Age.”

“Yeah, funny.” He squinted at my mask. “What’re you supposed to be, Boris Karloff?”

“Boris who? My name’s Kris—”

“Hansen. Yeah, I know. Everybody in Shitschool knows who you are, we hear about you all day long. What do you want?”

Shitschool: the derisive nickname Combat students give to the College of Battle Magick, from its initials. “A couple minutes of your time,” I said with a shrug. “I want to ask for your help.”

Michaelson turned away, toward the weight machine’s control pad. “Piss off.”

“Hey, ladies.” One of the Combat neanderthals came up beside us. “You need some help with this machine? You want a man to show you how it’s done?”

Michaelson didn’t even turn his head. “Take a fucking hike, Ballinger.”

“Uh-huh, right. Excuse me, ma’am.” He casually elbowed Michaelson off the bench and lay down under the bar. Michaelson got up slowly and stood with his back to the machine, very still, except for a muscle that jumped at the corner of his jaw.

The neanderthal—Ballinger—gripped the bar and said, “Weight up. Two-zero-zero. Begin.” When the readout had scaled up to 200 kilograms he started pumping the bar smoothly up and down, and said, “See? That’s your problem, not enough weight.”

“Come on, Hari, let’s get out of here,” I said. “I really want to talk with you.”

“You got nothing to say that I need to hear.”

I took a deep breath, held it, then took the plunge. “Typical Labor attitude,” I sneered. For an instant I felt like my father.

Michaelson turned like he was mounted on a millstone. “What?”

“You downcasters are all alike. ‘Fuck off, Jack. It’s not my job.’ It’s born into you. That’s why you Labor scum never get out of the ghetto.”

Michaelson took one deliberate step toward me. His eyes burned. “You are just begging me to kick your fucking ass.”

“Yes, in fact, I am,” I told him. “That’s exactly right.”

He blinked. “Come again?”

“Which part don’t you understand?”

He stared at me while his mouth stretched into a slow predatory grin: all teeth and no humor. “I’m into it.”

“Fine, then. Let’s get a hand-to-hand room.”

“Yeah, sure. One thing first, though.”

He turned back to the weight machine, where Ballinger’s heavy arms, trembling now, forced the bar up through the fourteenth rep. When they reached full extension, Michaelson leaned over him and rapped the insides of both elbows with the edges of his hands. Ballinger’s arms gave way, and the bar slammed down into his chest. Eyes bulging, Ballinger tried to gasp “End! End!” but he hadn’t enough breath for the machine to register his voice.

Michaelson patted his cheek and said, “Shouldn’t press without a spotter, y’know.” He grinned at me. “After you, ma’am.”

I grinned back. “Why, thank you, miss.”

The line was good, but I felt a chill. I began to comprehend how dangerous Hari Michaelson might be, and I knew I’d better be bloody damn careful.
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THE HAND-TO-HAND ROOMS are a level higher and directly over the gym. They vary in size and conformation, but they all have floors and walls of three-centimeter Sorbathane to minimize impact injuries. On one wall the Sorbathane’s transparent and laid over a mirror, so you can watch yourself shadowbox or whatever.

Michaelson and I met in one. I was already in the required half-armor: a centimeter of Sorbathane protecting elbows, knees, vitals, head, and neck. Michaelson wore that sweaty cotton shirt and baggy black pants, and nothing else.

“You’re not wearing armor,” I said.

He sneered at me. “Brilliant, Businessboy. What was your first clue?”

To hold on to my temper, I conjured a vivid image of the night sky of Overworld, a dragon silhouetted against the full moon. If I didn’t make this work, that mental image was the closest I’d ever get to seeing it.

I said, “Hey, c’mon, armor’s required—” but before I could finish the thought he hit me from twelve directions at once.

It was like being caught in a threshing machine—he slammed his knees into my unprotected thighs, his fists and elbows against my ribs, and his forehead into the pit of my stomach and before I really knew what was happening he had my face guard mashed into the floor and my arms and legs pinned somehow and my whole body hurt.

“Tell me again about Labor scum, will you?” His voice in my ear sounded flat and metallic, and I suddenly, stunningly, arrived at the realization that I could die here.

If he wanted to, he could kill me. Easily.

And get away with it: an unfortunate training accident, and he goes right on with his life, while mine is snuffed in an instant.

And he sounded like he wanted to.

It’s a funny feeling: your bowels turn to water and all the strength goes out of your arms and legs, tears well up in your eyes—it’s a baby thing, I guess, a reflex to appear weak and helpless in hopes that you can trigger an answering parental reflex. But somehow I didn’t think Michaelson had that particular reflex.

I sneered into the floor. “Aaah, lucky punch.”

An instant of stunned silence; then he had to let me up because he was laughing too hard to hold me. I managed a little chuckle, too, as I rolled over, sat up, and tried to make sure all my joints still worked.

“Jesus. I didn’t think anyone could do that; not so easily, anyway. You know I’m near the top of my class in hand-to-hand?”

Michaelson gave a derisive snort. “Yeah. You’re near the top of your class in everything. Doesn’t mean you know shit about it.”

“I know, Hari. That’s why I came looking for you.”

He sat up and laced his fingers around his knees. “I’m listening,” he said, but in his eyes swam naked suspicion, the permanent shifty what do you want from me? of the downcaster.

“I hear you’re barely passing hand-to-hand,” I said. “And I hear that the only reason you’re not failing is that you—like you Labor guys say—can whip shit on every student in the class. I go to Overworld in four months, and I think there’s some things you can teach me that I’m not going to learn from Tallman.”

“Tallman’s a moron,” Michaelson said. “He’s more interested in making you do it his way than in teaching you something that’ll keep you alive.”

“That’s the part I want to learn. That part about staying alive.”

“What’s in it for me?”

I shrugged. “The chance to beat the snot out of a Business brat every day for four months.”

He measured me with his eyes, coldly, for a long time. I fought the urge to fidget. Finally he uncoiled himself, rising with a smooth motion into a natural stance. “Get up.”

“Aren’t you going to get armor?”

“You think I need it?”

I sighed. “Never mind.” I got up and matched his stance. I knew he wasn’t going to give me the Ready . . . Fight! of classroom sparring, so I was ready when his gaze flickered down to my groin. I dropped my hands to crossblock the kick and he cracked a left hook into my ear that made my head ring.

“Lesson one. That’s an eye-fake, Hansen. Every time I see you looking at my eyes, you’re gonna get a whack.”

I shook the ringing out of my ears and got my hands back up. Michaelson tapped himself on the sternum.

“Look here. Always look here. You can see my whole body—the eyes lie, Hansen, but the chest is always honest. And you don’t block a groin-kick with your hands, you take it on the thigh. Every time you drop your hands, you’re gonna get a whack. You understand?”

“Yes, I’m starting to—”

He whacked me with a right uppercut below the heart that left me gasping.

“Lesson two. Best time to hit someone is when he’s off guard. Best time to catch someone off guard is when he’s talking. When you talk, you’re thinking about what to say next, not—”

I hit him, a good stiff jab right in the teeth. My knuckles stung like a bastard. He took a couple steps back and touched his lips; his hand came away painted crimson, and he grinned at me.

“Y’know,” he said, “there’s just the faintest chance I could start to like you.”

This is going to work, I thought. I’m on my way to Overworld. 
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A WEEK LATER, I was sitting in Chandra’s office, so much of my body mottled with green and yellow and purple healing bruises that I looked like somebody’d spiked my shower with a carton of expired skin dye.

“I want permission to use the VA suite.”

The Chairman looked at me like I was some new species of cockroach. “Vilo screened this morning. He would like to know what progress Michaelson is making. I lied to him. I said everything is going well.”

“Ten days from now,” I said patiently, “Hari starts Virtual Acting 102. You want him to pass, don’t you? I’d think you’d be a little cooperative, here.”

“The clock is running on you, Hansen. I do not think that allowing your student to beat you senseless every day is teaching him very much.”

“Allowing? Administrator, you’ve never seen him fight.”

“His College is Battle Magick, as is yours. Have you even begun work on his visualization deficiencies? Have you begun work on his trancing? You are accomplishing nothing.”

“Administrator, I’ve been meeting with him for at least an hour or two every day—”

“And doing nothing of value to either of you. Did you think I was not serious, when I told you what was at stake?”

My temper flared. “Then find somebody else! I didn’t ask for this job, you forced me into it! I’m doing the bloody best I can!” My face burned. A true Businessman never loses his temper in front of a downcaster. My father would never have done it. Maybe after spending so much time with Hari, his attitudes had begun to color mine.

“No, no.” Chandra shook his head. “You’re the top student in Battle Magick. If I have less than the best, Vilo will think I want Michaelson to fail.”

He squinted at me, and I flashed on him.

I’m Administrator Wilson Chandra; I’ve spent my entire sixty-odd years of life in service, the last fifteen as Chairman of the Studio Conservatory—a position of great responsibility but very little power. I’ve had to kiss the crack of every Leisureman, Investor, and Businessman to ever walk through the front doors; I’ve had to coddle their whining protégés, handjob the Studio’s Board of Governors, soothe the swollen egos of the emotionally crippled ex-Actors who make up the faculty, and somehow in the midst of all this turn out Actors who will not only survive on Overworld but provide the Studio with the income that justifies my existence.

I’ve done a damned good job of it for a decade and a half, and what do I get? A murderous little gangster telling me who I can and can’t graduate, telling me how to do my job, and a snotty Business brat whining about having to do something his pampered little butt wasn’t in the mood for.

I leaned back in my chair, blinking behind the face guard. I understood now. He did want Hari to fail: because it would sting Vilo. He wanted to fail me, because I was born into Business. It would be a double slap at upcasters, one he thought he could get away with. Petty and vindictive, it was exactly the kind of underhanded knife his caste had always pointed at those above it. Whatever threat Vilo might have made against his family, he didn’t take too seriously, and Hari was only a pawn, a counter in his game.

I, too, was no more than a pawn. His malice wasn’t personal at all. I remembered that glimpse I’d gotten of eerie, impersonal hunger behind his eyes: he didn’t care about me one way or the other. I just had the bad luck to be conveniently placed for his little psychodrama of undercaste revenge.

Outside the Conservatory, things would be different. On the outside, I was Business, and he only Administration. If he so much as sniffed at me I could denounce him to the Social Police for caste violation—but none of that mattered, here. He had his grip upon me, and I could do nothing to loosen his fingers.

I started to understand from where Hari got his rage.

For a moment, I felt Hari behind me, at my shoulder, whispering in my ear the precise angle for the edge of my hand to slice at his throat and shatter his larynx; I shook my head to drive it away, and took a deep breath.

“I want permission to use the VA units,” I said again.

“This, I think is too much. Unsupervised use of the VA suite is dangerous, and Instructor Hammet—”

“Y’know,” I said casually, fighting down a queasy twinge in the pit of my stomach, “my father contracts with Vilo Intercontinental.” This kind of sleazy Business-club innuendo left a bad taste in my mouth, but I desperately needed some leverage—and Hari’s fetch still lurked at my shoulder, whispering violence.

Chandra looked blank, but he knew what I meant.

“You can authorize it. I’ll take full responsibility,” I said more insistently, because I understood the rules of this game. Chandra had to look like he was doing everything in his power to help me help Hari, so that he can shake his head and purse his lips in virtuous regret when he washes us out.

Reluctantly, he nodded. “All right.” He drew a card out of a slot on his desk and swiveled his deskscreen toward me. “This is my duplicate access card. Thumbprint the screen here, and also thumbprint the liability release at the bottom of the screen. Any injury to either one of you is wholly your responsibility.”

I nodded. “You won’t regret this.”

He didn’t answer. He looked profoundly skeptical.
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HARI FACED ME over the angled tip of his bokken—a wooden practice sword weighted to three-fourths the mass of an Overworld broadsword. He wore the required minimum armor now, as did I; bokken are real weapons, and can kill.

Without warning he lunged at me, forcing down my blade with his; when we came into the corps-a-corps an elbow I didn’t even see coming slammed into my face guard and lifted me off my feet. I went down sprawling and my bokken spun away. He stood over me, wooden sword against my chest.

“You lose.”

I slapped the blade away and climbed angrily to my feet. “Goddammit, Hari! You’re not supposed to hit me in the face! You could rip my sutures, and you know it. And we’re supposed to be working on swords.”

He shrugged and tossed his bokken aside. “Supposed, supposed. You’re supposed to be a pretty good swordsman, for a Shitschooler. Then why do you always lose?”

“Because you always cheat.”

To a Businessman, those are fighting words. Hari only shook his head. “Listen, there’s no such thing as cheating when you’re fighting for your life. A very bright guy once said, ‘Winning’s not the most important thing. It’s the only thing.’ ”

He came up to me, an oddly gentle expression on his face. “Kris, you’re pretty good, y’know? You’re fast and you learn quick and everything. You’re better with a sword than I am. If I play by the rules you’re gonna beat me. But on Overworld, you play by the rules, you’re gonna get killed.”

I thought, Don’t talk down to me, you low-rent Labor prick, but I said, “Yeah, all right.” I went after my bokken, picked it up. “Let’s go again.”

“You never quit, do you?” He looked kind of disgusted, and kind of uncomfortable. “I’ll hand it to you, you sure can take a beating. But I don’t think this is doing you much good. And I think I’m going to need my free period to work on trancing for a while.”

That was almost good news—he’d finally recognized that he’d have to put in extra magickal practice if he wanted to graduate. But practice alone doesn’t make perfect—you only get perfect through perfect practice. And I knew exactly what he needed. The only way either of us’d ever get to Overworld was if I could convince him to let me help him.

“You’re quitting? Just when I’m starting to catch up?”

“Kris, man, I’m sorry. You don’t have it, you know?” He started stripping off his armor, every zzzip of parting Velcro driving a needle into my chest.

“What do you mean, I don’t have it? Who made you the expert? I took the same classes you did—I may not be as good at it, but I know as much about it as you do.”

His penetrating black eyes took on an empty gaze, like he looked through my head to the wall at my back, and his mouth twisted into the kind of half smile you get when you suck on a sore tooth. “You’ll never know as much about it. You’re too old. And you don’t love it.”

“Don’t give me that crap, Hari. I know—”

“You don’t know shit.”

I thought about what I’d read in his file, about his father’s insanity and downcaste slide from Professional—a professor of social anthropology—to a Temp in San Francisco’s Labor slums, and about the physical abuse he’d almost certainly suffered at his father’s hands, and for a moment I thought I knew him. “Hey, so you had a rough childhood—”

He laughed in my face, an ugly grunting sound that had no humor in it. “I had a great childhood. Where do you think I learned how to fight? By the time I was eight, I knew: Every fight is a fight to the death. That’s what makes it fun. You still don’t get it, and you probably won’t. You won’t live long enough. And I’m sorry about that, because I kind of started to like you.”

“All right, fine.” I felt the singing surge of my temper as I stripped off my armor. “You’ve a fine taste for melodrama, Hari. It’s a pity you’re so full of shit.”

“Eh?”

“This I’m-so-worldly-wise-and-you’re-just-a-babe-in-the-woods act. Give me a break. I’ve seen it done better; my father has it down to a science.”

“Yeah, whatever.” He gathered up the pieces of his armor and bundled them together. “Been all right working out with you, Hansen, but now I gotta go.”

“Why don’t you try coming over to play in my yard?” I put a sneering edge of contempt in my voice that stopped him in his tracks. Maybe I didn’t understand him completely, but I knew there was no way he’d take that tone from some upcaste boy of questionable masculinity. He looked at me over his shoulder.

“Your yard?”

My heart pounded, and I fought to keep the tremors out of my voice. “Yeah, tough guy.” I flipped Chandra’s access card between my fingers like a stage magician. “You’re so damn tough in your specialty, come try mine.”

“What’s that you’ve got there?”

“It’s an access card that’ll get me into the Virtual Acting suite after hours.”

A flame of interest kindled within his eyes. “Y’know, I start Virtual Acting a week from Friday . . .”

I shrugged. “Here’s the difference between us. This Conservatory is loaded with Combat students who can stomp you without raising a sweat—”

“You think so?”

I ignored him and went on. “—but there is no one, no one, who can beat me in a VA suit. I’m the best there is. Check the records, if you want: I’m the best there has ever been. You dish it easily enough, Michaelson. Can you take it?”

Hari, I hoped, was that one kid in every neighborhood who’ll take any dare, no matter how dangerous, the one who never runs from a fight, especially when the odds are against him. And I really thought that with my coaching, he might pace through Virtual Acting with high enough marks to push him over the top for graduation. I gave him a grin that lied: it said I didn’t really care one way or the other. It was a grin that dared him to take me up on it, and it was a grin that dared him to back down. It was a grin that kept him from noticing I was holding my breath.

My future teetered on his answer.

He squinted at me like he could read my mind. Then he said, “After hours, huh? Like when would that be?”

“Say, 2200?”

“I’ll be there.”

He walked out of the hand-to-hand room without a backward glance, so he didn’t see me fall to my knees and thank the gods for my deliverance.
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I RUBBED MY stinging eyes as I threaded through the departing Combat students toward the VA suite. I’d been pushing a ragged edge of exhaustion; in addition to healing from my surgeries, recovering from the workouts I’d had with Hari, and constant worry over my future, I had course work of my own to complete. My extra term consisted of studies in the history and culture of the First Folk, not to mention their hideously elliptical, metaphoric, and inflected language. To make it worse, they had no written histories, since all First Folk have flawless eidetic memories and no Actor had successfully infiltrated their society; all I had to study from was second- and thirdhand accounts full of cultural references that I didn’t understand and couldn’t look up. Like the Actors who had gone before me, I’d be playing an elf who has—for one reason or another—chosen to move through the human world, but still it frustrated me until my head spun.

So I was in no mood for neanderthal crap. The departing Combat students laughed and joked among themselves as they lumbered along the hall like elephants, but less gracefully; I did my best to dodge between the swinging elbows of these two-meter behemoths.

They were all heading for their dorms, or for the venerable rathskeller—except for one, an enormous one with shoulders like wrecking balls. His back was to me, and he seemed to be shaking his fist at someone I couldn’t see around his titanic chest. A sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach told me it was probably Hari.

The enmity between the Conservatory’s Combat and Magick students is, I think, part of a long historical tradition, stretching all the way back to at least the nineteenth century’s rivalry between student athletes and student scholars. They see us as effeminate bookworms, and we regard them as meatheaded apes who think with their pectorals. The situation here is a bit different, though. Most of what we study here prepares us, in one way or another, to kill people.

This colors your thinking—to put it mildly—and raises the stakes in any confrontation far beyond a little humiliation. From time to time, people get hurt—usually, the Magick students. We trainee adepts are mostly helpless without the differing laws of physics on the far side of the Winston Transfer. The Combat students train here in skills that work exactly the same on Earth as on Overworld.

And they’re all huge.

So my heart stuttered a little as I approached. The crowd had thinned to emptiness, and the last of their voices faded down the hallway. Now I could hear what the neanderthal said.

It was that guy from the weight room, Ballinger. He hulked over Hari and jabbed at him with a finger the size of a sausage. “We’ll see how funny you are, you little bastard. One of these days, when I catch you on the grounds. We’ll see.”

A strange, manic light shone in Hari’s eyes that looked nothing like fear. “Fuck off, Ballinger. I’m busy. I’ll kill you later.”

Ballinger’s ham-sized fist tangled itself in Hari’s shirt and pinned him to the wall. “You want to say that again?”

I’ve seen this kind of confrontation before; a Magick student gets tired of the constant harassment and finally decides to fight back. This is the one where he gets hurt. Other times, I’ve hung back, to help the poor guy to the infirmary. Or if I saw the chance, sometimes I’d step between and try to defuse the situation. But this time—

I caught Hari’s eye and tipped him a wink . . . then I got down on my hands and knees right behind Ballinger’s ankles.

I don’t know. Maybe it was from spending a week with Hari, fighting with him, breathing his air. Maybe he had infected me, somehow; maybe I was coming down with a bad case of Michaelson.

Hari got the biggest, most honestly happy grin I’d ever seen on his face. “What’s the best season for a vacation, Ballinger?”

“Huh?”

“Fall, I think. Have a nice trip.”

He rapped the inside of Ballinger’s elbow to bend his arm, then pushed off from the wall. Ballinger went down over my back with the slow majesty of a toppling redwood. He hit whack-on his upper spine with a thunderous crash that shook the floor, and he lay there, stunned. Before I could get up, Hari skipped around me and kicked him with shocking force in the side of his head; Ballinger groaned and tried to cover, rolling weakly into a fetal position.

I got to Hari and shoved him off balance as he clambered for a kick at the back of Ballinger’s neck. “Stop it, Hari! You’ll kill him!”

He batted me aside. “Fucking right I will—”

Professional Hammet—the Virtual Acting instructor—came limping out the door on his mechanized legs just then and saved Ballinger’s life. All he did was put himself in Hari’s way until Hari got control of himself again; not even Hari would risk the consequences of striking an instructor.

Hammet was a retired Actor, an ex-swordsman who was far too bitter and generally too crusty to tolerate any bullshit from anybody, especially not Ballinger when he tried to whine about Hari beating him up. Any Combat student who couldn’t handle a couple Magick pussies wasn’t worth his time. He wasn’t interested in writing us up for fighting—too much goddamn trouble, filling out reports—but he also wasn’t about to allow any crap to go on in the vicinity of his VA suite. He sent Ballinger one way and us the other. Ballinger stumbled off, muttering under his breath and giving us murderous looks over his shoulder. I, on the other hand, flashed Chandra’s access card.

Hammet didn’t like the idea of letting anyone into the VA suite unsupervised, but he couldn’t argue with Chandra. A quick screencall to the Chairman confirmed that I hadn’t stolen the card, and Hammet reluctantly let us in. We slipped inside, and I closed the door behind us.

“Jesus, Hari,” I said, leaning against the door. “That was too close. That was too scary. You could have killed him! Hari, your temper—that was frightening, seeing you that angry.”

Hari sighed; his shoulders slumped and he sank into a cross-legged tailor’s seat on the floor. “What makes you think I was angry?”

“Well, Jesus—”

“You should have let me kill him. It was my best chance. Next time I won’t be able to catch him alone.”

I stared, openmouthed.

He shrugged at me. “This thing between Ballinger and me, it’s been building for a while.”

“You provoked it,” I said breathlessly. “You wanted that fight.”

“Kris, it’s him or me. If it’d been me on that floor, we wouldn’t be having this little talk. Or any talk.”

“Drop the melodrama, Hari. So you’ve bumped chests with the guy once or twice, so what?”

He made a chopping motion with his hand. “You’re Business, Kris. This is a Labor thing.” He curled his fingers into a fist and stared at his knuckles like they were an unpaid invoice he couldn’t cover. “Ballinger, he’s from Philly’s inner city. Him and me, we understand each other.”

“I don’t accept that. I can’t accept that.” But even as I said it, I found myself staring at his knuckles, too, which were mostly just knots of scar tissue like wads of old chewing gum.

“You don’t have to. You’re from a whole different world, Kris. That’s why, once we get out of this toilet, I’m gonna be a famous Actor, and you’re gonna be an elf-looking corpse.”

He pushed himself to his feet. “I thought you were going to show me how you can whip shit on me in a VA suit.”
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I SPENT A few minutes in the claustrophobic cubicle with Hari, helping him calibrate the inducers. The feedback suit is simple enough; it’s mostly mechanical—it squeezes and pokes and shakes you or whatever. But the induction helmet takes some getting used to.

This is based on the same technology that allows first-handers in the Studio Adventure Rooms to share an Actor’s sense/experience in real time. Calibration is really a pretty simple process, a matter of tuning the helmet to make a black dot coalesce on a white field, then stretch to a line, and spread into a well-focused version of the Studio logo; an analogous process takes white noise down to a pure tone, et cetera. It’s easier in the VA suite than in the Studio, in fact—the inducers here don’t have to deal with scent, and the touch/pain data and kinesthesia is all handled by the feedback suit.

This kind of calibration is easy once you’ve done it a few times; it’s practically second nature for anyone of a reasonable level of birth, but Hari was a Laborer, and so of course he’d never been inside a Studio and had never in his life adjusted an induction helmet. It made him edgy and snappish; he ended by slapping blindly at my hands—the induction helmets have eye shields to prevent actual vision from interfering with the neural stimulation—and telling me to get the fuck off him.

After I left his cubicle I went to the instructor’s station, three broad curving banks of keys stacked like a steam organ. Four screens loomed over my head, where the VA computer would display multiple points of view for the benefit of the rows of empty seats in the Aud behind me.

I sank onto the bench, lowered my head onto arms folded across the lowest bank of keys, and gave myself over entirely to shaking.

I read once, somewhere, that the way you know you’ve grown up is when your future death becomes a stone in your shoe: when you feel it with every step. I kept seeing the corridor ceiling, as though I had lain where Ballinger did; I couldn’t stop thinking about how easily, almost carelessly, Hari could have taken his life. I saw myself on Overworld, walking along a city street: in the vision a man stepped out of an alley and drove a knife into my throat without a word—no demand for money, no snarl of threat, no chance to prepare myself.

No chance.

I’ve heard that your heels kick, that you convulse and shit on yourself when you die by violence. I felt it, again and again, feeling my own heels kick helplessly, far deeper than imagination, feeling it with the astonishing vividness of my flashes.

When I first started working with Hari, I’d felt like a lion tamer working with new cats. If I showed no fear, did nothing to trigger those predatory reflexes, I’d be safe. I’d felt even moderately heroic, kind of proud of myself, because I thought that by sheer force of character I could shove my life into shape. I could help Hari, I could beat Chandra, and I would sally forth into my vague and misty though certainly glorious Acting career.

But I sat there shaking because there is no safety.

Someday, you say the wrong thing to some random Hari Michaelson and an instant later you’re on the floor choking out the last of your breath.

And it wasn’t Hari that frightened me, even now; it was the world he lived in, the way I’d begun to see my life through his eyes. It was his intimate understanding of the fragility of my life, of his life, of anyone’s—and that he just didn’t care.

And he wasn’t unique; he wasn’t even rare. Our Labor undercastes spawn endless Hari Michaelsons. Now, I began to understand what Hari meant when he said I “don’t have it.”

But did it matter? Without Overworld, did I want to live?

I keyed the default setting, then entered my own cubicle and quickly dressed. I needed no calibration; the computer recognized my neural field as soon as I keyed my helmet, and it automatically loaded my file.

The Meadow took shape around me, gently rolling grassy waves that stretched to the horizon in all directions. The sky above was cloudless and startlingly blue, and the sun hung motionless. This is the most basic level, often used for “duels” and magickal practice of all sorts. I had spent a lot of hours in this meadow. The soft ground is forgiving to knees bent in meditation, and no cloud ever passes before the sun.

The generic-featured manikin that represented Hari stood about four meters away. He stepped toward me, then stopped and looked around; suddenly he knelt and ran his fingers through the grass. “Wow.”

“Yes, I know. Impressive, huh?”

“Wild. Hard-core wild.” His planar features showed no expression, but I could hear the grin in his voice. “You look kind of faggy.”

I shrugged with a sigh. I’d programmed my file to bring up features that looked more or less the way I would after my surgeries were completed: thick, close-cropped hair of platinum, elegantly delicate bone structure around large golden eyes, extravagantly pointed ears like a lynx. Maybe I’d overdone it a little.

He came closer. “You know, I’ve never seen you without that white mask on. Is this what you look like?”

“I might, eventually,” I told him. “I’m not sure. I won’t find out for another ten weeks.”

He nodded. Suddenly I wished I could see his expression. “All right,” he said. “What now?”

I took a deep breath. I’d been working for a solid week to bring him to this point; now that we were here, I had butterflies, a twinge of . . . I don’t know. Stage fright, maybe.

Maybe I was afraid he could beat me at this, too.

“No spells for this one,” I said. “I’m going to take it easy on you. I should be able to whip you just fine using only Flow. Bring yourself to mindview. The computer will sense the pattern in your neural field and start to show you simulated Flow currents. You should also see my Shell.”

His manikin closed its eyes, and its thumbs and first two fingers of each hand came together. I, of course, no longer needed the Three Finger technique to shift to mindview—breath control and a simple act of will tuned my consciousness to the proper level. It worried me that Hari, ten days from his VA seminar, still needed physical cues.

The worry vanished in mindview; while working magick, it’s impossible to worry. The function of the advanced meditative techniques taught at the Conservatory is to focus the whole mind, even beyond the surface of consciousness, fully and without distraction upon the desired magickal effect. After two years of practice I could tune my mind like a surgical laser.

I’ve heard it said that every mage sees the Flow in terms of his or her own personal metaphor: as streams of light or a ghostly river, as long glowing strings coiling and uncoiling as they twist through the air, as floating globes of energy like ball lightning; I won’t find out what mine will look like until I get to Overworld. The VA suite simulates Flow as shimmering lattices of force, over which scroll pulses of greater brightness or differing colors in the direction of the current.

His Shell looked pretty standard: an auralike netting of lines. It pulsed subtly in time with his heart and flickered like heat lightning around his hands and feet. I watched the Flow, waiting for him to start pulling.

His eyes opened, and he murmured reverentially, “I see it.”

I let out a slow, whistling breath that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “All right. I know this is new to you. I’ll give you ten seconds to pull enough current to defend yourself.”

He stretched out his hand, upward toward the thickest part of the current, and his Shell extended a slow-moving pseudopod that touched the shimmering net and opened itself to power. The Flow swirled toward him, its stream deepening as it whirlpooled energy into Hari’s Shell. His gesture indicated a future problem: an adept who needs his hands to pull is easily disabled—but this could be ignored today.

I counted a slow ten to myself, then another five, while I watched Hari’s Shell spin up into ever-higher levels, brighter and brighter and scaling up the spectrum toward violet. He’d feed energy into his Shell until he could hold no more, then lash out at me with undifferentiated power. This is the crudest and least dangerous form of magickal combat, rather like fencing with foam-rubber paddles, but it’s a pretty good place to start.

I didn’t trouble to pull; he couldn’t hurt me.

I said, “Begin whenever you’re—”

He fired on me, as I’d known he would. More than ready for his clumsy stream of power, my Shell not only deflected it but spun it swirling around my chest to slingshot back at him. What had approached me as a ragged head-sized stream returned as a focused javelin that punched through his Shell into the pit of his stomach and doubled him over.

“You’ll have to do better than that.” I hadn’t even moved.

He tried again, and again, with similar results, but with each attempt he closed the gap between our virtual selves by a step or two. From this perspective, in the detached calm of mindview, his intentions were transparent. He intended to step outside the rules once again: these clumsy Flow bolts were only cover, to get him close enough to rush me.

I opened my Shell and pulled.

Hari had tapped into a Flow current, diverted some of it for his use; I created Flow currents—those shining lattices of force swirled into my Shell like the funnel of a tornado reaching down from a thunderhead. From where I stood to the visible horizon, all Flow drained toward me. My skin sang with power.

When Hari leaped at me, I let him have it.

Flow doesn’t interact directly with the material world until it is patterned by the mind of a spellcaster; in its basic state, it only affects the Shell, altering the matrices of energy that surround material objects, especially living ones. About the worst you can do with raw Flow is give somebody a bad charley horse. I gave Hari seven of them.

His arms and legs, his chest and belly and back all cramped convulsively in midleap. He gave out a strangled croak and collapsed at my feet.

I stepped a prudent distance away from him before I let him up.

“That was too easy,” I told him. “I’m a better fighter than you are a spellcaster. First off, if you ever want to be good at this, you’ll have to improve your reach. Right now, your Shell stops at your hands and feet. But your Shell can have any size and shape that you wish, if you properly visualize it. Start by reaching for Flow without using your hands.”

Hari’s manikin still sat in the soft virtual grass, arms wrapping knees. He looked up at me, and I wished I could read an expression on those blank features. “This’s been fun, Kris. I’ve been a good sport, and I let you whip me. Now I gotta go.” He stood up and his hands went to his head, feeling for the cutoff.

“Let me?” I sneered. “Like you could have stopped me.”

He sounded tired. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m not good at this. But I will be.”

“I’d say so. Shit, Hari, with my help, you could be great.”

He stopped. His head swiveled toward me, and he neither moved nor spoke for a long time. I began to sweat inside the VA suit, wondering what was going on inside his head.

Finally, he spoke. “You think I’m a fucking idiot, don’t you?”

My mouth worked, speechless. I forced out, “Hari, I—”

“You think that because you’re Business, and I’m Labor, you can think rings around me, you can manipulate me and push me around and I’ll never even know it.”

Suddenly I became acutely glad that Hari’s real, physical body was two doors away in the VA suite. “That’s not true—”

“Drop it. I’ve bought too much of your shit already.” His manikin stepped up to mine. “I don’t much mind you thinking you’re smarter than me. It might even be true.”

It’s unquestionably true, I thought.

“What bothers me,” he went on, “is that you think you’re smarter than me because you’re upcaste. Like, if I had any brains at all, I would have known enough to be born into a better family.”

“It’s all about caste to you, isn’t it?” I said, turning to the attack. You couldn’t deal with Hari by going defensive; it brought out his killer instinct like a guard dog that smells fear. “That’s your answer to everything.”

“I don’t need answers,” he said, rising and turning as if to leave. “I don’t need to know why you’ve been all over me this past week or two; I don’t care if it’s some upcaste liberal befriend-the-Labor-punk project, or an anthro experiment, or you’ve developed a taste for my butthole. It doesn’t matter. You’re trying to con me, and I’m tired of it. Shit, mostly I’m tired of you thinking you’re getting away with it.”

“Y’know,” I said slowly, “your street-butch act goes only so far.”

“Hah?”

“Why are you still here? No matter how good your exit line is, it only works if you actually exit.”

“Yeah,” he said, reaching up for the cutoff switch on his sleeve, but I was ready for him: the instant I finished speaking I drew the slow, controlled breath and summoned mindview, and I gave him a cramp in that arm that would stun a horse.

He grunted.

“I’m not ready for you to go, yet,” I said.

He dropped his hand and fixed his manikin’s blank stare on me, and I could imagine all too well the homicidal gleam that would be in his black eyes right now. “Don’t jump in this shitpool, Hansen. You don’t swim well enough.”

“Cut it out, will you? I’m not Ballinger—you don’t have to intimidate me to prove you’re a man.”

“Don’t pretend you understand.”

“I’ll tell you what I understand. I understand that you are going to fail. Do you understand that? You’re going to fail. You will never see Overworld. You will never be an Actor. You will be some meaningless shit-shoveling Laborer for the rest of your life. You will always have to suckass the upcasters—and everybody is upcaste of you, Hari.”

He shrugged and looked away; he knew, or at least suspected, that I was telling the truth, and he couldn’t face it. “Why do you care? What’s it to you if I live or die?”

“Nothing. I don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to you,” I said. “What I care about is getting there myself. You get it? Yeah, you’re a project. Chandra assigned me here. I’ve got the word of Chandra himself that if you don’t graduate, I’ll never even get to take the examinations!”

“Then I guess you got a problem,” he said, and flicked his cutoff switch before I could react.

His manikin vanished; I was left alone in the virtual world, staring at the vacancy where my hope had been.
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I DON’T REMEMBER much of that night.

Lurking somewhere in the back of my brain are vague recollections of coming back to myself again and again out of daydreams of Overworld, sitting at my desk in my dorm room or wandering vaguely on the darkened campus lawns, through tangled native scrub the color of corpse flesh in the moonlight.

I couldn’t get a handle on what had happened, not really; whenever I wasn’t actively reminding myself that my life was over, I stopped believing it. I couldn’t make myself understand that I’d really blown it this time, that some fundamental incapacity in my nature had thrown a wall into my path and I’d dashed out my brains against it.

It was as though I’d spent so many dreaming hours on visions of Overworld that my mind automatically turned to them, despite the cold fact that I’d never see those skies, never breathe that air, never come closer to the surge of true magick through my nerves than the pale tingle of a VA suit’s tawdry replication.

And every time I did remember, each time I forced that knowledge back through the muddy strata of my rebellious mind, I had to wade through each level of muck again, one at a time: cursing Chandra, cursing Hari, cursing my father, the Conservatory, the Studio itself, until I finally slogged through to the truth.

It was my fault.

It’s crushing, when you’ve made it through twenty years or so of your life, when you first find yourself against a wall you can’t climb. Gifted in caste as well as genetics, I had wealth and status and looks and brains and athleticism, and I could always find a way to get what I wanted: grades, girls, friends, whatever. Until I found the one thing I couldn’t live without.

It was a hell of a time for my first failure.

I’d made a fatal error with Hari, and the worst of it was, I still couldn’t figure out what I should have done to make things work out any better. I mean, sure, thousands of plans and ideas poured into my mind that night, limitless and swirling, funneled from the stars by a quiet maelstrom of the chill Aegean air, all equally futile—I should have done this, I could have tried that, why didn’t I think of this—until finally it was morning and I hadn’t slept at all. I stopped by my room just long enough to dry-swallow a couple of caffeine pills, then I stumbled off to class, to spend the next few hours, the next few days, pretending that my life wasn’t over.

At least I didn’t have any trouble staying awake. I couldn’t have slept if you hit me with a rock.

Sometime during that hopeless blur of days, Chandra called me into his office again. I don’t remember what he said or what I replied; I think, at that point, all I could do was bluff. With my father’s voice whispering advice and scorn alternately in my ear, I sneered at my executioner. Show no weakness to the undercastes, I thought. Fuck him. If he had any brains at all, he’d have known enough to be born into a better family. That phrase kept ringing inside my head, again and again.

On top of everything else, I had to live with the knowledge that Hari despised me.

In some strange and inexplicable way, that hurt nearly as much as the rest put together. His harsh judgment gnawed at me like a hungry dog worrying a bone. Maybe it was because I was accustomed to the affection of my peers and the respect of those below me; maybe I was appalled that a Labor thug would presume to judge me at all.

Maybe it was because I felt like he was more real than I was.

Something about his Labor life, his street life, gave him what looked to me like a mystic connection to some level of existence at which I could only peer from the outside, through streaked and darkened glass. He was right: I’d never
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