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Abstract

At this point in human history, those with the power to make decisions that effect the
planetary climate often seem to be acting against the long-term survival of most humans. Given
that globalized capitalism is more or less the law of the land, a situation wherein drinkable water
and breathable air are acquired solely through transactional means is no longer inconceivable. At
the same time, the promotion of technology as a distraction — either from humanity’s imminent
demise, or from the opportunism of those who would stop at nothing to retain power — becomes
more and more pervasive.
This thesis is roughly one-half of a pre-apocalyptic novel-in-progress entitled The New
Color, which attempts to imagine a world in which the above scenario has already come to pass,
and explores the effects that such a world might have on the individuals living in it. The plot can
be most succinctly described as a simple love story that orients around the discovery of a new
color. Three characters share the narrative point of view; these characters’ individual arcs
intersect within the larger narrative in ways both tangential and direct. I have done my best to
balance the genre influences of speculative and/or dystopian fiction by creating and writing
characters whose behavior and points of view are as psychologically realistic as those found in
so-called “literary fiction,” even if the situations and settings in which they find themselves have
been exaggerated for rhetorical effect.
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THE PART ABOUT CAYLEB: “Morning In USA+”

Imagine a fossil, safe beneath its layers of dirt and rock and time.
Now imagine the way that fossil might feel if its brain was suddenly turned back on.
Every time Cayleb Wye has to wake up, he feels the same way that fossil does.
Six days out of seven, Cayleb’s out cold, courtesy of an intravenous needle that’s
fastened to the crook of his arm with a long, winding strip of masking tape. The needle’s there to
deliver a cocktail of endorphins and melatonin steadily into his bloodstream, drip by drip.
Parallel to that IV is another one, which provides Cayleb’s body with a blood-soluble nutrient
gel; together, these chemicals keep him asleep and alive.
His brain’s higher functions are taken care of, too. The eJac plugged into his neck makes
sure of that. It feeds him dreams, or something like them, frothy memory-surf that, in the
moment of recollection, is so pleasant to tumble through that he might have opted to stay jacked
in all week long, if they’d left up to him. But, of course, they haven’t. Cayleb’s got a job to do.
Every Tuesday, when the clock that’s been jerry-rigged to the IV stand blips from
0359:59 to 0400, the electronic mechanism bridging the clock and the IV shunts a hefty spike of
adrenocorticotropin and cortisol into the endorphin solution — “wake-up juice,” Johnny calls it,
when Cayleb picks it up from the bar, and rightly so, because once it’s in the mix it sure doesn’t
take Cayleb very long to come back to the land of the living. The rush o f hormones sends the old
dream-truck straight into a pothole, and suddenly Cayleb’s lying there in the bed, gasping,
helpless, doomed to choke on its psychic dust as it drives away.
Those first waking moments are pure bereavement. There’s no feeling of tim e’s passage,
or time having passed, just a tunnel of alone-ness that he’s powerless not to drift down. And
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forget about a light at the end — there isn’t one; far from it. Every side is impenetrably paved
with the sudden, certain, and above all unwelcome absence of Alice.
Alice: deep and dark and delicate, like her parents had planed down a plank of night and
made her with the shavings. The curves of her body as symmetrical and subtle as those formed
on a lathe, or a potter’s wheel; they can only be improved, be finished, by the sandpaper touch of
Cayleb’s hands. The dart and flicker of her hooded eyes; the precision in their wounded search of
the world, or of him; the flush and the fluttering reward whenever he catches or coaxes out her
smile; the falter or twist of her lips before they part to cast a spell on him, no matter what the
words. Such a hush in everything she says, such deliberation, that she might speak in a language
that’s made up of secrets; for Cayleb, she does, and he wants to know them all. He would give up
anything, swap in a heartbeat the handful of waking hours allotted by the terms of his contract, if
it meant that Alice would be sleeping beside him for the rest of their unconscious lives.
Desperation doesn’t begin to cover it. The thought of her bursts the bounds of his brain and
consumes the rest of him like a fire, or a disease. In those early-woken moments she is
everything.
A
I crack an eyelid, risk a peek into the dark. Through the window by the bed I can see a
slice of the sky outside, its usual blistery silver, but the streaks of an impending sunrise are
already staining the opposite wall with orange. The bed’s full of crumbs, or sand, or something
else that’s doing a great job of making me uncomfortable, although it has plenty of help in that
department. The rime of frost on my beard is thawing. Beads of ice around my mouth are
melting and trickling down my neck and behind my ears. The salty, scratchy blotch I’m laying in
chafes my clammy, itching skin. The tape holding my IVs in place pulls the hairs of my arm
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when I shift my weight, and the needles themselves have their own sickening vascular tug that
I’m more than ready to be rid of. My eJac is too bulky to be rolled over onto, but this is the only
aspect of its design that seems to take the user experience into account. I’m only too happy to
crack the shell of discomfort that has accumulated around me during the preceding six days of
sleep, and get ready to hit the road.
The bedroom feels ice-cold. I venture the arm without the IVs in it out from under the
blankets and reach behind my head, moving my hair out of the way so I can get a good grip on
the outer ring of the eJac’s socket, and rotate it clockwise. A second later it chirps its approval in
an edgeless female tone: “Asset Cayleb Wye. Waterbringer. Clearance Z. Good morning.” The
jack makes its weird intercranial clicking noise as I pull it from the base of my skull. When it’s
all the way out, I let go of the cord and let the whole thing drop behind me. It rolls off the pillow
and tumbles with a clunk to the floor.
“Reminder,” says the eJac on impact. “This equipment is the rented property of USA
Plus. Failure to observe correct usage or storage protocols may decrease its estimated lifespan,
and may subject the user to contractual recalibration.” But it’s always saying stuff like that; I
leave it right where it is.
The bed’s rusty springs groan when I sit up, and I drag one of the many blankets that are
piled on top of the mattress along with me. All my muscles feel desiccated when I move, but the
blanket I’ve chosen is heavy and feather-filled and it drapes comfortably over my naked
shoulders. I sit on the edge o f the bed and let it warm me and use both hands to rub away what
ice remains in my beard. My knobby joints gutter in their sockets like worn-down gears. A cloud
of breath seeps from my mouth and through my fingers into the freezing air. To help the
circulation in my legs along, I try flexing my toes into the stickiness and grit of the floor, which

3

has been slathered with an excessive amount of grayish puttylike paint by someone who lived in
this house long before me. My feet leave prints on it, even on the coldest days, when you’d think
everything else on Earth had frozen solid.
Once I’ve gotten a second blanket into my lap, I tuck a corner under my left arm and
throw the rest of it over my right shoulder. It’s long enough for me to get it around myself more
than twice, so I throw its free end over my head like a cloak and use my forearms to rub more
warmth through it and into my body. I shake more droplets from my beard, and the last
spiderweb strands of sleep from my mind. Even if I sat here for hours I still wouldn’t ever be
warm enough. Besides, it’s time for me to get to work.
I rise unsteadily to my feet. This is an effort great enough to require my entire focus, and
the room is darker than usual, which is how the uncomfortable leash of IV tubing gets caught
painfully on the headboard of the bed, which is not my fault; it’s a terrible design. W ith a snarl I
tear the needles from my arm, grimacing with the accompanying stab-and-release feeling, and
toss the resultant spiky, sticky mess onto the floor. A little blood seeps through the cracks
between the fingers of my opposite hand when I press it to the spot where the IVs were. All I can
do was wipe it off on one of the blankets, and wrap them around m yself even tighter. If Alice
was still here, she could have done something to make it better, but she isn’t. Nor has she been, I
can’t help but notice lately, for a good long while now.
How long, exactly, has it been since she left me? It’s a fair question, one Idon’t have an
answer for. “ Someday,” I say aloud, but then I decide to finish the sentence in my head, since
there’s nobody there to hear me say the rest of it anyway: someday it will be like she never
existed. I sink deeper into a comfortable furrow of gloom, and that’s when it occurrs to me that
I’ve been awake for at least ten minutes and I still haven’t gotten high.
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The idea of smoking is immensely appealing. I’m pretty sure that I have some joints in
the kitchen, unless I went through them all last Tuesday, before I jacked out for the week.
There’s only one way to find out.
I shuffle through the useless ravaged room between the bedroom and the kitchen,
crossing the fingers on both hands tightly. As soon as I get to the doorway I can see that my
wishes have been granted: on the table, by the front door, is a little clay bowl that I keep joints
in, and I can see the white tips of a couple sticking crookedly out of it. Besides the joints, the
kitchen is home to a bunch of other things, all from before the Rebranding, stuff nobody has seen
fit to walk off with since: a rusty gas range that still works, provided Johnny has the propane to
spare; a small, dirty, brown-painted table of the type that is molded, legs and all, from one sheet
of metal; two ancient padded chairs that sift fine yellow dandruff onto the floor beneath them
when sat upon; a few of what could have been the kitchen’s original linoleum tiles, chunkily
tirelike, that cling too stubbornly to the kitchen’s spongy plywood floor to ever have been pried
up by scavengers. Everywhere else, the floor is veined with smeary drizzlings of ancient tile
adhesive, and I’ve positioned the furniture to avoid putting too much weight in its middle, which
is soft, and sags dangerously when I step too close to it. The house’s only door is in the kitchen,
too, a feature that makes the bedroom almost balmy by comparison. Snow tends to collect at the
bottom of the door, if enough falls, and the wider cracks between the boards of the kitchen walls
become mucused with ice if there’s a big storm, and the boards themselves will chatter and howl
in the wind with voices un-house-like and alien. I’m not crazy about the place by any means;
then again, I only have to be awake one day out o f the week, so it’s not that bad. Besides, it’s not
like I have a lot of choice in any of it, but of course I have nobody to blame for that but myself.
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The joints in their clay ja r are almost irresistable, but Dr. Rhymer likes me to stick to a
strict theraputic routine when I wake up, and the first step of that is to get the paper. When I
nudge the front door open with my knee, the wind catches it and whacks it against the side o f the
house a few times before I’m able to wrestle it closed. It takes some effort to get a good purchase
on it, but I need it braced open a few inches so I can peer out into the yard. The newspaper is
rarely easy to spot against the crust of colorless ice out there, especially in the dim pre-morning
light, but today, after a few minutes of careful scanning, I notice it under a bush near the carport.
Sighing dutifully, I pull on the scuffed rubber boots that lay against the wall by the table, and slip
outside, taking care to open the door as narrowly as possible so as to avoid further mischief from
the wind. Finally back inside, I pull off the boots, throw the paper on the kitchen table, and put
water in a pot on the range for coffee. No propane refill needed just yet, apparently — as soon as
I turn the knob, the burner pops to life like it was waiting to.
Mornings without Alice are lacking in many ways, but if I’m being fully honest, they’ve
also gained a desolate beauty that I like to indulge. It’s not a pleasurable sort of beauty, but it still
satisfies in the way that beauty sometimes can. Pathetic touches like the comforter around my
shoulders still feel required, even when the house isn’t freezing. I select what looks like the
fattest joint from the clay jar, lean over the stove, and hold the end of it that isn’t clamped
between my lips into the flame that glows beneath the pot of water.
Smoking a joint, or part of one, is the second step of Dr. Rhymer’s routine for me, one I
have no problem with whatsoever. The trade-off is the third step: reading the paper. That part I
find tedious, at best, but the routine’s gotten me this far, and I trust Dr. Rhymer when he says
that it’s important for me to stick to it. Really, there’s not much I don’t trust Dr. Rhymer with. I
brush snow and ice from the wafery newsprint as best I can without tearing it, getting smears of
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ink all over my hands in the process, and carefully free the paper from the thick rubber band that
binds it.
Even before I have it unfolded all the way, it’s clear by the size of the font on the front
page that something major has happened. A familiar dread and suspicion gathers in my gut.
Naturally, my thoughts jump to the war, but once I read the headline I see that I have it
completely wrong.
W hat the headline says is

NEW COLOR DISCOVERED
I stare at the words for longer than is probably useful, certain I’m getting them wrong in
my head, willing layers of meaning to suddenly reveal themselves. When they don’t, I inspect
the rest of the page mistrustfully. It’s just too simple-sounding for me to take at face value, and
yet I can’t come up with any other way to take it. Still, it can’t possibly mean what it sounds like.
Or can it?
The rest of the page is not much help. Accompanying the article is a large photo of an
auditorium or a theater; on the back wall, above the stage, hangs the gigantic projection of a
graph. The graph has a ghostly white-on-black ultrasound quality and shows four wavy lines
charted on an axis. Three of the lines follow similar fluid trajectories, but the fourth is fuzzier
and fatter and erratically dips and peaks far beyond the limits of the others. Huddled below the
giant graph I notice two small figures at a podium, figures who, according to the photo’s caption,
are the Korean biophysicist and the French interior designer jointly responsible for the new
color’s discovery. Above them, the caption continued, is a graph plotting the spectrophasiac
difference between this new color and the three “classic primaries,” a phrase that, when I read it,
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causes me to lower the paper into my lap and look out the window. Somehow, I’ve never felt so
old.
Outside, through the patterns of frost on the windowpane, the sun’s predawn glow filters
through a squall of snow that’s come up from somewhere, filling the air with atomic sequins of
light. Icy branches shudder in the wind, clawing at nothing. The snow blows against the frosty
glass and the glass rattles in the rotting windowpane. Questions race around my skull like
amphetamized rats in a maze without an exit. I reach for the joint that’s smoking on the table and
take a big hit.
In a minute I’ve armed myself with a point of view that I hope will allow me to digest the
news of this new color more easily. Keeping the joint in my mouth this time, I raise the paper
again, but seeing the front page a second time overwhelms me with fresh disbelief: why on Earth
have they not published a picture of this new color, for everyone to see?
The joint understands my frustration, but urges me to remain calm. Maybe, it suggests,
the answer lies within the article itself.
I hope the joint is right. I feel that I’m owed an explanation. Turning my attention back to
the article, I read the headline again, determined to get to the bottom of this.

NEW COLOR DISCOVERED
‘Tanena ’ Visible Only to the Naked Eye; Relationship to Classic Spectrum Unclear
Korean Physicist, French Interior Artist Thrust into Unfamiliar Spotlight
BEIJING — A biophysicist at the Sesame Institute of Optical Physics and
Physiology announced yesterday that she and a collaborator have discovered a
color that has apparently gone previously unacknowledged by human eyes.
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Dr. Grace Moon, winner of the Arthur J. Rhymer Professorship and
department head of spectrography at SIOPP, appeared with the obscure but
enormously influential Parisian designer Lila Guillaume in an unpublicized
conference at SIOPP’s Tessellation Amphitheatre. There, they introduced the
color, which Dr. Moon referred to as “tanena,” to the assembled audience, itself a
colorful cross-section of the global elite.
In a brief but informative presentation, Dr. Moon explained that, while the
process o f its creation is “meticulous,” no special equipment is necessary for
tanena to be rendered visible to the human eye: quite the contrary, as the eye
seems to be the only lens through which tanena can be seen. Photographing
tanena “appears to be impossible,” according to Dr. Moon, although the reason is
not yet fully clear; a partial explanation of where the color appears to fall on the
standard spectrophasiac grid was “as far as [research has] gotten” in determining
why a successful photograph of tanena has yet to be developed. Unlike infrared or
ultraviolet, colors which are too far on either edge o f the classic red-to-violet
spectrum for human visual capacity to detect, tanena appears to somehow exist on
a spectrum completely separate from that of the three primary colors. In her only
statement of the presentation, Mme. Guillaume claimed that tanena “irrefutably
occurs beyond enough boundaries of the wavelengths we call red, yellow and blue
to be considered nothing less than a fourth primary color, and likely quite a bit
more than that.”
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When asked to clarify the circumstances of tanena’s discovery and the
specifics of its meticulous creation, Dr. Moon declined to comment further than
deeming the process “entirely accidental.”
Following

the

presentation,

the

assembled

scientific

and

artistic

professionals were directed to a room closed to the press in which tanena was
allegedly available to be viewed. Upon emerging, an opinion of legitimacy
seemed to be unanimous among those who had been invited to behold tanena,
although many seemed to be in a state of near-shock as they expressed it. “I have
to believe what my eyes show me, and my eyes showed me something I’ve never
seen before,” said Dr. Klaus Fiennes, a spectrographer at USA’s Bluecross
Institute of Technology. “Dr. Moon is to be believed, there can no longer be any
doubt about that. W hat’s problematic is that, frankly, nonSee COLOR, Page C2
I badly want to see COLOR, Page C2, but the paper’s been delivered without that section,
or any others but the front, which is extremely frustrating. I spend probably more time than I
should leafing through the rest of the paper’s meaningless news; all of it’s about 4s and 5s, as
ususal, all off living their lives in domes somewhere, doing various sexy bullshit. I’m deep into
an article about the latest 5 w ho’s opted into retirement when the joint reminds me that I still
have a job to do. I’m forced to admit that it’s right. The day is only getting later. The joint also
reminds me that it’s still burning, still plenty of it available left to be smoked, should I want to,
and it’s not wrong. Gratefully, I take a mighty puff before pinching the ember onto the floor and
grinding it out with my heel. Thinking that I’ll save the rest for later, I shrug the shroud of
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blankets from my shoulders, take my bathrobe from the row of nails in the wall by the door, and
slip the roach into the side pocket. It’s time to make my waterbringer rounds.
As early as the alarm gets me up, I’m still well behind schedule. A late start all but
guarantees traffic, which is a pain in of itself, but moreover, after my route, I have my meeting
with Dr. Rhymer, and we both dislike it when I’m late showing up for that. Dr. Rhymer sets our
meetings early in the day intentionally, because it forces me to keep a tight schedule with my
responsibilities beforehand, and the responsibilities of a waterbringer are undeniably among the
most important responsibilities anyone has outside of a dome, probably second only to guarding
the Broadband Pipeline, but I’m not cut out for that level of responsibility. Still, I don’t want Dr.
Rhymer to think that I’m slacking in the duties to which I have been assigned, or unappreciative
of the opportunity USA+ has extended to me and all those in my position. There’s no time to
find out more about the new color now; maybe I’ll learn something else about it on the road.
I reel back into the bedroom, shrug off the bathrobe, step into the red waffle-print union
suit that I’ve left puddled on the floor, as well as some dungarees and a pair of thick wool socks.
I’m still very cold, so I decide to put the bathrobe back on; in the kitchen, I pull the boots on too,
not bothering to tie them, wiggle my way into a long wool coat, and head outside. The snow has
already stopped falling, and the sun is just starting to pierce the line of hilltops in the distance,
reflecting off of the glaze of ice that covers everything and setting the world brilliantly on fire. I
shield my eyes from its light and stumble in the direction of the carport.
The carport is not in good shape and it never has been, at least not as long as I’ve been
around. Its roof has been subjected to so many cycles of snow and melt-off that its underside
now sags down even worse than the kitchen floor does, almost touching the roof of the truck. I
half-worry every time I leave that I’ll come back to a house without a carport, but that wouldn’t
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be the end of the world; the truck is much too long for the carport to really offer much in the way
of protection from the elements. Its windshield is thick with ice this morning, so I leave it
plugged into the jack in the carport and climb in to turn on the defroster. I remind myself to
unplug it before I drove off. Fixing the cable is not something I feel like dealing with later on.
As I wait for the defroster to do its job, I poke around in the glove compartment for
sunglasses, but only find a hat, which is better than nothing. I’m itching to hear more coverage
about the new color, so I turn on the radio, but the antenna of the truck snapped off at some point
in the past, and the radio can only pick up a couple of stations high on the dial: nothing but ads
up there. I settle for some body-mod slogans and watch the frost trickle and slide its way off the
windshield in a way that reminds me of slugs, or the ocean.
The rapt faces of all the lucky scientists seeing the new color for the first time flash
through my imagination. Only they wouldn’t all be wearing white coats at a conference like this,
I scoff at my stoned brain. For any scientist, but a spectrophasiologist in particular, seeing a new
color would be the most exciting thing that would ever happen to them. They would wear a suit
like a normal person. At least. Maybe even a tuxedo.
Waiting for the defroster suddenly feels very boring. I get out and wipe the rest of the ice
from the windshield with my arm. Impressively, I even remember to unplug the truck before I
get back in and fire up the ignition. I decide that I’ll tell Dr. Rhymer about that when I see him
later. He will be proud of me.
I pause, the truck idling. Something about his name resonates more than usual.
When it hits me, I leap out of the truck and run back into the house. The water I put on
for coffee is boiled half away, hissing and steaming, and I curse myself for forgetting about it. So
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much for any pride I might have taken in my triumph with the truck charger cable. This could
have burned down the house. Dr. Rhymer wouldn’t have been too pleased with that one.
Dr. Rhymer. Right. I turn off the burner and grab the newspaper from the table, scanning
the article about the new color until I find it:
“Dr. Grace Moon, winner of the Arthur J. Rhymer Professorship”
I tap the spot on the page where the name appears and try to think. My doctor’s first
name is John, not Arthur, but Rhymer is hardly a common last name. Or is it? Dr. Rhymer has
never mentioned any relatives to me, but then again, he isn’t supposed to mention anything about
his own life. Maybe the “J” stands for John, and he goes by his middle name? There’s nothing to
do but ask him about it when I see him later. I fold the paper under my arm so I don’t forget, and
head back outside.
On the radio, the body-mod ads are over. Ones for opting out are on now. Those are so
common that they’re basically background noise, but at the moment, for whatever reason, I find
them difficult to ignore. I turn off the radio, ease the truck out onto the road, and zoom up into
the hills to begin my collection.
It’s still early enough in the day to ignore the speed limit without fear of reprisal. There
are no 2s this far out in the woods, and anybody who actually lives out here isn’t going to be
running around much in cold like this unless they have to. Nobody has to do much around where
they’ve set me up, except for find a way to stay alive. Even that’s becoming optional. What was
farmland and fields ten years ago is now well into the process of growing over into wild forest
and swampy meadows, dotted with the dilapidated homes of people who are either too poor or
too stubborn or too accepting of their fate to move anywhere else. Many of the houses around me
are already vacant through one means or another. Since the Rebranding, the idea o f a farm
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around here makes about as much sense as the idea of a new color does. The presence of the
University has kept it from turning into a total ghost town, a whole ghost zone, but it’s hard to
see how that’s not going to happen sooner or later. Sometimes, as I drive my route, I spot a group
of half-wild cows standing stock-still and knee-deep in some long-abandoned pasture. It’s a
strange place to live, but I think everywhere probably is.
An unremarkable hour passes before I have any reason to stop. As I round a familiar bend
in the road, I see an unfamiliar old man in a heavily padded yellow snowsuit leaning against a
low wall at the end of a driveway that disappears into some trees farther up the hill. As best as I
can recall, this place doesn’t usually have anything out on the curb for me to take, but the
familiar tall blue bin is there this time. A pack o f chipmunks are scrabbling at its base, trying
hungrily and in vain to climb up its smooth sides, but all but a few flock away from the truck and
back into the woods when I pull up. The man watches my movements with an intelligent stillness
as I climb down to meet him. It makes me want to avoid his eyes, and I busy myself by shooing
the braver chipmunks from the can with my boot.
“Little late this morning,” the old man offers in a wavering tenor, his facial expression
unchanged.
“Yeap,” I say. I owe this old man no explanation. I still don’t really want to look at him,
but close up, it’s impossible to ignore the exceptional condition of his snowsuit. I wonder where
he got it, but I can’t think of a way to ask him that w on’t put him on the defensive, or raise
understandable suspicion.
“Usually I can see your tire tracks in the snow from up the house there when I wake up,”
he continues. “Tell whether you been by or not soon’s I’m out of bed. I’m way on up that hill
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there! Used to be that I’d see clear to the highway on a sunny day.” He laughs once, shortly.
“Not that I remember what one of those looks like.”
I glance up at the sky. “ Sun’s out now,” I say. “Kind of.”
He looks upwards, too. “ Sure! For now.” He smiles and shakes his head. “That don’t
make it a sunny day, pal. Not like the kind we used to have. Sunny from morning til night.
Weeks and weeks of sunshine.”
“ Sounds nice,” I say noncomittally. I look for more chipmunks to scare off, but I must
have done a pretty good job before, because they’re nowhere to be seen.
“If you’re jealous,” says the man, “I hate to break it to you, but you ought to be.” He
takes a hand-rolled cigarette and a book o f paper matches from one of his snowsuit’s pockets,
and I’m momentarily excited, but when he gets a match lit and the smoke hits my nostrils I can
tell it was only tobacco.
“You want any of this?” he asks me, gesturing with the cigarette.
“No,” I say, not bothering to conceal my irritation. I promise myself that I’ll finish the
roach in my pocket when I get back on the road, but I’m not about to smoke any in front of this
person, in case he wants some. “Like you said, I’m late. Gotta keep moving.”
“Great!” the man replies. “Well, far be it from me to keep a government employee from
doing his job.”
Not particularly liking the idea that he just gave me permission, I start to drag the
recycling bin over to the truck. But when I lift it by its side handle, it feels much lighter than I’m
used to, and I find that I can easily lift it all the way off the ground with one arm.
“W hat have you got in here, anyway?” I ask.
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“Oh, this and that,” says the man, looking away from me for the first time and sucking on
the cigarette with little sipping sounds. “My son, he does most of the scavenging these days, so
he’s really the one who got all this together.”
“Then why isn’t your son the one dropping it off?” I try to say, but before I can even
finish my sentence, the man’s asking me again if I’m sure I don’t want some of his cigarette.
Ignoring him, I lift up the lid and peer into the bin. The only thing inside is a pulpy brown bundle
of cardboard.
“Is this it?” I pull out one of the sheets and display it, as if he isn’t already aware that it’s
the only thing in there.
“Boxes,” says the man, still not looking at me. “People need those.”
“People can get them, man. You know boxes aren’t what I’m out here looking for.”
“Actually, U SA ’s very clear about what you folks are supposed to collect!” the man
shoots back. “Any tech from before the Rebranding. Right? That’s what all the ads say. They say
you’ll take any tech from before the Rebranding and exchange it for water. That’s what I’m out
here doing, and that’s what you’re gonna do for me.”
The already still air has gained a further degree of silence, the kind you notice because
you’re not a part of it and you wish you could be. “I’m not saying you’re wrong,” I say slowly,
“but the exchange rate for a few sheets of cardboard is barely even worth the effort o f me
stopping. Let alone you taking the time to wait for me. Shoot, you could probably melt as much
snow in your hand as you’ll get from me for the crap you’ve got in here.”
The man shakes his head as if I’m missing the point. “I might be old,” he says, “but I’m
not crazy, and I sure as hell ain’t suicidal. You think your bosses would be happy hearing you
tell an old man to drink this shit?” As if on cue, a soft rain starts to fall, pattering on the dead
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leaves that blanket the ground around us and the rubbery fabric of the m an’s snowsuit. He reachs
around the back of his neck, unzips something, and pulls a hood over his head, wiping the water
carefully from out of his eyes.
“My bosses?” I say incredulously. “You mean USA Plus? Man, USA Plus couldn’t care
less whether you lived or died.” The man’s face, a cobweb of dirty creases, darkens. “D on’t you
listen to the radio? That ad about the greatest sacrifice or whatever it is? You know the one I
mean.”
“Let’s keep things civil, why don’t we.” He casts the end of his cigarette into a puddle of
slush and doesn’t wait for me to agree. “Come on, kiddo. I wouldn’t be out here in this shit
unless I needed it.”
“If it were up to me, I’d give everybody out here as much water as they wanted!” I
protest. “But you’ve got a contract with USA Plus just like everybody out here. Guess what, I
have one too. And it’s real clear about one thing, which is that I’m not supposed to give any
handouts to you people. Zero. Besides, you can’t be that helpless. You chose this life for
yourself. Why don’t you put those old legs of yours to some beneficial use instead of standing
out here making me feel bad?”
“Beneficial,” he says, his voice clenched with restraint, “is a pretty big word for a
waterbringer.”
“Yeah, well,” I say. “A waterbringer is an important part of his community. So.”
One of the m an’s eyes twitches closed. He folds his arms across his chest and twists his
lips into a superior sneer. “When you say ‘beneficial,’” he begins, pronouncing the word with
dopey, exaggerated gravity, “what do you mean, exactly? W hat’s that word to a kid like you?”
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I can’t help it; I have to laugh. The man might as well ask me how much the world
weighs. ‘Beneficial’ is just one of those go-to’s, like ‘citizen’ or ‘clearance’ or ‘community’:
words seen and used so changeably and so often that their only meaning is the vague
endorsement of USA+ itself. I badly want to tell the man to take a hike, but I know that referring
to the instructional tablet is the best course of action — the most beneficial, if you like — when I
don’t know how to handle a client.
“Why don’t we see what USA Plus has to say about that,” I say, already on my way back
to the truck. I hurry up into the passenger seat, not bothering to close to door behind me, and just
for a second, I close my eyes. The instructional tablet is right there in front of me, attached to a
recessed compartment in the dashboard panel by a telescoping plasteel wire, but I can’t bring
myself to pick it up just yet. I take a breath, and it comes out a little shaky at first, but the cab of
the truck smells of musty wet wool, and the calm creaminess of paper, of leather’s safety and
metal’s permanence and, faintly, the sickly-sweet buzz of gasoline. I spend over half my waking
hours in there, and the smells have become such a part of its peacefulness and solitude as to
almost feel the same, in a way, as myself.
Outside, snow starts to mix in with the rain. Big fat drops ring out on the truck’s metal
roof and spatter against the windshield. I open my eyes and look out at the man, daring to hope
that the sudden change o f weather might be enough to drive him back up the hill, but he’s still
right where I left him, snug in the snowsuit, looking down with his arms folded as if everything
that’s currently happening to him confirms how right he is in his gloomy opinion of the world.
I reach for the tablet. Maybe whatever it has to say will be enough to set him straight.
“Why don’t you come over here and take a look at this,” I call out the door. The man
tramps up the road and stands impatiently by the side of the truck while I press my thumb into a
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circular depression in the tablet’s smudged plastimat cover. “Biolink authentication approved,” it
affirms. “Asset Cayleb Wye, waterbringer, clearance Z. Current approximate location, USA-CT,
zone E. Good morning.” Its cover lock clicks open, and I fold the cover back, revealing a blank
digiplast screen. “How may I help you?” Its voice is the same deadened simulation as the eJac;
the modular aspect, its total lack of humanity, has never before struck me as comforting, but it
does now.
I toss an annoyed glance down at the man, who ignores me. “Define beneficial,” I say in
the tablet’s direction. The screen blinks to life and begins to play a video.
The video is of a smiling waterbringer, at work on a sunny day. He empties a tech-bin
that’s overflowing with old boxy electronics into the hopper mounted onto the back of his truck.
Off to the side, in some waist-high grass, a family o f dirty, rag-clad outliers beatifically nods
their approval. After a few seconds, the word

b e n e f ic ia l

fades over the bottom half of the scene

in easy-to-read pink letters.
“Beneficial is an adjective,” says the tablet, as the video continues to play. “It can be used
to describe a location, a product, or an action. When something is beneficial, it positively
contributes to the sustained ability of USA Plus to provide the necessary services enjoyed by
citizen-assets of all clearance levels.”
The video skips to another shot of the same waterbringer. Now he’s cradling the hose
from his truck in his arms, guiding its sparkling font of water into a large wooden basin that a
gratefully beaming outlier grips with both dirty hands. As I watch, I’m surprised to feel my
breath start to stick in my throat. The people in the video all look so happy to be doing what
they’re doing, and I try to recall the last time I got to do that for someone on this route, to
perform the very part of my job that it takes its name from, but I can’t. Sitting there in the
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passenger seat, watching the tablet’s video linger on the image of the splashing sun-bright water,
I let myself wonder what harm it could really do to help this old man out. It’s impossible, of
course. The truck’s pump has an automatic fail-safe mechanism on it that prevents it from
functioning without a legitimate deposit going in first.
The tablet’s screen fades to black and winks off. “Goodbye,” it says softly. Without
warning, I feel crushed by a sudden, immense weight, all foolishness and sorrow, and I try to
shake the feeling off, try to remind myself that it’s not my job to know the secrets of my
employer or second-guess their methods. Even when I’m not distributing water, it’s a
waterbringer’s job to give people hope and motivation in equal measure, and right now I’m
failing at all of those things. I slap the cover of the tablet closed and toss it back into its
compartment and climb down from inside the truck. The old man takes a step away to let me out.
“There you have it,” I say, slamming the door behind me. “Beneficial, straight from the
databank. Now I get to ask you a question. How beneficial do you think it would be for me to
just give you USA Plus’s water for free? They need your tech and plastic just as badly as you
need water, you know.”
The old man just looks at me and cocks his head. “You and USA Plus can both suck my
skinny dick,” he says matter-of-factly. “All I care about right now is the following: I’m out here,
I’m thirsty, and last night my still got smashed to pieces in the storm. So not only do I have no
still, but it let in a whole lot of this shit — ” the man waves his hand through the falling mix of
rain and snow with disgust “— to contaminate what little water I had in there to begin with. You
don’t come back around here for another week once you drive away, so I ’m asking you to help
me out. Right here, right now. And don’t bother telling me it’s against your protocol,” he says, as
I start to do exactly that. “I know it is. And definitely don’t bother telling me again that I ought to
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try drinking this piss-trickle coming down on us. I’ve soaked up enough of this shit just by
standing out in it waiting for you, I’ll be goddamned if I’m going to go drinking it.”
“Look.” To my own ear I almost sound like I’m pleading. “There has to be some plastic
out here somewhere. If I had some I’d give it to you, but I don’t. Were you using any plastic in
your still? If it’s really busted up like you say it is, maybe you’d be willing to part with some of
that.”
“It was glass. Metal, rocks and glass. Tree came down on it like it had a bull’s eye
painted on. Shattered it completely.”
“Maybe you could find a plastic bag out here or something,” I say, a little wildly. “Check
high branches in the trees. They’re full of them. You get yourself a ladder you’ll be picking them
like they were oldtime apples.” Protocol supplies waterbringers with an assortment of phrases
designed to induce nostalgia in the aged, enabling us to more effectively bridge disagreements,
should they occur. I crane my neck and squint up through the grayish snowflakes, as much to put
on a show of looking for bags as to escape the old m an’s contempt. “Maybe not right here, I
guess, but deeper in the woods you’re bound to find some. Right by the road’s the first place to
get cleaned out. Tell you what,” I add, “I’ll even circle back around in an hour or two before I go
to the depot. I’m not supposed to do that, but I will.” It would have to wait until after my
appointment with Dr. Rhymer, but there’s nothing preventing me from keeping my word.
Although I almost shudder at the thought of Dr. Rhymer. This old man’s going to make me even
later than I already am.
The old man, oblivious to my schedule, sighs the sigh of someone who has shouldered
more than his share of disappointments. “First of all,” he begins, “you can save the cutesy
aphorisms for somebody who ain’t too desperate to humor you.” He sounds more resigned than
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angry; well, I can relate. “ Second thing. You might be right that I signed a contract to be out here
and you can be damn sure that I wouldn’t have it any other way that’s available to me, but you’re
wrong when it comes to the ladder. But shit, kid, ladder or no ladder, take a look at me.” I do. He
doesn’t look so frail; then again, the snowsuit makes him look sportier than he probably is. “If
you think this old body’s got a lot of traipsing around in the woods left in it, a lot of treeclimbing, you’re twice as wrong as you were already. And thing number three? That tablet and
all the advice in it are damn near as old as you are. D on’t bother thinking it’s going to give you
any tips that I’ll feel like taking to heart when you try passing them along to me. You’re just
embarrassing yourself.” The man regards me with something that would have looked like good
humor if it hadn’t been so sad. “But supposing — just for the sake of making you feel like you
have any idea of what you’re actually doing out here — let’s just suppose I had it in me to
scramble up into a tree and find something that’s worth some water to you. A plastic bag.” He
chuckles hopelessly. “How much water you think your USA Plus is really going to give me for
one measly bag? Any more than the cardboard that you find so offensive? W hat do they even do
with them?”
As the man’s litany of reproach continues, I have to stop listening. There’s only so much
guilt I can absorb. Instead, I begin to look closely at the snowsuit. Before I can stop myself, I
imagine what I’d look like wearing it: capable, rugged, maybe a little mysterious.
“ Sorry to interrupt,” I say, “but I have to ask you: what’s that thing you’re wearing?”
The man seems surprised enough by the question to answer it. “Why, these here are my
service coveralls,” he says, his voice puffing up with a defiant kind of pride. “These’ve seen me
through God knows how many long years and I’m sure they’ll see me though the rest of
whatever small number of them you and USA Plus are determined to make me suffer through, so
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I’ll take your interest as a compliment.” He eyes me with new curiosity and more than a little
amusement. “You have a mighty interesting outfit on yourself, there, if you’ll forgive me saying
so.”
I look down at the bathrobe, the coat, the white scuffed rubber of the boots: he isn’t
wrong, I guess, but his snowsuit is infinitely more interesting to me. I take a good look at it, its
deep creases, its straps and snaps and zippers, and try to imagine the places it and the man have
been together. I can’t believe it’s so old. The material, whatever it is, looks like it just rolled off
the assembly line. Shallow banks of wet gray snow collect in the folds of the arms where the
man still has them crossed and slide off onto the ground when he moves.
“I think I’m getting an idea,” I say.
The corners of the m an’s eyes crinkle faintly. “That would explain the burning smell.”
I ignore him. “You said that suit’s military?”
“I did.”
“Would you, like, jack into it?”
The man scoffs. “Nah. This was way before all that. It did have a pretty sweet body-temp
regulation system, though, if I remember correctly.”
“ So but there is tech in there, is what I’m getting at.”
The rain and snow tapers off to nothing as we stand there, and then a breeze begins to
blow through the branches overhead. “I suppose there is,” says the man, after awhile.
“Well,” I say, “if you want a decent amount of water, it looks like w e’ve found our
solution.”
The chipmunk flock has become emboldened during our conversation, and I take the
opportunity to shoo them away again as the man unzips the suit down its front. I’m relieved to
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note that, underneath, he’s wearing some sort of union suit of his own. The undergarment affords
just enough modesty to make me feel more or less at ease, but it does nothing to prevent the old
man from griping unintelligbly the entire time, even when I let him steady himself on me as he
removes one boot, then the other, to divest himself from the snowsuit entirely.
“Hope you’re nice and proud of yourself, kiddo,” he says when he hands it over to me.
“And I hope your overlords at USA Plus are even happier.”
“W hoever gets the tech from this suit sure will be,” I say over my shoulder, and it’s true.
It’s also true that I have to pull it out of his grip before I hustle back over to the truck. I have no
idea how much water something like the suit will garner him — the truck makes those
calculations automatically — but it will definitely be more than a plastic bag, let alone some
worthless old cardboard. And, speaking of the cardboard, I toss that into the truck’s hopper along
with the snowsuit, although more because I want to prove my point than from any principle of
fairness.
“Deposit accepted,” says the truck from a speaker next to the tech hopper. “Nine point
four pounds. Please stand by for material analysis.” My truck is a different model than the one in
the video; instead of a hose, it just has a spigot on the side of the tank, under which the old man
has already poised the bin in anticipation.
“Ready when you are,” he says grimly.
“Yeah, I can see that,” I say. “Give it a minute.”
“Polyfibers detected,” says the truck. “Processing. Electronic circuitry detected.
Processing. Rare metals detected. Processing. Paper fibers detected. Processing. Yield, twentythree point six zero zero zero zero five gallons.”
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“All those zeros there would be your cardboard,” I can’t help pointing out, but the man
offers nothing in the way of a reply.
“Is this acceptable?” the truck says. “Please respond.”
“It’s fine,” the man grunts.
This is not good enough for the truck. “Waterbringer Cayleb Wye,” it clarifies, “is this
acceptable? Please say yes or no.”
“Yes,” I say. The man takes this as permission to turn the spigot to the open position, and
I don’t bother stopping him. A few hiccups of water cough out of it, and then a steady stream
stutters its way into an unbroken flow. After a few seconds, it seems like it will never end. I stare
reverently into it, as if hypnotized, and I wonder, dimly, if I’m feeling the same way right then
that the waterbringer in the video felt. Or the way the scientists who saw the new color felt,
halfway around the world, when they got to see it for the first time.
“Thank you for your deposit,” the truck says. I emerge from my reverie. The stream of
water slows to a trickle, and even after it stops, the man remains where he is with the bin
propped under the faucet, determined to catch every drop.
“ Say,” I begin, trying to keep my tone casual. “Did you happen to hear something about a
new color this morning?”
If the man heard me, he doesn’t indicate it. “Twenty-three gallons of water sure sounds
like a lot more than it looks, don’t it,” he says, looking down into the mouth of the bin. I can hear
his teeth chattering.
“I guess,” I say, “but, listen, did you hear what I just asked you?” He sighs and shuts the
top of the bin, so I raise the volume of my voice. “I guess they found a new color or something,”
I say loudly and clearly. “I don’t suppose you’d have, like, any other information about that?”

25

“Fuck off,” says the man, struggling to pull the bin behind him.
I take that as a no. Anyway, it’s high time I got out of here. “Well,” I say, “you have a
good one,” but there’s no way I sound like I mean it.
“Not that folks like you care about things like this,” calls the man from behind me, “but
I’d appreciate it if you’d honk the horn as you leave. Otherwise you might take a few of those
little chippies along with you.” Wasting any more time by trying to further appease this man
feels both wrong and futile, but proving him right about his dim view of me would feel wronger,
so I toot the horn a few times after I start the engine. I’m pretty sure the chipmunks are all still
hiding in the woods anyway.
How I hate seeing people when I’m out on these Tuesday runs! It invites a level of casual
intimacy that I’m not comfortable on with anyone any more: not Johnny, not even Dr. Rhymer,
and certainly not strangers in some dying outlier farm town. I punch the power for the radio,
hard, but there aren’t even any ads this deep into the hills, just blurs and clots of static. It’s better
than silence; I leave it on.
I don’t see a single other person for the rest o f the drive, and am happier for it. The only
other thing that happens is a rain squall, which creates such poor visibility that I have to pull over
for a little while. Once that dies down it gets pretty warm, enough to put the window down, and
that’s nice, but I have to stop speeding due to the new slipperiness of the roads.
My route is a fifty-mile loop through the area; forced to take it slow, I’m good and late by
the time I get back around to the state road, which is paved and free-enough of danger for me to
speed up a little. From the state road to the old interstate, from the interstate to the processing
plant in Meriden — I’ve driven it enough times that I barely need to think about it, but the trip is
not enjoyable once I leave the woods. The interstate is tremendously broad and tears through

26

where the forest once was like a steel rod through a brain, leaving everything outside its
immediate path untouched but eventually doomed anyway. Only one lane is devoted to vehicular
traffic, and this late in the morning, it’s choked with lobos like me, all captaining lumbering
vehicles similar to the one I’m in. The rest of the interstate is devoted to the fortification
demanded by the Broadband Pipeline, which is in there somewhere too, behind the fences and
the steel grating and the gangs of body-armored 2s posted every quarter mile or so. I watch its
looming expanse slowly creeping by outside the truck and try to let my nerves relax. My
encounter with the old man has so rattled me that I completely forgot about the roach in my
pocket, let alone my promise to myself that I’d get to enjoy it once I’d dealt with him, but I
remember it now, and I am delighted, in a relative way, to see that the day’s activity so far has
somehow not managed to crush it. I depress the cigarette lighter, resigning myself to a wait, and
slowly navigate my way into the line of trucks ahead of me.
The lighter takes its time, so I space out, releasing the brake on autopilot every minute or
so as the traffic in front of me inches forward. I find there’s only one thing my brain wants to
focus on.
What, I wonder, would a new color even look like? Why couldn’t they have compared it
to some other colors in the article, at least, to give people an idea? Is it, for example, something
that would seem like a new red, only a little bit different? Or will it redefine everything I thought
I knew about color up until now, leaving me shattered, or enlightened, or otherwise permanently
changed? I attempt to tell myself that it’s probably one of those things that initially sounds huge,
but seems like less and less of a big deal the more the details come out — they’re calling it
tanena, after all, which probably that means it’s not too far off from regular old tan. But it’s hard
to believe such rational thoughts, and soon I feel annoyed again.
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Finally, the lighter pops. I didn’t quite finish the joint at home earlier, but I finish it now,
thankful that I thought to tuck it into the bathrobe before I’d left the house. My eyes keep drifting
to the clock. I’m definitely going to be late for Dr. Rhymer.
Right at the bottom of the exit ramp for Meriden is the entrance to the plant where
incoming waste gets processed. There’s nothing in my truck but the snowsuit, but it’s still a
pretty sweet get, well worth making the trip for. I watch the trucks before me disappear one by
one around the corner into the dropoff tunnel, and after more waiting, it’s finally my turn.
Putting the truck in neutral lets something underneath tow it down a tunnel along a dim cement
track, and eventually I’m left by my designated drop chute. A guy in heavy dark coveralls stands
next to the chute and engages the dump mechanism on the truck, guiding what little is back there
out of the hopper with a long pole.
In a minute he has it ratcheted back down again, free o f refuse. He approaches my
window, which I’d rolled up to protect against the fumey air of the interstate, but I roll it down
again now.
“Big four five one,” says the technician. H e’s referring to the number painted on the side
of my truck, which is generally how it works down here; nobody would be able to remember
each other’s name otherwise. “I’d started to wonder if you weren’t gonna be showing.” He
passes a clipboard through the window and I take it from him. I can barely see in the light of the
tunnel, but his voice might be familiar.
“Yeah, I had a pretty major morning,” I say, scribbling my name at the bottom of the
page. “Client bullshit. You know. Guy wanted to give me cardboard.” Already, the particulars of
the altercation are fading from my memory; it’s just as well.
“Aye ya yai,” says the technician. “ Sounds shitty.”
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“W asn’t great, but whatever. It’s in the past.”
“ Sometimes being a lobo is a pretty raw deal, man. Working here, I mean let’s face it —
guys like us, w e’d probably be doing something like this no matter what.” All the people who
work here are lobos, as are all of the drivers. Part of our contract with the government stipulates
that we be installed in public-works jobs as penance for our ingratitude, officially making us
USA+’s last thrown bone to the outliers. “Put it in perspective: at least this way we get to sleep
through most of it.” He takes a joint from behind his ear. “Thank god for good old-fashioned
THC in the meantime.”
“Why mess with success, right?”
I can see him grin knowingly through the gloom. “ Sometimes nature does it best.” He
starts patting his pockets down, presumably for a light, and even though the idea of more
marijuana is appealing, I feel agitated, eager to get back on the road. Normally, I like
commiserating about my condition — it may as well be part of the normal dropoff procedure, in
fact. But this morning is not a normal morning.
“Hey,” I say. “Did you see what’s in the paper today?”
“Like, the newspaper?” He snorts derisively. “Can’t say I’m in the habit. Anyway, I been
here since three.” He produces a book of matches and brings the joint to life with small, tender
inhalations. “Why? W ho’d we attack this time?”
“No, no. It’s nothing like that.” I realize that I feel strangely possessive of the new color,
and I chalk it up to having so little concrete knowledge about its particulars. “I guess it’s not that
big of a deal, really. They discovered some weird shit or something. I don’t know.”
The technician raises his eyebrows and shrugs and offers me the joint. “Yeah, just one
hit,” I say. “But I can’t hang around. I’m late for the doctor.”
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“Lucky man!” He trades me the joint for the clipboard. “D oc’ll have something way
higher-clearance than that, I’ll bet. All the way to the top! Some real black-site shit.”
“Yeah, he better,” I say. We share a laugh, and I give him his joint back, and then he hits
a button on the wall with his elbow and the truck starts to get pulled on its way out of the
building. Dropoff can be a hassle, but it always feels good to be among my own, even if it’s just
for a few minutes.
The highway back to the University is free of congestion. All the other drivers must be
off to meet doctors of their own. Not wanting to feel left out, I check the clock on the dashboard,
grip the wheel, and speed up.
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THE PART ABOUT BEN: “Nothing To Fear, Nothing To Hide”

This time there are two o f them, one behind the other, in a room covered with black-andwhite tiling. The man in the foreground appears to have braced himself against the wall into
which the camera is embedded: his arms are stretched out in front of him, with one hand on
either side of the frame, and he’s bent forward at the waist, making his entire body visible from
the ankles up. H e’s completely naked, with finely-furred skin — a 1, almost definitely — and his
legs, like his arms, are spread wide. A sizable dong hangs like limp leather between them. His
face, youthful and unshaven and rendered sharply in the camera’s nightsight greenscale, turns to
the side, and he looks at the guy behind him with an expression pitched somewhere between
hostility, boredom, and amusement.
The second man, sandy-haired and wiry, appears to be fumbling with the crotch of his
pants. This guy’s clearance is harder to discern. H e’s got clothes on, so he’s obviously not a 1,
but he’s far back enough from the lens that the details of his outfit are hard to make out. He
could be a 3, a 4, even a 2: at first, it makes no real difference to Ben. Similar scenarios have
come down Ben’s channel at least a hundred times this week, with only minor permutations. If
he’d really wanted to know the exact number, he could have checked his profile on the Field, but
right now, the only number he cares about is fourteen, because it’s the number of productive
hours he’s got to log on his workmill before he’ll be in the top tenth percentile for this week’s
voluntary overtime average. According to the clock on the screen, he’s one hundred and fifty
minutes away from hitting it.
He fills his nostrils and his lungs with the Facility’s humid, musty air. H e’ll make it. H e’s
not worried. Far from it. It’s just that, after hour nine or so on the workmill, certain physical
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discomforts require some willpower to ignore. Fortunately, Ben is more than up to the challenge.
He doesn’t care that his thighs feel like burning jelly. Or about the pinching thing his left
Achilles tendon has started to do sometimes, and is doing now. Or how the cable that he needs to
keep plugged into the eJac port below his left ear is an inch or two too short for someone as tall
as he is; for the workmill to operate, the eJac cable needs to be plugged into his neck and the
screen mounted onto the workmill’s guardrail, and every step he takes gives the implant’s
housing a subtle tug, which is no big deal during the first work-hour, but by the end of the day
requires all of his patience to tolerate. Minor annoyances all, and Ben is resolute in his efforts to
prevent them from becoming hindrances to the quality of the work he does. And, if these
discomforts ever threaten to produce any serious anxiety, he just reminds himself that, once he
hits level 4, all of these things will be problems of his past. It’s what their ads for the Test say,
literally:

sa y g o o d b y e to th e pr o b l e m s o f y o u r p a s t .

B en’s got no reason to distrust them. It

was true for his leap from 2 to 3 — the unpleasantness of his time as a 2 seems like ancient
history — and it will be true for the leap from 3 to 4, which is sure to happen any day now.
Better to think about w hat’s to come than what’s happening, after all, let alone what’s been. The
way forward is the way out. That’s one of theirs, too. Slogans like these are enough to keep him
soothed. At least, most of the time.
W ith one hand, Ben suppresses a yawn, gives his forehead a utilitarian wipe, and steels
himself to get back to work. He does his best not to look into the corner of the stall, where a little
red blinking light denotes the presence of a fiber-optic camera; tries to remind himself that he’s
working for himself, for the glory of Alphasoft and USA+, and not for whoever might be
watching. He grips the workmill’s handrails, ups his stride to moderate, and tries to focus on
nothing but the screen. To keep himself engaged, he toggles the clip’s audio, and his ears
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immediately fill with booming sub-bass. One of the guys in the video is saying something; Ben
has to strain to make out the words.
“This darn zipper,” it sounds like. It’s the guy in back. His voice is high and nervous, and
the tiles give it a tinny echo. “You know I just got these pants a week ago?” The man in front just
looks at the floor and exhales through his nostrils, producing a painfully loud hiss in Ben’s ears,
and he leaps to lower the volume. “I couldn’t believe my luck, at first,” the first guy is saying. “I
thought they were just about perfect. I had to give back two pairs o f jeans to get them. And now
this zipper just doesn’t want to cooperate! At least the fit is pretty nice. D on’t you think?” He
turns, awkwardly, in profile, but the man in front gives no sign that he’s even paying attention,
and Pants resumes his efforts with almost frantic strain, but still the stubborn zipper does not
yield. “Aww, c ’mon!” he cries down at it, and the childish pitch of his voice cuts to a corner of
Ben’s insides that he prefers remain unplumbed. Fully distraught, Pants turns to the man in the
foreground. “I only wore these stupid things because I thought you might like them, but you’re
clearly not impressed.”
And it occurs to Ben at that moment that he’s stopped needing to force himself to pay
attention. All of a sudden he’s on high alert. The way this guy is acting, his pleading tremolo, the
shameless solicitation for approval — it all betrays something suspicious. Something flaggable.
The whole thing reeks of the feels.
“Pause,” says Ben. He touches two sweaty fingers to the image of the guy’s face and
magnifies it, creased and slack and soon taking up the entire screen. He looks, to Ben, a lot more
worried than lustful. Even in greenscale, his eyes contain an identifiably downcast gleam. The
inverse of anticipation: where the excitement should have been, there’s faltering shyness, or
maybe sadness, inward self-reproach, the resignation of a small crushed hope, too closely held.
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H e’s got the feels for sure. It’s a look Ben is very well acquainted with, this failure of will
within. This predilection for genetic weakness. For emotional attachment. These ruinous vestiges
of animal instinct.
On the workmill, Ben’s legs are singing, gaining speed of their own accord, but he
doesn’t notice. The faint smell of gasoline that usually bleeds upwards from the concrete floor of
his stall seems not to reach his nostrils. Through the chipboard walls, the murmur and mutter of
his nearby coworkers, all busy cutting videos of their own, on mills of their own, in stalls of their
own, blends with the whirring o f the thousand other people in the Facility doing the same or
similar things, and the bioindustrial thrum flows through the skeleton of the building, and Ben
himself, like water. It’s been ages since Ben got to flag someone. Last time it was a 2, for public
urination in a genpop zone. Embarrassingly easy pickings, in other words, but before that he
hadn’t flagged anybody else for over a month, and he’d worried that such a period of stagnation
would affect his standing in the Test even more adversely than punching down, which he knows
is never a good look. Since then he’s second-guessed the decision numerous times, from every
possible angle, although so far he’s not aware of any consequences that have manifested. Mostly,
he just likes to play on the safe side. To that end, he has forced himself to bide his time until he
gets a nice juicy shot at a flag of real consequence, someone whose clearance is equal to or
higher than his, doing something that could only be interpreted as grounds for recalibration. This
clip, with its shamelessly undisguised feels, appears to be just that opportunity.
On the screen, he pinches the image of the man’s face back down to its original size. The
clip, still paused, recedes a little into one corner, making space for an ad below it, which at the
moment depicts a funereal black-and-dark-blue rendition of the Flag. Where the stars should go,
there’s the gracefully intertwined double-R logo of Reclamation & Rendering, and their
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slogan,

t h e g r e a t e s t g if t

out today

IS y o u r s e l f ,

is superimposed over the stripes, with BE A h e r o - o p t

tucked in below. Ben’s not nearly desperate enough to touch it, but its presence is

still comforting, deep down. Not that he’d ever admit it aloud. For all that Ben owes to the
cameras in Alphasoft, the single greatest blessing of his life is that they don’t have a way to put
one inside his head. On his most difficult days, he wonders if they have methods that are lightyears beyond what they let on, devices that can transcribe the precise content of thoughts
themselves. But he doesn’t worry about that all of the time. Most often, he’s just grateful that
they don’t. H e’s got the eJac in there, sure, but all 2-and-ups have those; it’s the easiest way for
them to keep track of the heartrate-and-core-temperature minutiae that prove he’s worth their
investment.
Along the edge of the screen, there’s a sidebar with a suite of editing tools, as well as
some supplemental information about the clip he’s currently working on. So far, it’s only tagged
with the geodetic coordinates of the camera that captured it, which is apparently in
stall

045 at t h e

cage

restroom

#2. Not like Ben needed the Field to tell him that. Those black-and-white

tiles are a Cage trademark, a dead giveaway. All manner of sexy shenanigans from the Cage get
streamed his way in any given work-week. Ben’s never been much of a fan, but he’s in the
minority there, at least as far as 3 s go. 3 s and above can GO w il d with each other there, even
invite 1s and 2s in as guests, all without fear of reprisal. That’s what the ads say, at least, but
Ben’s job lets him know the real story, which is that it’s never entirely safe anywhere, especially
the places that they say are the safest. A dome is a fragile thing, its ecosystem vulnerable. It’s
imperative that everybody be vigilant, on the lookout, ready to flag any behavior — no matter
where it might occur, or who might be the cause — that could cause it all to come tumbling
down.
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Touching the address in the sidebar causes a little subwindowed map to pop up, revealing
the cage

#2 to be on WASHINGTON a v e over in

sh a w s p a r k .

That sounds about right. Next to

the map, there’s also a profile for each of the men in the clip, which, when Ben consults them, is
how he learns that the guy with the pants is a 4. Relief courses through his veins like he just
huffed the strongest vape on the market. Silently rejoicing, he slaps his hands together, pumps
his fist victoriously in the air. A 4! He can’t believe his luck. They say that IT ’S ONLY A MATTER
OF t i m e ,

and he believes them, but it’s been a long month.

According to the profile on the screen, this 4 is named Lance Legrandin. His mugshot is a
totally over-the-top animated dronesweep through a spacious, tastefully-decorated cell that only
settles on his face at the end, posing in front of a darkened window, the camera a little too close.
Peacocking of the kind that Lance Legrandin seems prone to is far from uncommon, regardless
of clearance, but Ben knows that he himself will be above such trifling displays when he’s a 4.
He practices his best condescending smile, the kind he often enviously observes his superiors
dispensing. How does a player like Lance Legrandin get all the way to 4? He skims the rest of
the profile gleefully, looking for more opportunities to feel superior, his legs tripping along on
the workmill like he’s trying to run towards some quickly-vanishing salvation, or escape a mortal
threat: blond/blue, 6’2.125”, 150 pounds, and he’s the environmental systems supervisor for
sector 505. Bingo: sector 505 is in KBR Heights, all the way on the other side of Alphasoft from
THE CAGE

#2! Damningly far away, especially since THE CAGE #1 is right there in KBR Heights!

W hat else but a bad case of the feels would make the trek all the way to the other side of the
dome seem sane, let alone worthwhile? “Lance Legrandin,” Ben says aloud, “I’ve got you by
your stupid little pants-clad balls.” H e’s almost out of breath, but saying it is worth it, because it
makes him feel more powerful than he has in ages.
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Ben’s assumption about the other man, the object of Lance Legrandin’s infatuation, is
confirmed by the sidebar: he is, indeed, a 1. His nudity ought to make it obvious, but it’s still
comforting to see it officially stated. Everyone knows the screening process for domes is far
from perfect. All sorts of pathologies make it in: aberrant types, people with no self-control. This
1 could have been somebody like that, for all Ben knows, somebody who, say, enjoys being
naked around other people so much that he’d put the indulgence of this tendency ahead of his
own chance to level up. It sounds crazy, but Ben’s seen clips of it happening, almost always with
newly-leveled 2s, but sometimes 3 s, even 4s, just snap, say fuck it, and that’s the end of them. So
undignified. There are ways to opt out; official channels to pursue and procedures to follow, but
you never knew with some people. B en’s job lets him see a lot, but he’s never been quick enough
to flag anybody for total public nudity. Noticing TPN doesn’t require much of an eye for detail,
but if you get to flag someone for it means you’re both lucky and lightning-fast. As laws go, it’s
one of the most important ones there is, but it’s not some prudish thing. Far from it. It’s just the
easiest way to distinguish the 1s from everybody else in a dome.
And so, like all 1s, it’s up to this 1 in the video to distinguish himself from the rest. He
hasn’t done a great job so far, Ben thinks snidely, if the best he can do is hang around the Cage
like half the other 1s in Alphasoft, waiting to get invited in by somebody whose clearance is
higher than theirs. It’s an old strategy, obvious as hell, but it must work sometimes, Ben
assumes, or else it wouldn’t happen. There’s no more information to be had on this 1, other than
his videolog and a gritty mugshot and his Field address, which indicates that his date of
admission to Alphaosft was a little less than four months ago. And that’s fine. A four-month run
is better than a lot of 1s do, granted, but it’s nothing remarkable, and even if this guy’s figured
out a good way to stay alive, the probability o f a 1 leveling up to 2 is still less than one in a
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thousand. So Ben’s got no reason to worry about him. H e’s just got to make it clear that it’s the 4
he’s trying to flag.
Taking care to depress his thumb carefully and squarely into the image of Lance
Legrandin, Ben savors the anticipation. It’s delicious, and he can’t help wanting to prolong it,
can’t bring himself quite yet to take his thumb off that crestfallen face. The prospect of a quick
peek through Lance Legrandin’s metadata is irresistable, and Ben promises himself that it will
truly be quick, nothing that will cut into his voluntary overtime average, just enough to confirm
that his flag has a nice solid bedrock, so he runs a filtered search on clips that feature both Lance
Legrandin and Lance Legrandin’s pet 1. Instantaneously, he is rewarded with a list of prior
rendezvous so long that it scrolls past the bottom of the screen. “Looks like it’s been a busy four
months, boys,” Ben can’t help saying aloud, smiling with vindication and embarrassment. It’s all
unbearably, cringe-inducingly cute — like the feels are contagious through the screen — but it’s
worth it. W hoever reviews this clip after Ben’s flagged it will surely make this exact same check,
and will surely catch the same feels that Ben’s catching now, will surely see the same emotions
playing across Lance Legrandin’s papery features and draw the same conclusion that Ben has
drawn, the only possible one to draw, and that will be the end of Lance Legrandin, or at least the
beginning of his demise. If Ben’s pace on the workmill hadn’t advanced to a full-on gallop he
would have done a little dance of joy imagining it all.
H e’d love to keep scanning through these old clips, they’re hilarious, but he’s spent four
minutes sifting through them already. High time he got back to work. A double-tap to the FLAG
button allows him the satisfaction and pleasure of watching the rectangle around Lance
Legrandin’s face turn from white to red, and, after filing the clip with some standard tags —
m

4m , c a g e , g e n p o p , c r o s s -c l e a r a n c e — he slows his pace down to a sensible walk, adds
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the

feels

for good measure, and then, to eliminate even the smallest possibility of confusion, types

out a longer elaboration:

c it i z e n l a n c e l e g r a n d i n

(@ a s .454.22. 1.51 .4.d p w ) e x h ib it s

a

HISTORY OF EMOTIONAL ATTACHMENT TO A FREQUENT SEXUAL PARTNER

(@ JD .040.126.1 .X ).

Flush with the pride of a job well done, he presses

and the clip disappears.

c o n f ir m ,

then

sen d ,

H e’ll get an official notification once it’s been reviewed, and, if his flag is approved, he’ll be that
much closer to 4.
There’s a towel draped over the workmill’s guardrail, right next to the screen, that Ben
whips off and wipes the sweat from his head and neck with, using brisk, jaunty strokes. A few
droplets hit the screen, and he wipes those off, too. Already, a new clip has started to play there.
This time there are three of them, a youngish woman in a pinstriped business suit, her back
arching into her desk chair with squirmy pleasure. The camera’s almost directly overhead;
hunched before her are two fat-backed 1s, each cradling one o f her feet in their hands, and
diligently licking the arch. Ben checks the clock: one hundred and thirty-seven minutes to go.
H e’s going to end this shift on a high note. He can feel it.
For the next two hours, he presses 2x, then 4x, then 8x. He rewinds 3 seconds, 5 seconds,
15. He goes all the back way to the beginning, cuts together multiple angles from the same room,
selects the juiciest close-ups and the most flattering lighting. He balances the volume, optimizing
the grunts and the moans and the dirty talk so that they pop over the ambient background noise,
sometimes even scrapping lackluster audio entirely and looping in some stock tracks that moreor-less match up to whatever’s happening onscreen. He zooms in on the fluttering eyelids, the
fingers clenched in the hair, the brow whose furrows hover between lust and excruciation. He
snips out the part where someone scratches their ass, and the part where someone walks into
frame and blocks the lens, and the part where someone briefly gags on the cum they’re trying to
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swallow. He erases the premature ejaculations, starts once the clothes have come off, ends before
the room loses interest. Files them all with tags like
ANAL ; SPIT
w 4m

tam e

or h o t or n a s t y ; o r a l or v a g in a l or

or SWALLOW , GENPOP or CELL , FINGERING or FISTING or FUCKING ; SOLO W or SOLO M or

or w 4 w or m 4m or w w 4 m or w 4 m m ; g a n g b a n g or o r g y or t e a m ; 2 s e x or 3 s e x or 4 s e x or

c r o s s -c l e a r a n c e .

It’s fiddly work, not the type to lend itself well to rush jobs, but it’s got its

own rhythms, and the clips only have to be perfect-enough for the free-enough consumption of
whoever feels like tracking them down on the Field. And, for a while, there’s just the screen, the
footage, his body and the mill. No one to flag. Nobody to recognize. Nothing to fear and nothing
to hide.
H e’s eighteen minutes shy of his fourteenth hour when a different kind of clip appears.
Everything that’s come his way since his big flag has been from some stationary intra-dome
stream, but this footage is shaky, handheld, and filtered through a haze of brown dust that’s
blowing visibly sideways, mixed with some kind of wet weather. W hoever is holding the camera
has it aimed at a ring of 2s — the usual green-jacketed backs, green-helmeted heads — all of
whom are looking at something in the middle of their circle, on the ground. As mightily as he’s
been riding, a sickly nervous feeling descends through Ben’s guts and stays there, at the bottom,
calcifying. It’s very clear that this footage did not come from a dome. All the sidebar contains
are the ominous words

l o c a t io n r e d a c t e d .

The screams are audible before he can see who they’re coming from. “Pause,” says Ben,
and it’s totally involuntary, surprising even to himself. A skittish edge creeps into his veins, and
his eyes dart to the far corner of his stall, to the little red blinking light. Feeling foolish, he looks
back to the screen, but it’s too late — surely his hesitation has been noted. “I mean,” he says
loudly and clearly, “play,” and he tries to project a self-deprecating chuckle, an oops-what’s-
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wrong-with-me, nobody’s-perfect kind of a thing, but the clip has thrown him off, and the noise
he makes is closer to some malformed word, something that might have been a sound of refusal,
had it come from the mouth of someone who was not so well accustomed to subservience.
The camera approaches the knot of green backs and pushes in between two of them,
scans with a dreadful slowness across a line of scrotal black gas masks, and then pans lower. On
the dirty ground is a small person with a plastic bag over their head. Their clothing is partially
torn away from their body; she is female, apparently. She has stopped screaming, and is
attempting to get up, but cannot, and the group of 2s surrounding her celebrate her inability to
stand with muffled jeers and laughter. “ Sound off,” says Ben, but even without the sound, it’s
bad. The girl’s sticklike arms waver bravely against the dirt, and someone makes a grab for her,
and then the camera’s movements become haphazard. Green-gloved hands are everywhere,
pawing at her shoulders, dragging back her plastic-covered head. A boot shoots into the frame,
kicks her hard in the chest, and then the rest of the 2 attached to the boot tumbles forward on top
of her. Ben swallows and averts his eyes. A guilt whose provenance is vague bleeds through his
body. To thwart it, he tries again to infuse his voice with the half-bored affability of the diligent
worker: no problems here, just a guy at work, making the best of it and doing a great job. “Max
fast forward,” he says. He wills effort into his legs, tries to amp himself up, edit this thing and
move on to the next one and bust through the last seventeen minutes til go time.
In his head, a dark, hectic energy gathers with his speed on the mill, and he does his best
to stave it off, tells himself that clips like these will soon be the problems of his past, just as soon
as he hits 4, which is sure to happen any day now. Until then, though, it’s important to remember
that he doesn’t hate his job, which is true, most of the time. Yes, there’s been a certain numbing
effect, but that’s easy enough to conceal, and there’s a lot about working for USA+ that he can
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take pride in. It’s easy to forget that hitting 3 is a real accomplishment, but beyond that, he’s
doing a vitally important service with every video he uploads onto the Field, even — no,
especially — more extreme clips like this one. The Field, all of the data in it, is the lynchpin of
promoting harmony among the citizen-assets of USA+. From Bluecross to Alphasoft, anyone
with a login to the Field has access to the Field’s ocean of content, a reservoir to which Ben adds
an unending stream of droplets. And there are plenty of people out there who actually get off on
this kind of thing. Not that B en’s judging anyone, not even the 2s in the clip, who surely have a
good reason for raping this girl. It’s just that he’s not really supposed to receive clips like this
one. Other peole are supposed to edit them. Ben’s not supposed to have to.
Ideally, the Facility works by gathering the raw footage from streams all over the Dome
and funneling it, in its unedited state, to those employees whose profiles best sync up with a taste
for whatever’s been captured in a given piece of footage. Have a taste for violence, you might
wind up editing suicide streams; tend to follow the rules, you’ll probably be working on a lot of
behavior-shaming ads. It sounds great on paper, but when it comes to its actual execution, the
reality is that the image-recognition algorithms they doing all of the initial sorting are nowhere
near optimal. The wrong stuff has a way of slipping into Ben’s stream with enough frequency to
make him feel a tiny pang of dread whenever he hits SEND — smaller than tiny; microscopic,
really, and only sometimes, of course, on the bad days. Not that he’d never admit any of that to
anyone. Usually, he can tell himself it’s all part of the job and believe it. And this is a good day,
he reminds himself, ramming his glorious flag to the front of his mind. It’s not like this rape clip
is the worst he’s ever had to deal with. But still. It’s far from pretty.
It’s possible, of course, to kick any clip, from the most gruesomely extreme to the utterly
benign or mundane, back up the pipeline. Hit DEFER and whatever you’re working on will
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disappear and become somebody else’s problem. At first, right after Ben had leveled up to 3 and
gotten installed in the Facility, the off-target or even slightly unpleasant stuff seemed little more
than a chore: the camera was usually at a safe distance, or the brutality was sudden and
unprolonged, and it was only disturbing in the moment. But after his first exposure to some truly
inhuman content — the prolonged torture and dismemberment of a group of 1s, which to recall
even now causes a sick and frightening feeling to permeate his body on a seemingly cellular
level — he’d be spamming the DEFER button on anything that even threatened to contain
violence. And, as his time at the Facility lasted one year, then stretched to two, and then
lumbered into its third, and as his level held steady without so much as an increase in his apparel
privileges, he’d started to wonder what he was doing wrong.
It was another editor at the facility, Julian, w ho’d first suggested to Ben that his record of
aversion to extreme content might be holding him back. The wealth of metadata available on
their profiles gets taken into account when their levels are calculated, Julian had reasoned, which
logically would dictate that every one of Ben’s deferrals is recorded, along with his more
flattering successes, his general behavior, and his biorhythms while doing it all. As soon as
Julian had made this suggestion, it struck Ben as both very likely and also somehow unfair, or at
least biased, since Julian was one of those 3 s w ho’d been installed at the Facility to edit nothing
but the very most extreme and off-putting content. And when, only a few weeks after giving Ben
that little pep talk, Julian himself had hit 4, Ben had stopped trying to deny that he might have a
point. After that, his average rate of deferral had dropped pretty much overnight to zero.
So Ben really tries, with this clip, its gas-masked 2s and its bag-headed outlier girl, but
it’s just too much. Even without the sound, the handheld camera’s movements are nervewrackingly unpredictable, its resolution luridly high. He tries his usual aversion strategies —
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looking in the screen’s general direction, but training his gaze a few inches over the screen
itself; looking at the screen directly, but unfocusing his vision; taking extra-long blinks, extra
deep breaths, deliberately slicking extra sweat into his eyes — but he can still see everything
that’s happening in the clip. It’s taking forever to end, too, even at 16x, and the way the speed
amplifies the bulky clumsiness of uniformed human movement only makes it worse. The air in
his lungs feels caustic. Every time his left heel comes down on the workmill, his Achilles tendon
screams a little more loudly. H e’s enormously tempted to bump the clip altogether, but such an
admission of weakness, such an acceptance o f defeat, would give them reason to think that he is
less than he wants them to think of him as. He will RISE AND SHINE — he knows he can — but in
order to do so, he’s got to have both the stomach and the will to handle content like this. So
handle it he will. He must.
Squeezing the guardrail of the workmill so tightly that sweat oozes from between his
fingers, he forces all his attention to the screen. The 2 w ho’s currently on top of the girl rolls off
of her, staggers up onto his feet, and raises his arm to the camera operator for a fist-pound; with
his other hand, he waggles his soft, shiny penis into the lens of the camera, which is only inches
away, all the better to capture its blood-beaded crown, the winking urethral opening. Ben can’t
help shrinking away from it. His stomach lurches, and a sour bitter taste rises in his throat, and
before his mind can catch up with whatever his body has decided it needs to do, he rips the eJac
cable from his neck and leans over the railing of the workmill and vomits onto the cement floor.
For a moment, all is still. The workmill, untethered from his neck, cycles down, its
antique technology eventually wheezing to a full stop. The splattering sound the vomit made
against the concrete rings in Ben’s ears with impossible, imaginary loudness, each of its tones
distinct and memorable. He stares down at the dark blotch, one hand over his mouth as if to hold
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more in, although he doesn’t feel the threat of any on the way. It w asn’t even that much: just that
afternoon’s water, and some chunks of the bar he had at lunch, but he has no idea what to do
about it. He snuffs slime from his sinuses, is tempted to spit it out, then reconsiders, grits his
teeth, and swallows. And finally he looks up, into the corner of the stall, where the red light of
the camera has not stopped blinking.
Could he plausibly chalk it up to physical exertion without losing face? Not likely. To do
so would be to admit to physical weakness, ingratitude for the opportunity to serve the dome, a
one-way ticket to recalibration. His first thought, blindly panicked, is to run, but that would be
lunacy. The next is to take off his shirt and wipe up the vomit that way. There’d be no danger of
that being misconstrued as TPN, since he’d still have his shorts and sneakers on; plenty of people
in the Facility work without a shirt, purely for comfort’s sake, but that isn’t really Ben’s style.
The workmill keeps his legs in superlative shape, and his overall BMI is under 5%, but his upper
body isn’t developed enough to warrant much peacocking, so it might seem suspiciously out of
the ordinary for him to suddenly go shirtless. He considers just leaving the vomit there, letting it
dry, and getting back to work, but that w on’t do, either. Acting like it never happened can’t erase
it from the Field, after all; the camera caught it, like it catches everything. And, besides, if he
doesn’t clean it up, he’ll see the dark spot on the concrete every time he comes in to work, and
will maybe smell it, too, and it will remind him not only of the content of the clip that caused it
to happen, but also of his failure to inure him self against whatever shameful residual instinct
caused such a strong physical reaction to manifest within him at the sight of what, at the end of
the day, was perfectly natural human behavior.
W ithout even consciously making the decision, he finds him self crouching on the floor,
his shirt balled up in his hand, trying to do both a thorough cleanup job and a quick one. Only
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when most of the vomit has been sopped and scooped up does his mind settle enough to realize
that this is, indeed, his best course of action. His work clothes are overdue for a laundering
anyway. They’re made of some super-absorbent material, and in no time, it’s like Ben’s little
mess never happened — as far as the floor looks, anyway. Ben himself is still feeling rather ill.
His sinuses burn, and his stomach’s knotted tight, as much from vomiting as from worrying
about the camera, or more precisely what it had just caught him doing, how it might look to
whoever happens to observe it. But there’s nothing he can do about that but wait and see.
Suppressing the urge to skulk, Ben wads up the sodden tank top with one hand and holds
it stiffly away from his body, leaves his stall, and makes his way down the colorless concrete
hallway with what he hopes is the bearing of someone w ho’s got no reason to feel anything but
proud of the work he’s done that day. Inside, he’s jangled to the core. He pings his eJac,
summoning a little translucent square of text that ghosts into the lower-left corner o f his field of
vision, and is relieved to see that his heartrate is only a little higher than normal. He takes care
not to attract any attention to himself by looking into the stalls he passes, unvarnished sheets of
chipboard sectioning them off, each just wide enough for a workmill occupied by a diligently
walking or jogging 3. On the ceiling, a single line of fluorescent bulbs creates a shrimp-gut of
light that he follows all the way down to the locker room.
When he gets there, he is dismayed to see that he’s not alone. Another of the Facility’s
citizen-assets, Sandy Hayes, is standing in front of a urinal, looking at his phone with one hand
and tugging vigorously at his penis with the other. Ben skirts past him, drops the soiled shirt into
the laundry chute in the wall like it’s no big deal, and makes a beeline for the closest toilet
partition, but its door is locked, so he tries the next one. Stepping inside, he flips his own penis
over the waistband of his shorts and aims it at the steel toilet bowl.
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“Hey Ben,” Sandy calls from behind him, a little breathlessly.
“Hi, Sandy,” replies Ben. He exhales, and the stream starts with an ease he’s grateful for;
momentarily he’s grateful, also, for the tinkling thunder that fills the silence, but it proves not
loud enough to cover the noises Sandy makes as he grunts his way to orgasm.
When he’s done urinating, Ben emerges from the stall and goes to the troughlike sinks,
where Sandy, now finished, is busy washing his hands. They make eye contact in the mirror and
Sandy offers Ben an affable smile. “W hat’s good, man? Hey, are you going to the Cage tonight
for that launch party? For that thing? Sarcoffa-whatever?”
“ Shit, that’s tonight?” Ben says. “I mean, yeah. O f course I am. Are you?”
“W ouldn’t miss it.” The faucet Sandy’s using times out, and he shakes his hands off and
holds them underneath a hand-dryer on the wall, raising his voice over its gentle roar. “Predictive
precision content’s a real passion of mine!” he shouts. “ So I’m really excited to see it in action!”
“You are so USA Plus’s little fuckboys,” says a familiar voice. Ben spins around,
startled. It’s coming from the locked stall. A toilet flushes, and the stall’s door opens, revealing
Lyviana Szolnitt, one of the newer 3 s in B en’s pod. She’s wearing jeans that she hasn’t pulled all
the way up yet, and Ben catches a flash of auburn pubic hair, bright against her creamy skin. He
can feel his heartbeat start to accelerate; doesn’t even need to ping his eJac to know it. He
doesn’t much enjoy being around Lyviana. She makes him nervous.
The hand-dryer dies, and Sandy wipes his hands on his shorts. “And w hat’s so wrong
with a guy taking an interest in his job?” he says, playing up the chagrin, but his smile is broad.
“It’s just so shameless!” Ostensibly, Lyviana’s talking to Sandy, but she’s looking right
at Ben. Did she spot him, in the mirror, looking at her? He looks away on impulse, doesn’t know
where else to look, and ends up looking back at her, right into her eyes. She shakes her head, as
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if in disbelief or pity, and then, with a teasing, quizzical expression, she pulls her jeans halfway
down her legs. The precision with which she’s shaved her pubic hair is impressive; it’s a perfect
equilateral triangle.
She doesn’t take her eyes off him. “After I wash my ass off,” she says, “does anybody
want to fuck me in it?”
“I do!” says a voice, echoing from another closed stall.
Lyviana laughs. “Fuck you, Jenny,” she calls. “Get back to me when you grow a dick.”
“If you can wait, like, ten or fifteen minutes, I can totally fuck you,” says Sandy
helpfully, but his smile is apologetic. “I’d do it right now, but I just rubbed one out, like, thirty
seconds ago.”
“Tempting,” says Lyviana dryly, “but I’m done for the day, and there’s places I’d rather
be than here.” She’s already changed out of her work clothes; her jeans are baggy stone-washed
low-riders, her shirt some synthetic-looking snap-fronted pink thing that’s even looser than the
jeans. “Make some room over there, would you?” She puts her thumbs through her belt-loops
and hikes the jeans back up without bothering to button the fly, and comes over to the sink, next
to Ben. “How about you, Big Ben? You wanna bang one out in the butt with me?” Wetting her
hand in the rust-colored water, she shoves it down the back of her pants and scrubs it up and
down before returning it to the stream to rinse it off. Almost as an afterthought, she looks
noncommittally at his torso. “Cocking today, are we? Bold.”
Ben tries to meet her gaze, but all he can see, it seems, are the blinking red lights in every
corner of the room; the empty black eyes of the cameras they’re attached to. “Normally I’d want
you to fuck me regular,” Lyviana is saying, buttoning up her pants. “Like — up the pussy? But
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the last clip I got was this crazy anal tag-team thing that just went on and on, like literally for
hours, and I guess it got me feeling a little jealous of the people in it.”
“Damn, hours?” Sandy’s on his way back to the hallway, but he pauses in the doorway,
smiling with conspiratorial curiosity. “Really? Did you cut it down or did you leave it in one big
file?”
Lyviana snickers. “You’re totally gonna watch it later, aren’t you.”
“W ho?” Sandy says with a sly smile. “Me?” As he turns to go, Lyviana makes a
halfhearted grab at his crotch, but he yelps and dodges her and scampers towards the hallway.
“ Send me the link!” he calls over his shoulder; Ben’s sure he can hear him smiling.
“ So yeah, I had to cut it down to like eight different videos,” Lyviana says to Ben,
boosting herself up onto the edge of the sink and swinging her legs back and forth. “To tell you
the honest truth, watching it got pretty boring. I had to start fantasizing just to keep myself
awake, and before too long I’m just like, fuck! I want some real live sex. H ence...” She raises
her eyebrows and casts a significant look at the wall by the hand-dryer, where the lube dispenser
is. “No presh or anything, but, seriously. You down?”
Too much time passes for the moment to become anything but awkward, but it’s
eventually clear that Lyviana’s forcing Ben to be the one to break the silence, so he says the first
thing that comes to his mind. “ Some of us care about our overtime average around here, you
know,” is what that turns out to be. Lyviana blinks, looking a little surprised, and he’s surprised
too, kind of, since it’s not what he’d expected to say, but it’s too late to turn back now. All he
can do is forge blindly ahead. “They might tell you it’s voluntary,” he continues, “but there’s a
whole world of difference between 2 and 3. Y ou’ve got to read between the lines now.
Playtime’s over.”
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A knowing smirk has spread over Lyviana’s face. “Funny,” she says, still eyeing the lube
dispenser. “From where I’m standing it seems like I didn’t know what playtime was til I hit 3.”
“Well, actually, you’re wrong,” says Ben, feeling his own face redden; hopefully, the
cameras will not be able to detect it. “Playtime’s definitely over. Especially if you want to have
any chance whatever o f hitting 4. Whatever natural aptitude you showed when you were a 2,
there’s actual discipline involved in applying it to the work we do here. If you want to make it
past 3 you’re going to have to get that attitude in check. And overtime is a great way to do that.”
He reminds himself that he is the authority here, that he is in control — but why, then, does his
chest feel like it’s being crushed by some immense leaden weight?
W ith a fingernail, Lyviana scrapes the space between her front teeth, dislodging a flake of
carapace. “You did hear me when I said ‘no presh,’ right?” As Ben racks his brain for a reply,
she spits a reddish gob into the sink. “Done talking?” she says. “Cool. I’m gonna give you some
free advice: you need to chill the fuck out.”
“I’m pretty sure there are more effective ways than that to hit 4,” Ben sniffs.
“Says the guy w ho’s been stuck at 3 for like half a lifetime.” The horror in his chest
flares, punctures, turns with amazing speed into misery. “W hat?” Lyviana says, to his look. “You
think I don’t know? I keep tabs on everybody here.” She looks at him incredulously, like he’s the
one there’s something wrong with. “I thought we all did that.”
“I’m not worth keeping tabs on,” Ben says, avoiding the mirror, what’s reflected in it: her
face, his body.
“Oh, w e’re all worth keeping tabs on, Ben. All of us, in all our pathetic glory. I know
what you get up to. And what you don’t.” She levels a cool gaze at him. “I figured you must
have some weird privacy kink, but then I looked at your profile. You know how far back I had to
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go on your videolog to find any footage of you having real-live sex? Sheesh. Either you’re the
most uptight person in Alphasoft or you know something the rest of us don’t.” When she says
this, his blood turns to ice water, but doesn’t seem to notice that she’s touched a nerve; she just
hops down from the sink and strolls away from him. “It’s nothing personal, dude,” she says,
heading for the wall, where there’s a camera mounted, one of the really old ones. “Creeping on
the Field just keeps me sane. Did you see what Sandy did a couple nights ago at the Cage? Outof-control ridiculous.” The ceilings of the Facility are low, only a few feet overhead, and the
camera she’s standing under is easily within her reach. She looks at it appraisingly, hitches the
waistband of her jeans again, and leaps straight up, grabbing the bar onto which the camera is
mounted. “The way I see it,” she says, bracing her grubby-sneakered feet against the concrete
wall, “you can either let these fucking things drive you crazy, or you can say screw it, do your
thing, and let USA figure out what to do with you.” Pulling herself up until she’s face-to-face
with the camera, she takes a deep breath, presses her open mouth against the lens, and blows on
it, hard. Her cheeks puff out, and the escaping air makes a forceful, weirdly harmonic wheezing
sound. When she’s done, she drops back down to the floor. “I mean, that’s pretty much what
happens anyway, right?”
Ben just stares at her, agog. “You do realize that I, or anybody else, could flag you for
that.”
Lvyiana blows more air through her lips dismissively. “For what?”
“For putting undue stress on the property of USA Plus, for starters,” says Ben. “And for
— for — ” There are other things, he’s sure of it, but she’s making him too nervous to be able to
think of them.
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She breezes past him and says, “I’ll see you tonight, Ben.” How did she wound up
leaving the room before him? H e’d intended to storm out before her, to really make his point
clear, but she’s already halfway out the door. “Go ahead and flag me in the meantime,” she adds,
“if th a t’s the kind of lesson you’re in the mood to teach me.”
“You think I wouldn’t?”
She stops and turns to face him one last time. “It’s not that I don’t think you wouldn’t,
Ben, no. It’s that I don’t give a shit if you do.”
As he watches her silhouette recede down the hallway, he feels the first stirrings of actual
sexual desire that he’s felt in longer than he’s able to remember. And, although he’s only dimly
aware of it, they have nothing to do with the way she looks.
A
By the time he’s back in his stall, he’s fuming, far more agitated than he was before his
trip to the bathroom. Whether it’s at himself, or at Lyviana, or at something else he can’t name,
he isn’t sure. He hadn’t even gotten halfway down the hallway before he started to worry that his
refusal to have sex with Lyviana could, in some way that the moment didn’t allow him to fully
consider, reflect badly on him, open up some sort of investigation into the fact that, really, he has
no interest in sex at all. All he’d meant to do was express his appreciation and allegiance to
USA+’s ideals of self-motivated workplace conduct, but now he wondered if he didn’t seem
repressed, out of step somehow, in a way he didn’t know how to notice until someone else
pointed it out for him. H e’s quite looking forward to flagging her as soon as he can, though, he’s
sure of that much. He isn’t a vindictive person, but someone’s got to teach her the rules. And it
couldn’t hurt to get out in front of this sex-refusal thing, too. It didn’t seem too far-fetched to
wonder if it might put his job at risk.
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The truth is that it’s been years since Ben felt even the most minute stirrings of sexual
excitement for anyone, anywhere. He w asn’t exactly a ranging basket of hormones as a
teenager, although there was, of course, the Alice thing, but Ben doesn’t like to think about the
past. After a long day on the workmill, whenever he closes his eyes, the ghosts of all the clips
he’s seen that day are writhing there against the blackness, but not in a way that’s sexy, or
unsexy, or really anything; instead, they’re simply there, available to be seen, but conjuring
nothing within him save for the simple dumb awareness of their presence. Whatever animating
spark that might have allowed him to be titillated by their mnemonic company has been ground
out by the Facility, by USA+, for good.
Not that he’s complaining. This numbness hasn’t affected his ability to do his job
capably, or even well; the skill set demanded by editing is more of an aesthetic thing. But he
must have wound up editing in the Facility’s sex department for a reason, although he’s got no
idea what that reason is, and so he’s been very careful to keep his sexual tendencies, or more
precisely the lack thereof, private. Questions about its effect on his job aside, he can’t rid himself
of the fear that a lack of interest in sex could, if it was noticed by the wrong person, be deemed
somehow critical of life in Alphasoft, or maybe proof of genetic aberration, which could be even
worse, since his height is already not doing him any favors in that department. It seems unlikely,
or at least it did up until now, but Ben has still taken care to be diligent, using his trips to the
Field as a sort of opportunity to build a convincing case for his own sexual normalcy and
wellbeing, visiting with plausible regularity sites that serve as clearinghouses for the aid of self
pleasure, those places where the fruits of his daily labors at the Facility wind up, or live streams
from places like the Cage, or the cells of users who are known to have a high sex drive or an
exhibitionist streak. He makes sure to keep his content views on all these sites varied, but still
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within a believable-enough matrix of specificity to mirror the realistic viewing habits of someone
with legitimate sexual tastes and predilections. Several times a week, he’ll even simulate a few
minutes’ worth of below-the-sheets masturbation for the benefit of the cameras in his cell, and
every now and again he’ll even try it out for real, but his erection has for years now proven to be
just as elusive as his libido. He doesn’t miss either very much at all. It’s been this way for as long
as he likes to think about. Up to now, there’s never been much reason to fear that anyone’s
noticed him hiding something, but he doesn’t need a reason beyond the hiding to be afraid.
On his stall’s concrete floor, there’s still a dull stain where the vomit was. The eJac cord
still dangles from the workmill’s railing. These small out-of-the-ordinary details make it feel
even shabbier than it usually does, but Ben has had enough standing around feeling small for one
day. The only way up is to keep climbing. He can’t let doubt do the talking for him, let alone the
thinking. Seventeen minutes: that’s all it’s going to take for things to get back to normal again.
And if, when he turns the screen back on, the video is still there, unprocessed, he’ll just fast
forward through the rest, upload it as is, and never think about it again.
But when he jacks back in, assumes the position on the workmill, the video doesn’t even
have a chance to appear. Instead, Julian’s mugshot is blowing up the screen, and its insistent
strobing effect gives him little choice but to answer.
“Ben!” He can hear Julian’s voice before he can see anything. After a second, the
mugshot blips into a live feed, crisp HHD, with audio that has the soft hermetic edge of a
confined space. Julian looks to have lost weight since the last time Ben saw him, although his
mustache is all the more impressively cultivated. H e’s hunched forward towards the camera in a
space with clean bright contours, which, after a moment, Ben notices is in motion: some kind of
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private conveyance, he has to assume. Envy stirs up his stomach all over again, but he’s used to
it, and is able to will it to subside.
Such jealousy, and various other flavors thereof, is the price Ben pays for his friendship
with Julian, but it’s very worth learning how to take such things in stride. Julian is a very good
person for him to know, for that reason and many others. Since he left the editing stalls behind
last year, Julian’s become kind of a big deal in the Facility’s research and development
department; then again, for at least as long as Ben has known him, Julian’s manner has always
suggested that he was not simply destined for importance, but had already arrived there, and was
simply waiting with as much patience as someone as important as he could reasonably be
expected to muster as the rest of the world caught up and recognized it too. Gathering steam on
the workmill, Ben reminds himself that he, too, will one day be as important as Julian, if not
more; he, too, will one day get to ride in a similar private craft, one that h e’ll take all over
Alphasoft, fears of cocking bedamned, let them come, he deserves it. It will all happen for him,
just as soon as he hits 4, which is sure to happen any day now.
“Buddy!” says Julian. “You feeling okay over there?” He sounds more amused than
concerned. “Your profile said you hadn’t left work yet, so, naturally, I call you, only you don’t
pick up, because you’re not jacked in, which is weird, because you’re at work, so I ping your
porifle to see w hat’s going on, and what do I get? I get some weird-ass stream of you playing
scullery maid with company property.”
Ben’s face must register some degree of dismay, because Julian bursts out laughing.
“Relax! Relax, Ben. I’m just messing with you. I mean, yes, all of that did happen, and it was
significantly less than convenient for me to deal with, but I’m sure it’s nothing that can’t be
explained over a vape or two. Or ten. Shame we w on’t have time for that many this evening! It’s
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probably a hilarious story and I can’t wait to hear it — that is, provided you’re still coming? I
don’t believe I ever got your response to the invitation I sent over. Speaking of things that are
less than convenient for me to deal with.” He smiles with the false concern that’s funny for Ben
to see Julian use on other people, but it isn’t particularly enjoyable to be caught in its glare
himself.
“It’s been a busy week, Jules.” Ben remembers to smile as genuinely as he can; to keep
his tone light. “I mean. I’m sorry. It’s ju s t...” He grasps for some other reason, but comes up
empty. “It’s just been busy.”
“It has indeed. Apparently, it’s been so busy that you can’t even press a button to let an
old friend know whether you’re going to make it out to the Cage to see the unveiling of said old
friend’s latest brilliant product, the thing all the most glorious and glamorous citizen-assets of
USA Plus are going to be talking about tomorrow.” Julian sniffs. “Let alone call me.”
“Yeah, I’m really sorry about that!” pants Ben, his feet pounding away. “I’ll be there.
Seriously.” And he will. Even if this w asn’t Julian’s big night, he’d never miss a USA+ launch
party. It’s an easy way, if not an altogether painless one, to demonstrate appreciation and support
for USA+’s core values — and, not for nothing, absence from such an event might very well
suggest the opposite, which isn’t very likely to do anybody any favors, as far as leveling up is
concerned. None of that makes a trip to the Cage sound any more appealing than it usually
would, which is to say, not at all, but surely it will all be worth it in the end. And, of course,
Julian is a friend, too. Ben owes Julian a lot.
“Good,” says Julian. “I’m very glad you’ll be here. Anyway. Enough unpleasantness.”
He raises his hand from out of frame and huffs from a tube of ego. “How’s everything with
you?”
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How honest should he be? “I mean, I’m not spearheading any game-changing tech
projects or anything, but, you know. I’m not bad. In fact,” Ben says, brightening, “I actually got
a pretty sweet flag earlier. So. You know. It’s all just a matter of time.”
“You got a flag,” repeats Julian.
“That’s right,” says Ben, and his voice is proud, but he notices how Julian’s eyebrows
have knitted closer to each other, and suddenly he is on high alert.
“Ben, I say this with all the love in the world, but you’re not a 2 any more, buddy.”
“Damn right I’m not.”
“Well. Sure. That’s exactly what I mean, though.” He takes another hit of ego. “I mean.
Ben. Flagging people?” His voice is tight as he holds in the vape. “Really?”
“W hat?” says Ben. “It’s not like it takes a ton of time. Trust me, this was very, very
worth it. I totally caught this 4 shipping hard on somebody else. Feels galore.”
Julian guffaws. “Oh my god.”
“I know!”
“Was it horrible? I’m sure it was horrible.”
“It was so bad. He was, like, hurt that the guy didn’t like his pants or something. I don’t
even know. I could barely watch.”
Julian guffaws an identical guffaw to the one he made before. “Were there tears?”
“There threatened to be tears, I’d say.”
“Ah! Ah. Stop,” says Julian, cringing. “It hurts.”
“You should have seen it.”
“Doubtful.” He huffs the ego again; shivers slightly. “Did you know the guy?”
“Who, the 4?” Julian nods yes. “No,” Ben says. “He was from KBR.”
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Julian exhales. “Ouch.”
“Well played, right?” Julian makes a show o f searching for the right words, and B en’s
stomach sinks. “Right, Jules? Hey. I didn’t fuck up. Did I?”
“No! O f course not.” Julian heaves an ingratiating, irritatingly paternal sigh, and does the
patronizing thing he does with his eyebrows. “Ben, it’s not a question of whether or not it was
well played. Feels, I mean, yes, if it’s the feels w e’re talking about then we definitely want that
flagged. So good on you — this time. But, in general, maybe the whole flagging game is one you
want to be playing a little less.”
Ben thinks about this for a few steps, and about how he should respond. “Flagging
people’s important, though,” he says finally.
“O f course it is. I agree. Nobody’s saying flags aren’t important. Flagging is fun, it’s
funny, it’s important — I mean, heck, without it, I’d be out of a job and so would a lot of other
people! But, you know, Ben, it’s just that, after a certain point, maybe flagging people is for
people who are a little less important than certain other people. You feel me?”
“Well, w e’ve all got our strengths,” Ben says, and it comes out sounding a little more
defensive than he intended it to, but he tells himself that it didn’t.
“We do indeed,” Julian says, after a pause of his own. “We do indeed. But what I’m
saying to you here, Ben, or at least what I’m trying to say, is that there’s a whole city out there
that’s absolutely infested with 1s and 2s. I mean this place is teeming with them. And every
single one o f those 1s and 2s is only too happy to flag everyone and everything they see, all on
the off chance they might catch something that will kick them up the ladder.” Julian smooths his
mustache with his palm and takes a deep, demonstrative breath. “Believe me. Teeming.
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Honestly, do you know how much brain-numbing bullshit there is for me to sift through on any
given day?”
“I’m in the same boat, you know,” Ben says.
Julian chuckles. “O f course you are,” he murmurs soothingly. “O f course you are. But
Ben, it’s different when you hit 4. I am positively drowning in content. Or, I mean, that’s what
I’d be saying if drowning was euphoric.” He clears his throat and offers his most ingratiating
smile for the camera. “Not complaining! But it just keeps pouring down the pipeline, doesn’t it.
And that’s on top of this whole Sarkofigos thing.” The corners of his eyes bunch even more
tightly. “My dick’s been stuck up the ass of this thing for months, Ben. And it’s not like I stuck it
up there, either — like it’s literally stuck. As in, like, can’t-get-it-out stuck. I’ve been eat-sleepand-breathing this thing since it came down the pipeline and landed in my lap, and that was so
long ago I don’t even know how long ago it was.”
“A little more than seven months, I think,” says Ben, swallowing more envy.
“My goodness. Seven months. Really?”
“I’m sure.”
“Wow. Well, it’s all going to be over tonight! There’ll be much more testing after this, of
course, but I’ll be handing the bulk of that over to my subordinates. Seven months of ass-aches,
though, I mean don’t get me started, Ben. D on’t even get me started. And hey, don’t get me
wrong, either!” He appears to remember that his smile needs refreshing. “A little venting’s only
natural for such an important and prestigious project. It’s such a privilege to take the lead on
something as major as Sarkofigos. I’m so grateful to USA Plus for the level of faith they feel
they can put in me. W e’re all so lucky to be here, aren’t we?”
“You sound thrilled,” Ben can’t resist saying.
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“I am thrilled.” Julian goes in for another hit of ego, but the tube must be empty, because
he takes it away from his mouth and peers at it, annoyed. “I’m as pleased as punch, Ben,” he
says, tucking the tube back into his pocket. “ So happy I could die. And you or anyone else
watching can quote me on that.” He winks. “Anyway. Sarkofigos! That’s the whole reason I’m
calling you. Y ou’re coming tonight. Fantastic. Leaving soon?”
“I’m still ... seventeen minutes away from getting out of here.”
“Well, bust those seventeen minutes out pronto. Remember, it’s the Cage in Heritage
Heights. How are you getting here?”
“Probably taking the Mag.” The thought of taking the Magnetrak all the way across town
is not one that he relishes, but it’s the only way there besides walking, and that would take hours.
“Ah, the Magnetrak,” Julian says, his voice dripping with sarcastic nostalgia. “Try not to
pick up any diseases on your way over.”
“That’s hilarious, Jules.”
“I’m serious,” says Julian. “The stories I hear about naturalization would make your skin
crawl. Over half the potential 1s they admit need to be R and R ’d after their very first screening,
did you know that? Talk about teeming. They’re more microbe than man. It’s amazing that so
many of them make it through. W e’re sitting on a powder keg here, Ben. By which I mean, of
course, that we would be, if the heroes down there in customs didn’t do such an amazing job.”
Something out of frame attracts Julian’s attention, and he reaches for what Ben can only assume
is the termination switch for his camera. “Anyway. I’m pulling up here at the Cage now, Ben.
Time for me to sign off. Get over here as soon as you can! It’s going to be a fun night.”
The window blips closed before Ben can reply, and he’s left staring at the screen. The
video from before is still there, has been there for the entire duration of their conversation,
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underneath, frozen on a frame that’s all indecipherable motion smear. Seen this way, it’s not at
all scary or off-putting; there’s nothing that distinguishes it as anything other than just more
work to do. Pixels, Ben reminds himself. It’s all just pixels on a screen. He takes a deep breath,
regards the benignly-blinking timer, primed and ready to tick off the seventeen minutes that
stand between him and freedom, or what passes for it, and the only thing that’s left for him to do
is press play.
A
When he’s finally on his way out of the Facility for the day, scrubbed and showered and
comfy-enough in the khakis and threadbare short-sleeved pink button-down he’s in the habit of
wearing for the trip to and from work, he’s not alone. A steady flow of citizen-assets are always
coming and going, regardless of the hour; the Facility is big enough, and most of the work done
there is autonomous enough, that there’s no set schedule for any of the 3 s who actually work
inside it.
The same cannot be said of the 2s stationed there. They’re posted around the clock,
hundreds of them, to keep things harmonious and orderly, and nowhere are they more densely
concentrated than at the Facility’s points of entry and exit. All of them are clad in more-or-less
similar getups to the ones worn by their counterparts in the video, although there’s no need for
gas masks in Alphasoft’s super-breathable air. Regardless, pretty much every 2 finds a way to
keep their face obscured while they’re on shift. B en’s never bothered with that part of the culture
during his own brief stint as a 2, which had been distinguished only by its brevity. Even 1s get
chipped with a wireless transmitter as soon as they’re admitted to a dome, allowing them to be
ID’d, and so Ben saw no actual practical reason for him to keep up the pretense of concealing his
identity when a quick scan on the Field would tell anyone who wanted to know exactly who he
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was. Moreover, he didn’t want to create the outward appearance that he took any pleasure or
comfort in the role of a 2, when his ambitions were set so much higher. But there are so many
other 2s whose interests or behavior make it very clear that they’re never going to get any higher
than 2, and the opportunities for intimidation and harassment that are so many of those 2s’ stock
in trade are even more effective behind the guise of anonymity. For that reason, a face covering
of some sort has become an all-but-official part of the uniform.
Ben is very careful not to give any of the 2s he passes on his way out of the Facility any
reason to use such tactics on him. H e’s accustomed to the subtle jockeying for position during
the wait at the elevator, the mute rush to cram himself into its confines with a mass of as many
other 3 s as possible while still leaving room for everyone to breathe, the slow zombified march
down the Facility’s winding bottom-floor corridor, packed with a throng of his fellow citizenassets, all blearily checking the Field on their phones, or staring off into space, or taking the
chance to simply close their eyes and let the crowd carry them along. Conversation among
coworkers is common during the day, but no one talks to each other on their way in or out of the
building. Ben’s not sure if talking is officially prohibited, or whether it’s more of an unspoken
agreement that silence will keep the attention of 2s at bay, but whatever the reason, it’s actually
kind of nice. Often times, walking down that corridor is the most peaceful part of his day: its
whispering chorus of the small noises of being alive and human, the soft squishy trudging of feet
and subliminal tides of respiration, a peppering o f coughs and sniffs and patient sighs of breath,
all with the comforting slogan of USA+ itself glowing in huge red letters at the end, over the
main entrance:

NOTHING TO FEAR, NOTHING TO HIDE
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From underneath the brightly arcing motto, a hailstorm of electronic pings jitters
arhythmically as everyone leaving gets scanned for checkout. Once done, they’re free to escape
into the light of Alphasoft until tomorrow.
Usually, Ben takes this opportunity to review the day’s events. He is surprised to admit
that today’s were quite normal, overall. How easy it is for the things that aren’t normal to gain
greater significance than they’re likely to ever have, simply for being anomalous! So he threw up
because of an unpleasant video; maybe that’s more common than he thinks. H e’s never had any
reason to check, but he makes a mental note to do so later, in the Field, when he gets back to his
cell. Fast-forwarded, it hadn’t even really been that bad. Maybe vomiting had been a sort of skinshedding, something that ultimately would allow him to ascend, and not just in the Test, but in
some even-more-valuable inner level of wilfullness, a confirmation that he’ll be able to power
through the moments of doubt to do whatever the Test may require, now and in the future.
And, of course, he can’t forget his big flag. Regardless of whatever shade Julian might
feel like throwing his way about it, he still feels plenty proud. It’s possible that Julian might even
be jealous of him for it, a thought he entertains with private, vindictive mirth. Not that Julian’s
advice isn’t worth taking to heart.
Would Julian, had he been in Ben’s position, have fucked Lyviana in the bathroom? Ben
doesn’t even have to think about that one; of course he would have. He wonders who she found
to do just that. Not Sandy, but surely there was someone. H e’ll have to look that up later in the
Field, too.
A
The entrance to the Magnetrak station is choked with sullen 1s, looming bodyarmored 2s,
harried 3 s. Down the escalator, all the way down the platform, the digiplast wall panelling
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flashes with lurid, brightly-swimming plasma, the usual riot of infinitely flickering imagefragments. They’re so overloaded by the thousands of competing signals from the passing crowd
that whatever’s playing there is barely discernable as distinct images. Ben’s so used to it that he
barely notices.
Weaving his way through the bodies, he finds a spot at the edge of the 3-and-up waiting
area. While he’s there, his phone pings his eJac with some breaking news, and, as one, everyone
around him whips theirs out along with him. H e’s pretty sure he was one o f the first people to get
his out of his pocket.
It turns out that a 5 opted out earlier, while he was working. It’s nobody he’s heard of
before, which is to be expected; 5s tend to opt out of the spotlight, and that, of course, is their
right. Ben, and everyone around him, watches the clip of the ceremony with sad, unsettled
reverence, or at least the impression of such on their faces, but Ben, at least, is feeling it for real.
That a 5 would opt out is something of a marvel, one he doesn’t much like to consider the whys
of. He studies what glimpses of this 5 the video affords: she is impossibly tall, impossibly
slender, with milk-pale skin and a severe buzz-cut and two artificial arms, smooth and
pearlescent and integrated almost seamlessly onto her shoulders. Her legs, too, have got to be
mods — nobody could be as tall naturally — but her sarong conceals all of her lower half from
view but her feet, which look unmodded. With care so deliberate as to almost appear selfdeprecating, she crosses the elegantly alien arms over her chest, gives the camera a subtle
enigmantic half-smile, and bows, and then the surgeons lead her into the operating theater for
reclamation.
The clip starts to repeat. Thumbing the sidebar shows a list of all the other tech that’s
inside of her, the stuff the naked eye can’t see, life-prolonging miracles that USA+ would surely
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make available to all, if only there was enough of the tech that makes them and powers them to
go around, but, of course, there isn’t. It’s up to the most deserving players to earn it; players, Ben
hopes, like him.
A
It seems to take forever for the Mag to get to the Cage, but once he’s there the crowd is
surprisingly sparse. “They’ll be here,” Julian assures him, meeting him at the entrace, “but let’s
get you taken care o f before there’s a line.” He passes Ben an extra-large hufftube of ego, which
Ben immediately drains. Try as he might, the afternoon’s events will not stay in the tidy mental
ball he’d like them to, but the ego will at least help him feel as though they’re under control.
The Sarkofigos display turns out to be set up in the Cage’s darkest corner, or so Ben is
forced to assume: a split dark velvet curtain hangs from rings screwed into the ceiling, blocking
the corner off from the rest of the space. In front of the curtain, a bored-looking person of
indeterminate gender stands guard. It’s the type o f job a 2 would normally have, but all bets are
off at the Cage. Judging from their impressive subcultural apparel, this person has to be a 4 —
either that, or they have some really generous self-sacrificing 4s as friends. “Hey, Stocks,” says
Julian, as they pass, but he doesn’t get so much as a look in return. Julian turns to Ben and jerks
his head in the person’s direction. “Help yourself to a feel, if you want!” He raises his voice over
the thudding bass of the Cage’s sound system, although Ben can hear him fine. “A squeeze. A
slap. W hatever’s your pleasure, really. They w on’t care.” The weird light o f the Cage makes
Julian’s teeth glow a faint fluorescent blue. “It’s, like, what they’re into.”
“No thanks,” Ben says, but he makes a point of sweeping his eyes up and down the
person’s body anyway. He doesn’t feel a thing, of course, but after the Lyviana incident, it’s best
to err on the side of obviousness for the benefit of anyone who might be watching.
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“Aren’t they prime?” Julian says. “Are you sure? They’re completely real, too. Trust me.
Every single part of them.” He winks at Ben, or possibly at the person, and holds the curtain
open; Ben, who is perfectly capable of opening a curtain himself, steps through.
Immediately behind the curtain, Ben is surprised to see not one but three large identical
cylinders, one standing up in the corner and two flanking it on either side against the wall. Each
looks just big enough to accommodate a person. Ben hopes he’s not too tall to fit inside.
“Yeah,” Ben says. “I’m sure. I mean, thanks, they look totally, um, feelable, but I better
save it up for whatever’s in here.” He knocks the side of the closest chamber affectionately with
his elbow, much harder than he meant to — it must be the ego — and a reverberating shudder
rattles its surprisingly flimsy shell. Mortified, he takes a step back and does his best to cover his
faux pas by placing his hand on his chin, throwing focus back towards Sarkofigos, at which he
aims his best evaluative expression. Pitching his face somewhere between appreciation and
skepticism seems like a safe bet, and he doesn’t even have to fake it, because it’s immediately
obvious that these supposedly cutting-edge chambers here in front of him look very different
from the images Julian has been circulating in the weeks leading up to Sarkofigos’s big
unveiling.
The ads are everywhere: the office, the Magnetrak, all over the Field. The accompanying
images had promised an angular exterior, slick matte-black geometry and cool seamless
construction, but instead Ben is looking at the same dull brushed chrome you see everywhere,
the same rounded and ribbed and shamelessly composite lines. Next to the vertical slit where the
door slides open, there’s a little rectangular screen that reads

vacant

in a soft cool blue. They

look, in other words, almost exactly like a LunaLink bed, if you were to stand a LunaLink bed
upright, on its foot end. So strong is the resemblance that Ben almost laughs, almost does a
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double-take, once he’s noticed it, but he’s pretty sure he manages to repress it just in time. H e’s
almost positive that it didn’t manifest in his physical presentation. Maybe there was the tiniest
hitch in his carriage, or the barest flicker of an unchecked impulse to throw Julian a quizzical or
knowing look, but Ben reassures himself that none of this has registered, neither to Julian, nor
anyone else who could potentially be watching. H e’s a good player, after all; one of the best: the
ego helps this feel even truer than usual. He has his instincts under control — at least, as often as
can be reasonably expected. Nobody’s perfect, after all, and surely that’s understood by whoever
makes Test-related decisions. Still, it w on’t do him or anyone else any favors to appear overly or
unfairly critical of USA+, or to express anything but enthusiasm for a product of theirs which has
required as much time and effort as Sarkofigos has. He isn’t even sure what Sarkofigos means, or
why they’d gone with that as a name, or whether there’s some nickname that everyone’s already
started to use, but anything’s better than “predictively personalized neuroprojection experience,”
which is the technical name for what Sarkofigos is. It’s such a mouthful, and PPNE has neither
the bite nor the clever touch of the most enduring acronyms. Has he missed an email — or,
worse, has he been left off of one? From beneath the skin of his forehead, beads of sweat
threaten to extrude; he curses them as they prickle there, curses whatever genetic foible leads his
body to manifest non-physical discomfort with such an obvious physical tell. Pinging his eJac for
his biomets tells him that his heartbeat is starting to climb, which means his pores might start to
ooze at any second, and he begs himself to keep it together, risks what he hopes is a covert deep
breath. Smiling might help, too, and he tries one on for size, tries to make it look like it comes
easily, but the ego has his head buzzing, and he’s lost track of whether it would even make sense
for him to be smiling in the first place, and it feels on his face like the rictus of a dead man, but
he doesn’t dare stop now. Only the blacklit-red semidarkness of the Cage offers solace in the
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possibility that it might be camouflage enough for a phony smile to come across like the real
thing, at least to Julian — although, if he’s being totally honest, experience has taught Ben that
Julian isn’t exactly the most observant person in the room, regardless of the room, or who’s in it.
Which isn’t to imply that Ben has any discouraging words to say about Julian, who is not only a
4 but is also a stand-up guy, a big-picture guy, Ben reminds himself, feeling guilty and anxious,
as he often feels when he catches himself thinking anything other than complementary thoughts
about his superiors.
This is fun, he reminds himself. H e’s here to have fun. The curtain might provide some
illusion of concealment, but even so, no matter where he is or what he’s doing, there’s always the
chance that someone, somewhere, is watching the livestream of it on the Field, and even if they
aren’t watching it live, they might one day watch it via his profile’s archive, so he has to keep up
appearances. An eye for detail and an HHD camera positioned above or inside of the curtain (and
he can’t see the telltale red light, but there unquestionably is a camera in there anyway, there has
to be; to think otherwise is to put himself at risk) is all it will take to for someone, anyone, to
notice the fake-smiler’s tremor of mouth that Ben can currently feel himself fighting a losing
battle to, or the hunted presence of distraction in his eyes as he dares him self to look away from
the Sarkofigos display, and nobody will even have to look closely to see those first glinting
rivulets of sweat, whenever they start to etch their inevitable paths down his fleshy cheeks. And,
yes, to be fair, any one of these things on its own could mean anything, even nothing at all, but if
a stringent or ungenerous or unusually perceptive mind put them together in a certain way, that
mind might well be encouraged to draw the conclusion that Ben is far less than one hundred per
cent invested in what he’s doing, or is about to do, i.e., in this case, be among the first citizenassets of Alphasoft to ever take this latest fruit of USA+’s groundbreaking technological
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endeavor out for a spin, which is a pretty big deal, and so it’s basically imperative that any lack
of investment on his part not be noticed, or for that matter, be made noticeable. Tens of
thousands of people all over Alphasoft — all over the world! — are watching him at this very
moment, and even the lowliest bug-licking 1 has the clearance to flag any other player for
review. H e’s got to be careful. Not that he’s ever been flagged — at least not that he knows o f —
but if he is, it could be the first domino in a chain of flags, which, however long, always has to
end, and not happily. This is true at all times, not just the important ones. It’s essential for
anyone w ho’s serious about leveling up to remain vigilant in their efforts to project the outward
appearance of a person who is capable, commanding, and content with all the elements of their
life that they owe to USA+. Paranoid? Hardly. B en’s family ties allowed him to skip over 1
entirely, and those same ties kept his time as a 2 to a minimum, but during that brief dim stretch
he’d done almost nothing but sit and flag countless other players for infractions as subtle as those
he was currently committing, often even less. And he’s heard the rumors about recalibration. The
slightest offense can get you level-locked or demoted or worse. H e’s seen the proof of it in action
at the Facility. The safest assumption is the only assumption: that he is being watched at all
times, and by competition even more vicious and conniving than him. And that’s fine. It’s more
than fine — it’s what any red-blooded player would want, and so that is what Ben, too, must
want. W hat capable, commanding citizen-asset of USA+ would feel differently? Even though
there’s no way of checking his official standing, he decides then and there that he’s got to be
among the top-ranked 3 s in Alphasoft, if not — why not? — the very highest, and since
Alphasoft is obviously the greatest and most productive and important dome in USA+, and
therefore the entire world, it doesn’t seem outside the realm of possibility to presume that he,
Ben Whiteshardt, is probably ranked pretty darn highly against every player in the entire game.
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W ith that much to lose, there really is nothing more important for him to do than to demonstrate
his unambiguous excellence, and the easiest way for him to do that is by opting into whatever he
can, whenever he can, and to do it every time with unbridled enthusiasm.
“I get it, brother.” Julian grins back at him, apparently sensing nothing amiss. Ben,
shaken from his reverie, has no idea what Julian is even referring to, so he mirrors Julian’s
affable smile, the sage nodding of his head, and hopes that playing along is all that will be
required of him. “I get it. There’ll be something you like in here, don’t you worry.” Julian puts a
ring-bedecked hand on the chamber Ben that had elbowed, steadying its reverberation, but he
doesn’t look annoyed. Maybe there’s nothing to worry about. Maybe this will be a breeze.
Maybe, Ben dares to hope, he’ll even like it. If Sarkofigos really can read your mind, there’s no
reason to expect otherwise.
“These babies will be wall-mounted eventually,” Julian is saying, once he’s quieted the
rattle in the chamber’s shell. “Recessed right into the architecture. Much more elegant that way.”
From the inner lapel of his sickeningly beautiful blazer he withdraws another long hufftube of
ego, twists both halves to crack the seal, and vapes deeply from one end. “Because if you see
them just standing here,” he says, his voice tightening, “you’re kind of like, What the fuck are
those things?” He breathes out a pale stream of condensation and keeps the tube clenched loosely
in his fist. “ Sure, they’re intriguing, you’re intrigued, because you love new tech and this is
clearly, unmistakably some new tech, but you’re a little suspicious too, even more than usual,
because, I mean, let’s be honest, the finished product here, this first batch o f what w e’ve been
given, they don’t look a whole lot like the prototype w e’ve been circulating on the Field.” Ben
freezes, and Julian eyeballs him knowingly. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? And
remember that w e’re being honest with each other here, Ben. W hat do these remind you of?”
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Fortunately, ego only magnifies Julian’s usual tendency to turn even the smallest silences into
holes that he needs to plug up with words. “They look a little like a LunaLink standing on its
end,” says Julian. “D on’t they?”
The threat of sweat abates a little. “Now that you mention it,” Ben says, “sure. I guess I
can see that.”
“Please,” says Julian. “Please. That’s very generous of you, Ben, thank you, but we can
spare each other the niceties.” He shakes his head, smiling angrily. “We wound up going with a
manufacturer in Africa, which was not my idea, trust me, because what does an African
manufacturer do? They say, well, yes, we have the design specs you sent us, but then again we
already have some other goddam thing sitting around, and that thing is kind of like the thing
you’re actually fucking asking us to make for you, and hey, you know the rules! We better obey
the absolute fucking letter of the law here! Waste not want not!” Sighing, he runs his free hand
over his mustache, which, in the light of the Cage, appears to glisten. “That whole song and
dance. I almost got upset with them, Ben. I’ll confess that to you here. I almost got very upset.
They have no appreciation for the importance of the work we do, no knowledge of the
exceptional level that everyone in Alphasoft works at, they don’t even have the ability to
appreciate it, if I’m being really honest with you — and I am — and it leads to situations like this
one. This type of ignorance and this lack of communication are very dangerous things, Ben. I
mean, if you, Ben, if you weren’t, you know, you, Ben, if you were just some random 3 who
hasn’t been a 3 for very long and is just getting used to being a 3, if you’re still excited about
being a 3, you might come to the Cage with certain expectations. Because really, who hasn ’t
been hearing about the Cage since forever ago, and doesn’t die to check it out as soon as they
level up — and this, by the way, I mean, it probably won’t surprise you to learn that I’m talking

71

about the Cage’s prime demographic here — so if you were still, you know, that kind of person
and not the kind of person you are, Ben, then you might come here and see these very exciting
neuroprojection chambers and mistake them for a LunaLink bed, of all things! Because, hey,
you’re a brand-new 3! Y ou’re still getting used to the LunaLink thing, and having your own cell,
and bidding on eBay, and, I don’t know, whatever else there is — honestly, Ben, it’s been so
long since I was a 3 that I can’t even recall what is or isn’t available to you people. But you get
my meaning. Y ou’re still dazzled by all of the wonderful opportunities that are suddenly
available to you, all these wonderful things that have, up until this very momentous point in your
life, only been wonderful fantasies. And so when you see these chambers you might make a very
understandable, but still a very big mistake, Ben, and you might say to yourself, Ben, you might
say, I came to the Cage to rage, man! Not to go to bed! And you might turn your back and walk
away from my poor little babies here, and these poor little babies, these sweet little dumplings,
they might just sit here collecting dust, and USA Plus will have worked very very hard for, well,
for not very much payoff at all. Jesus Christ, I’m thirsty.”
Ben has no water, but is still ready, as ever, to spread sunshine all over this rainy parade.
“Who doesn’t love raging at the Cage, man,” he contributes helpfully. H e’s been told he’s a
natural in situations like this one. You can see clips of people saying so on the Field. “Like, if I
wanted to go to bed, I’d have stayed at home.”
“Precisely,” Julian says, rewarding Ben with his most grateful smile. “That’s what I like
about you, Ben: you break it down. If you wanted to go to bed, you’d have stayed at home. And I
know it’s so obvious that I don’t even need to say it, Ben, but I’m going to say it anyway: The
Cage doesn’t want you to stay at home. The Cage wants you to be here! Using these fuckers!
And we at USA Plus want that too! D on’t we?”
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“Sure!”
“ Sure. Sure! We want you getting out the buzz about this, about Sarkofigos and its very
exciting, very amazing technology! We want you to want to have Sarkofigos in your home, only,
y ’know, sorry, you can’t have it in your home, it’s only available here, at the Cage, in a very
exclusive, very prestigious partnership with USA Plus, and we want that to frustrate you just a
little bit, in that special gotta-have-it-again kind of way, just enough that you can’t stop wanting
it but not enough to turn you off from ever using them again, oh no — only so much that you
can’t help spending as much of your time down here inside of one as is humanly possible.” He
runs his fingers down the side of one and makes a soft, rueful noise that that Ben cannot
determine the genuineness of. “We want you to love them, Ben,” says Julian. “And honestly,
what 3 wouldn’t? Or 4, of course!” he adds, gesturing to Ben grandly. “They’re for everybody to
love. 3 s, 4s — you’re all going to have a great time in there.
“In any event,” Julian says with a dismissive wave of his hand, “until we get the Cage to
perform that renovation, I thought this curtain would up the mystique factor a little.” He bats at
it, as if curious to see whether it will reply. “Kind of like a boudoir, bordello type thing. Fit it in
with some of the artwork that way.” Ben has to admit that it isn’t the worst idea. Every inch of
available wallspace at the Cage is plastered with old paper photos, all from before the
Rebranding. More than any other thing about the place, it’s these pictures that have led Ben to
generally avoid the Cage; they make him uncomfortable in the same way the video from earlier
did, in a way he is content to leave unexamined. Roughly half o f them are of people who look to
have died from some kind of violent trauma, but surely Julian is talking about the other half,
which are of naked people and half-naked people and people engaging in sex; a small percentage
of these do have that same w hiff of super-antique opulence that the curtains are intended to
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convey. “Looks like it’s working, too. W e’re going to have quite the crowd out there before
long.” Julian finds his grin again and turns it up to max. “You ready to take that test drive?”
“Definitely!” says Ben, and it’s clearly the only acceptable answer, but at that very
moment the first beads of sweat escape through the skin of his temples, perhaps from the effort
that it takes for him to reflect Julian’s grin — only a little sweat, Ben steels himself to believe;
nothing that can’t reasonably be attributed to the ambient humidity of the Cage, but he can feel
more dampness gathering in his armpits and underneath his scrotum. He doesn’t even need to
ping his eJac to know that his heart’s started to hammer in his chest. A droplet of sweat detaches
from its pore of origin and worms its way behind his right ear. The instinct to flee is alive within
him, shameful and wild — but controllable, he reminds himself; he hasn’t gotten this far by luck
alone.
“See you on the other side, my friend,” says Julian, his grin still humming. He punches
the

o c c u p ie d

sign on the middle chamber and its door slides open, revealing a pod of cream-

colored vinyl within. Excuses flash pathetically through B en’s mind, but even the best one
wouldn’t be nearly good enough. His pulse is spiking. H e’s been able to conceal his secret for as
long as he can, but now he’s truly afraid that the truth will come to light.
“ So,” he says, as casually as he can muster, “how long does this last?”
“That’s kind of up to you, isn’t it?” Julian grips B en’s shoulder and all but pushes him in.
From behind him, the door clicks closed like it’s locking, and he spins around, trying to get his
breath in check, but it is, of course, too late. He is in there. With a giddy mixture of panic and
resignation, he turns to examine his surroundings.
Across from the door, in the back of the chamber, is a vaguely person-shaped alcove.
Somehow, it calls to mind a padded bench, if benches were upright and concave. The only things
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inside the small space that Ben can actually interact with are mounted right across from this
alcove: an eJac cable, hanging at chest height from a cable next to the door, and a small slot
beneath it that closer inspection reveals to be a dispenser of individually-packaged condoms.
Bemused, Ben takes one, noting the repeating rows of tiny text printed on both sides of the foil:
CLEANLINESS IS COURTESY

// DNA FOR USA +! FOR A LIST OF CONVENIENT DROPOFF LOCATIONS ,

v is it g e n o p s @ a l p h a .u s a

// p l e a s e

recycle.

There’s very little chance he’ll need it, so he

pockets the condom and tugs on the eJac cable, drawing out enough slack for it to reach all the
way up to his neck. As he maneuvers his tight broad shoulders into the padded alcove, he sinks
the silver jack at the end of the cable into the port behind his left ear. It makes a weirdly hollow
intercranial snap when it locks into place, like it always does, and, like always, he grits his teeth
against the unpleasantness of the sound.
No sooner is the jack secure than two lights in the wall opposite the alcove fade on,
glowing lavender, level with his eyes. He gazes into them and tries not to blink.
This is fun, he reminds himself. He is here to have fun.
In the air around him, a woman’s throaty giggle begins to echo. From nowhere; from
everywhere; it’s got to be some kind of cochlear thing, but he has to admit that the effect is still
pretty rapturous, totally real-sounding, and not like it’s just happening in his head. A pretty neat
trick. H e’ll have to complement Julian on that one. Slowly, the chamber darkens, until he’s
surrounded by a smoky semi-blackness that seems, somehow, to glow with the same lavender as
that which had been shining into his eyes up until a moment ago, but he’s having trouble seeing
the lights themselves. For that matter, he’s having trouble seeing anything.
The woman’s laughter gains an unstrung edge. Her gasps for breath become amplified —
she’s practically hiccupping with desire — and then, like he’s taken a fast-acting drug, or
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stepped off a cliff, the darkness is total. Ben’s body loses its axis. He is falling. For a grotesquely
lengthened moment, more nausea threatens to overwhelm him, to wring his insides out, and he
implores his body not to comply. Uncontained liquids, including vomit, will not cause any
permanent damage to Sarkofigos — Julian boasted just weeks before about the seamless
polymers o f their interior surfaces, how he’d selected them with ease of cleanup in mind — but
this isn’t the Facility. Any unsmooth moves in here could be Ben’s ticket to spending the rest of
his life as a 3, or worse. He didn’t notice any red blinking lights before he jacked in, but there
have to be cameras in something this high-tech, and anyway, cameras or no cameras, he wants to
believe that he’s up to the challenge. All he has to do is what any good player would do in this
situation: partake, consume, unwind. He struggles to get his respiratory levels down to those of a
calm individual w ho’s just out to support his employer and have a good time. It would be nice if
he could loosen his tie a little, but he finds that he already can’t move. The program has
progressed to the point where he’s rescinded control of his body: it’s easier for the computer to
do its thing on your brain that way. Which is fine with Ben, or so he tells himself. It’s all going
to be fine. Partake, he repeats to himself. Consume. Unwind. As a mantra it isn’t half bad.
The laughter ebbs into an enveloping sigh of concern. “Mmmmm, Ben.” Nervous as he
is, the smoky tones of her voice pour over his mind like oil. “You poor baby. Your heartbeat’s
through the roof.” He thinks of a giant tongue, rough and slippery, swiping his body from heels
to crown. “W hat’s a big sexy 3 like you have to be worried about? Whatever it is, it doesn’t
matter in here. I’m so glad you came to watch my show.” The lilt of her voice is like the rocking
of a cradle; the purring of a kitten; the lapping o f an ocean on the shore. “That’s all you have to
do in here, Ben. Just watch and relax...”
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Her voice stretches out into an infinite, sibilant tendril; around him, the darkness begins
to contract, to pulse with magenta, gentle and warm. Ben tries to take her advice. Guessing what
she will look like proves to be a productive distraction. Part of the strat with these predictivepersonalization programs is to lean into the idea that users don’t know what they’re going to get,
as far as the appearance and behavior of the avatar the program creates, and it’s up to USA+ to
sell that lack of control like it it’s a good thing — which it is, of course, and Ben is, of course,
one hundred if not one million per cent down with the whole predictive-personalization deal in
general, even though some small part of his brain cannot quite let go of the disquieting notion
that, at some point along the digital pipeline, these things really do seem to know more about you
than you do about yourself. It’s easy to imagine a scenario where you might learn way more
from one than you wanted to.
Then again, some people might be into that side of it: the self-exploratory angle. It could
be an easy pitch to 4s — in fact, why stop there? With the right strat, 5 s might eat it up, too. The
wheels of Ben’s mind start to turn. 5s tend to orient what little ‘merse they do around merch
that’s either conspicuously antique or razor’s-edge new; if USA+ was to push Sarkofigos as a
tool for therapeutic insight, instead of autoerotic gratifiction, then maybe that’d be a way to open
up the 5 market a little more widely. Ben himself could even get credit for it. It’s an exciting
idea, one he can’t forget about. Good ideas are the currency of advancement, after all, the thing
that will serve as his fastest ticket out of 3 and up the ladder to 4, which is sure to happen any
day now. He tries to ping his eJac, hoping to schedule a reminder to ask Julian if he’s considered
the gold mine they might be sitting on, but Sarkofigos has caged its signal along with everything
else, and that’s fine. It might be better to leave Julian out of things anyway, and Ben w on’t forget
about an idea like this one in whatever amount of time it takes for Sarkofigos to be finished. All
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he can do until then is breathe, breathe and watch and relax. In, two, three, four, out, six,
seven. Deep and easy. He has to try and enjoy it. If he doesn’t, they might know.
“That’s better,” the voice says. Like the laughter, it comes from every direction. “You
ready to have some fun with me?” With no more warning than this, she materializes, right in
front of him, and when she does, Ben recoils on such a visceral level that his skeleton might as
well be trying to jump through his skin.
It has nothing to do with the way she actually looks. Once assembled, she’s sort of a
bigger-titted, harder-bodied blend between Lyviana and Alice, only blond, which, on a certain
endocrinal frequency, is jackpot, very jackpot indeed. So her appearance is not the problem. The
problem is the way the chamber renders her.
W hatever’s happening happens so quickly that it’s almost subliminal. If it had been a
one-time thing, Ben would have dismissed it as a manifestation of whichever repressed or
shameful layer of his own brain had, at that moment, decided to be the one fucking with him, but
after it happens a few more times it becomes very clear that the blame, for once, lies outside of
his mind. It’s Sarkofigos, it has to be: something under the hood’s not running like it’s supposed
to. Every time the avatar appears, Ben is forced to watch her get drawn from the inside out.
The first part of any decent neuroprojection is an exercise in setting the mood, and it
appears, at least in concept, that Sarkofigos is following this principle. The marketing materials
promised that it would employ some sort of visual wizardry with the avatar, something to give
the whole experience an otherworldly, almost magical vibe, all in the name of encouraging the
user to feel like they’ve invested their time in something they can’t get anywhere else. The
program Ben and his brain are currently strapped into is deploying just such an effect, wherein
the avatar phases around the virtual space, teleporting away from one point only to reappear in
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another, and always in some new pose that shows off more and more of her incredible body. But
as real as the avatar looks, she’s still CGI. Her exquisite outside texture still needs virtual insides
upon which to be skinned. This operation should be carried out so smoothly and instantaneously
that you can’t even tell that it’s happening, but instead, there’s a slight lag to the whole thing,
similar to what might happen if there were three or four operation-intensive programs running in
the background. W hat should be a sexy fade from one moment to the next is turned instead into a
high-speed slideshow of all those structural interior layers, each blipping over the other as the
next is rendered. Every time she reappears, Ben is forced to watch her get drawn from the inside
out.
Part of what makes the glitch so hair-raising is how it’s over almost as soon as it starts.
It’s impossible to get anything more than a glimpse, but a glimpse is all he needs. This is no
wireframe model. This is something halfway real, and it terrifies him. From the first peek he
gets, his body remains rigid with dread, even after the avatar’s final perfect outsides get draped
over the scaffolding.
“Ready or n o t . ” — her voice is everywhere, is inside him — “ .. .here.. .I .. .come.” And
then she’s right in front of him, or part of her is, inches from his face, the half-baked
approximation of her nervous system hanging there only for an instant, and his insides seize with
animal levels of panic at the sight, the shiny twin orbs of her eyes hovering nakedly,
disembodied, connected by cords to a hazy pod of brain behind them. His heartrate has to be
through the roof. Even when it’s not actually happening, every second that passes while he’s in
the chamber is an opportunity for it to happen again. At any moment she can, and inevitably will,
disappear and be replaced by the dull crescents of her teeth, by noodle-like appendages that
dangle, suggesting the rest — arms, legs, torso — and then that deepest core is swallowed by a
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masking of blank fused planes, bulbous elbows, splayed pelvis, a skull of simplified CroMagnon proportions for the still, staring eyes, which like the all rest float there for the smallest
sliver of time before a neon spidering of capillaries blossoms all over them and is then re
consumed by the digital approximation of tissue, swollen and shriveled, loose and depending, the
lips fat and fingerlike, the sunken cheeks hollow to the point of absence, the laddered ribs larded
over with ghostly, featureless orbs —
— and then in pops her exterior. It’s just as jarring for its sudden completeness, but once
she’s fully drawn she is almost traumatically appealing. Her skin gold-leaf delicate, her every
follicle and texture kissed by its own gravitational algorithm, swirling in the dark emptiness like
they’re underwater together. When she smiles she smiles right at him, the look in her eye sultry
and coy and unmistakably superior. Hands that look delicate and skillful cup high, heavy breasts;
rosy fingers lovingly attend to peaked nipples, triggering a full-body shiver of need. Almond
nails rake along the insides of upper thighs that glisten. Ben couldn’t be more miserable. Even
the perfect conflation of every libidinal signifier he’s ever wanted to be on the receiving end of
can’t undo the damage the draw-time glitch has wrought. Between this and his job, he feels like
he’ll never be horny again.
The avatar doesn’t care; doesn’t seem aware of any of it, really. She just winks at him
and puckers her pillowy lips and then she appears to flicker. It’s going to happen again. Cringing
inwardly, he tries to close his eyes, again forgetting that Sarkofigos suppresses all of the user’s
muscular feedback but the most basic vitals, or maybe his eyes are closed already, and he just
can’t tell. He doesn’t really know how these things work; all he knows is that, like a particularly
deep dream, he’ll be forced to experience the entirety of the program until it ends.
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She disappears — there she is again, or pieces of her — and the thought comes suddenly,
venomously, angering for how late it occurs: Julian. How could he not have realized it earlier?
Julian is to blame! Surely whoever put Sarkofisgos together — which is to say, Julian and the
gang o f 3 s who somehow fumble their way to success after success under his direction —
noticed this malfunction in trial runs, or heard about it from somebody who did. And, even if
they hadn’t bothered to try it out on site, a cursory glance at its numbers should have made its
flaws obvious before they went ahead with installation. Ben is no technological genius, but this
stuff is elementary! Common sense! Had Julian known, and rushed production anyway? Ben
can’t wait to ask him. At this very moment Julian is probably sitting out at the bar, vaping
English cucumber O2 from a plastic tube; is he not in one of these chambers, enjoying a one-ofa-kind private show in his own team ’s high-profile project, because he knows they’re less than
what was promised?
Suddenly, Ben is on his back. Astride him, the avatar’s spinal column and clavicles and
grinning, glowing skull, with its high-beam eyes and tooth-moons, flashes like lightning. She is a
vascular kelp forest; a wet alien cartoon; a lithe, impossible, hyperreal woman, so perfect that she
almost seems worth trying to accept the glitch for so he can enjoy the rest o f the show. But it’s
impossible.
“Ben,” she says, rolling her hips against him, and the sound swallows him. Her face
assumes the semblance o f ecstasy. Light from nowhere glints off whichever parts of her have
tips. For once she remains where she is. “Ben.” As her synthetic cries echo through his mind, the
purples and reds of the chamber intensify, pulsating in time to her thrusts. As far as he can recall,
the feeling is nowhere close to actual sex, but the sensation is similar to someone’s skin moving
against his own, not through his pants but actually underneath them, and that’s undeniably
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impressive. Julian might deserve sincere congratulations for that, if the execution weren’t so
unutterably fucked up. Publishing something like this and installing it in a place as iconic and
conspicuous as the Cage w on’t make USA+ look like they’re on the cutting edge of anything but
failure. Whenever the interminable program allows him to escape, he’ll exit the chamber calmly
and purposefully, find Julian, and just lay into him. Really let him have it. H e’ll catch Julian off
guard that way, and he’ll also create the impression for anyone watching that he’s assertive, but
still the constructive type. A team player, albeit a competitive one, and one who puts public
perception of USA+ over something as petty and transient as personal ties. Moreover, whoever
might be watching will also surely note how Ben, like a good obedient 3, is using the Cage in
exactly the way it’s meant to be used: as a space for primal release. Maybe one of them will even
throw a punch. Revelry leads to competition leads to domination, and it all gets funneled into
cooperation, and the whole cycle repeats itself. That’s the idea, at least.
His head lurches, not unpleasantly, and with the sensation he realizes that he’s not on his
back at all. H e’s on his feet. That he’s been on his feet the entire time seems like the most natural
thing in the world. Through the avatar’s gyrations, through the pulsating darkness, he can even
see the faint seams of light that outline the chamber door. He tries closing his eyes again; this
time, it works. Is this another malfunction, or can the program detect his own waning investment
somehow? If it can, will that reflect poorly on him? Has he created the impression that he’s not
on board for whatever forays USA+ decides to take into the digital unknown? That he is
unworthy o f the types of rarified experiences only 4s and 5s deserve? To be safe, he’ll just have
to lay into Julian that much harder. Make it clear that part of the reason he’s angry is because
Julian’s incompetence has prevented him from enjoying the latest fruits that USA+ has dropped
from its looming loins. In truth, however, the sight of the chamber door makes him feel a deep
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longing that has, up to that point, been totally absent from the experience. He can barely stand to
wait to be deposited back into predictable-enough, safe-enough reality. The greatest irony in all
of it is that Sarkofigos is set to end its program pretty much immediately after the user has an
orgasm, but at this point, orgasm is out of the question. Ben cannot regard the avatar and feel
anything but disgust. She’s still perpendicular to his waist, still humping away, and the physics
models that govern the motion of her breasts are clearly flouting the basic laws of gravity. This
smug observational perspective makes for effective collateral against the fevered, useless,
ultimately embarrassing hope that the avatar has phased for the last time, that she will not again
subject him to her interior horrors, that she will stay perched on his body, riding him through his
clothes, and that the program that created her will soon fully decouple itself from his brain and
end. And so Ben stands there, in the pulsing semidarkness, trying to keep his heartbeat even, and
waiting to see how long it will take for his wish to come true.
A
He hasn’t even fully extricated himself from the chamber’s soundproof insides before the
din of thudding bass and the shrieks of human revelry flood his ears. In the time since he went
under, the Cage has reached fever pitch.
His vision is dotted with transparent circles that swim. There’s nothing in the Sarkofigos
marketing literature about it piping in any kind of vape, but he sure feels like that’s exactly what
just happened. The air outside the chamber is guaranteed to be choked with pheromones — one
of the Cage’s many so-called charms — but Ben fills his lungs anyway, willing images of the
half-assembled avatar to vacate his mind, but they don’t.
Julian has to be close by, and Ben tries to locate him amongst the ocean of bodies that
surge in the space between the curtain and the bar. Despite the crowd, it should be easy: by the
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look of their apparel, almost everyone here is a 3, maybe even an off-duty 2 who they let slip
past the sensors, and Ben would be the first to admit that Julian is a total silverback of a 4, but he
and his blazer are nowhere to be seen, even when Ben boosts him self up onto a nearby barstool
and scans the crowd from above. Julian was right when he said that newly-minted 3 s were the
Cage’s prime demo: everything about the place is calculated to ride the line between worldweary irony and genuine titillating indulgence, the twin poles of most 3 s’ behavioral affectations.
Seeing it in action causes a twinge of nausea to crawl through his guts again.
Plenty of players are pefectly happy to never progress past 3, but for Ben 3 eats at him
like a chronic skin condition. It’s never as bad as when he’s put into direct recreational contact
with those who the Test has deemed to be his supposed equals. The only way he can cope with it
is by reminding himself that no system is perfect. Accepting that as true is key to survival within
one; maybe even part of leveling up from 3. Julian told him that. The Cage isn’t really all that
bad, or at least, it could be worse; there are always a few 2s and 4s mixed into the crowd, and
Ben passes the time now by trying to spot them while he continues his search for Julian. It’s only
natural for a place whose prime demo is new 3 s to want to diversify the level of the crowd.
Putting some 2s in the mix reminds the 3 s that being a 3 is something to aspire to, not be
ashamed of, and the presence of even a few 4s will show the 3 s and 2s alike that they don’t need
to be embarrassed about being there, and helps to keep things from getting totally out of control.
It’s not like Ben goes around asking, of course, but if you pay attention to the clothing, it gets
pretty easy to tell 2s from 3s, 3s from 4s, and 5s from everybody else, although you weren’t
going to see 5s at the Cage, or anywhere, really, except maybe in the Field. The distinctions are
subtle sometimes; then again, some people are less interested in hiding than others.
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Case in point: dismounting his perch on the stool, Ben stumbles, and his face comes
altogether too close to that of a haggard man, far too young to be as gray as he is, in a plain
longsleeve t-shirt and ill-fitting track pants: either a shameless 2 or the most apathetic 3 in
Alphasoft. The man indicates the chamber with his elbow and gives Ben a lurid wink and shouts
something with desperate and charmless enthusiasm, but the Cage’s sound system has gotten
much too loud for Ben to hear him. Still feeling dazed, Ben belatedly notices the people who
have gathered behind the man in a ragtag line that extends back into the larger crowd by the bar.
The man steers Ben out o f his path by the shoulders, and Ben snaps “D on’t touch me!” but the
man’s focus is squarely on the chamber. Before he’s even gotten it open, he’s got one hand
stuffed down the waistband of his pants, and he keeps it there as he climbs the rest of the way in,
using the other to yank the door closed once he’s safely inside. The screen by the door turns
green and reads

o c c u p ie d ,

and the need for Ben to increase his distance becomes urgent.

Moving away, he continues his bleary scan of the crowd.
Everywhere there are faces, faces that make his throat seize for fear that they’ll undergo
the avatar’s same texture-delay, but he knows on a rational level that this is ridiculous. His head
is not so muddled that he’d indulge this kind of dangerously insensible thinking, and to prove
that he’s not losing it, he forces himself to look at the people around him, adopting a squinty
grim expression that hits just the right notes of indifference, world-weariness, and selfdeprecating availability, although he has no desire to interact with anyone there except Julian.
Still, it’s important that he blend in. Surely someone somewhere is watching streams of the
crowd, keeping an eye out for any behavior that might seem too meek, or too aggressive, or too
otherwise out-of-the-ordinary. His job makes the people he shoulders his way past all look
familiar — not coworkers, of whom he has so far spotted zero, despite the earlier buzz at the
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Facility, but random users who might have been captured on camera during an intimate moment.
It’s possible, sure, but he knows this sense of semi-recognition is almost certainly a trick of the
mind. All the domes are crammed as full of people as regulations allow, but Alphasoft is
notoriously overstuffed, and besides, the feeds Ben sift through at work come from all over
USA+. Going from the Facility to his cell, he’s usually extra-careful to avoid lingering eye
contact with anybody, lest he send the wrong message about what he’s after. You have to choose
your battles more carefully than that if you want to hit 4.
And at that moment, as if all his thoughts of 4s have summoned him, Ben spots Julian.
H e’s still at the bar, of course, still posing with his wiry elbow crooked up on it like he doesn’t
have a worry in the world, but he’s moved further down from where they’d started, all the way to
the end, perhaps in search of better flavor options for his O2. W ith every vape, his pinchpostured shoulders rise up around his ears as if they’re attached to wires, and then sink slowly
back down. He might have looked just as silly as the knot of people around him, all of whom are
doing the same thing, if he hadn’t been armored with his monumentally well-fitting Hugo Boss
blazer.
The blazer. B en’s still too far away to actually detect the fine crisscross texture of its
worsted linen, and the thick red light of the Cage dulls its delicate slate-and-navy blend down to
black, but he’d know it anywhere, on anyone. In his most shameful moments of envy, Ben often
wonders how the blazer would look on him, even though Julian is a much smaller person than he
is, and the chances of it fitting them both without extensive tailoring are nil. Particularly
revolting is the snug way it fits around Julian’s shoulders, and the extra inch or so of length on
the flaps, which somehow make Julian’s relatively slight build seem rakish, even authoritative.
Julian must have noticed this too, or at least noticed people’s reactions to him when he wears it,
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because in the months since he’s hit 4, Ben doesn’t think he’s seen him without it on. It rankles
Ben greatly to know that Julian beat him to 4, even though even Ben would have to admit that
Julian seems like way more of a natural 4 than he himself does, at least on an exterior level, but
the blazer adds a sting of visual proof that sometimes feels like too much to bear. Whenever Ben
becomes a 4 he, too, will have access to all manner of lifestyle perks, included a wealth of brands
and articles of clothing too rare or significant to be allowed in the hands of anyone but 4s and 5s.
Then and there, he promises himself that he will wear his blazers, and whatever else he can
score, to only the most appropriate of occasions. Certainly he w on’t wear his to some nightclub
that’s only good for moned-up 2s and 3 s to get their stinc on.
Closing the distance toward Julian, Ben stares at the blazer as if doing so with enough
intensity will allow him to pull it off Julian’s body with his eyes. For fear of looking deranged,
he shunts his gaze somewhere else — anywhere else — down, say, at his own outfit, which he
liked to think isn’t bad: his button-down is perfectly nice, if the collar’s a little broad, and the
sleeves a little shorter at the bicep than is properly comfortable; a perfectly decent tie, if a little
busy, but he can’t complain, since he got pretty lucky with the brand. The sneakers he can’t do
anything about, save go barefoot, but to flout convention that brazenly — to say nothing of
demonstrating a total disregard for individual and public health — would have been suicide.
H e’s already petitioned for a trade, though, and their replacement is still a few months away;
nothing to do about that and wait — at least, as long as he remains a 3. When he levels up to 4, a
whole world of footwear awaits him. But never mind the sneakers; for the situation, everything
he’s wearing is perfect. Any halfway-observant person would know right away that he’s a 3, but
more importantly, nobody would confuse him with someone who considers it a big deal to be
hanging out at a place like the Cage. They’d look at him and think he’s a guy who has both the
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self-respect to make himself presentable for whatever circumstances he winds up in, and the
humility not to call attention to himself with anything but his capable behavior — except for the
tie, of course, which is, admittedly, pretty loud. He decides, on impulse, to take it off. Its colors
are considerably dampened by the Cage’s lighting scheme, but removing it will visually
differentiate Cage Ben from Commuter Ben for anyone who might be watching the full stream of
his activity that day, which might further demonstrate Ben’s ability to know proper decorum
both for workplace interactions and nightlife socialization. Thumbs up all around. More perfect
evidence that he’d make a great 4, even — why not? — a great 5. He slips off the tie, rolls it up,
and tucks it into the pocket of his khakis. Sucks saliva from his teeth. Smooths the stubbled skin
of his face. No one stands between him and Julian now.
W ith force that borders on the hostile, he reaches out and cuffs Julian on the shoulder.
Julian spins around on his stool, removes the triangular plastic vapormask from his face, and
aims a diffuse cone of smile at Ben. He says something Ben can’t hear and turns his attention to
the transparent mask in his hand. With his fingers, he reaches inside of it, collects the
condensation that has gathered there, and rubs it on the surface of his gums. When he’s gotten it
all he looks up at Ben with a quizzical expression.
“You’ve got some nerve,” Ben says. But he can barely hear himself, and Julian gestures
to his ears, shakes his head, and shrugs, palms upward. “I said, ‘you’ve got some nerve!’” Ben
shouts again, leaning in close, but it’s no use.
“Ben,” someone says suddenly, right into his ear. It’s a m an’s voice, he can hear it
perfectly, and, without thinking, he wheels around to see who said it, but there’s nobody there.
Or, there’s people there, plenty of them, but they’re all grinding on each other or shoving each
other out of the way or jockeying for position at the bar, or already hunched over it, masks glued
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to their faces with both hands. “W ait a second, Ben,” the voice says again. “Just relax.” H e’s
powerless not to whip his head around some more, even though he immediately realizes that he
must look ridiculous. It’s very much like the voice in the chamber; too much. But nobody there
appears to have the faintest interest in him, except Julian.
So this is what it’s like to go crazy, Ben thinks. H e’s always wondered. And although he
would have said, if asked, that he was farther away from the edge than this, he’s actually not all
that surprised to realize how close he’s really been this whole time. If anything, it’s freeing. All
the worry and stress over the Test will finally be a thing of the past. Julian’s looking at him with
a mixture of concern and amusement, and Ben is all set to collapse into his side, laughing and
blubbering with relief, when the voice comes again. “It’s all right, Ben,” the voice says again.
“Take it easy. Nobody needs to know w e’re talking.”
“You all right, buddy?” says Julian. Ben doesn’t know how to answer.
“Ben,” says the voice. “Congratulations. You’ve passed. Welcome to level 4.”
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THE PART ABOUT CAYLEB: “Doctor’s Orders”

“You’re late,” Dr. Rhymer tells me, as I sink into the chair opposite his desk. “We were
doing very well.”
I catch my breath and look up at him. I’ve always had a hard time telling how old he is,
but his hair is white, which at least gives me a direction to head in. His pitted, drooping face
rarely does not bear a look that’s somehow stern and kindly at the same time, and it bears that
look like a ton of bricks now, although I can tell he isn’t really angry, at least not with me.
“Yeah,” I say. “I had a situation with a client. I’m really sorry.”
“A h h ” Dr. Rhymer bends over his desk and jots something in the portfolio that lies open
on top of it. “Everything okay?”
Was it? “I think so.” I struggle to recall exactly what had happened: there was some
clothing involved; some water. “I don’t really know,” I say, after I give up. “ Sure. It’s all part of
the job, right?”
“You tell me,” says Dr. Rhymer. He glances up from his notes. “You’re still using the
eJac? Getting what you need from Johnny?”
“I wasn’t aware I had a choice in the matter.”
He levels his gaze over his glasses at me. “Is that a yes?”
“Yes it is.”
Behind his desk, on the wall I’m facing, hang five little framed pieces of paper. They
look very similar: pale green, and covered with various arcane symbols, but closer inspection
reveals that their markings actually differentiate each from the others: the faces in the ovals in
the center; the numbers on the corners; the various seals and signatures with which they are

91

festooned. I’ve never asked Dr. Rhymer about them — or maybe I have, I suppose; maybe his
answers just weren’t important enough for me to remember. I figure they’ve got to be oldfashioned contracts of some kind, from before the Rebranding. Back then, there hadn’t even been
a Field to contain and keep track of all that information. Maybe once they belonged to Dr.
Rhymer’s family members; he seems to like hanging on to stuff like that.
If Dr. Rhymer notices me staring at them, he doesn’t show it. “All right then,” he says
instead. “Well. We can chat about your run-in with the locals in a moment. All things
considered, I should be glad that you’re only a half-hour late.” He smiles slightly, notes
something else, rises from his chair, and offers me his hand across the desk. “It’s good to see
you, Cayleb.”
I shake it and say, “It’s good to see you too, Doctor Rhymer.” We both sit back down. I
brought the paper in with me, and I see him glance at it under my arm, and I ’m all set to say what
I came up with in the truck, but then I realize I can’t remember what I’d settled on. I decide to
stick to the plan anyway. Face to face with someone I trust, who knows infinitely more about
everything than I do about anything, my curiosity about the new color feels almost unbearably
urgent.
“Listen,” I begin, “I know this might be different than what we normally do, but I need to
ask you a question. If that’s okay.”
Dr. Rhymer purses his lips. “I think that’s a fantastic idea, actually,” he says, tilting onto
the back legs of his chair. “Ask away. Anything at all.”
“Well. Okay. Did you see the newspaper this morning?” Now I hold it up for him to see.
Once one question has escaped, the rest of them rush the exit. “W hat the fuck is this?” is the first
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one that slips out past the rest, and it sums my feelings up nicely enough, but I shake the paper in
the air for good measure.
To some people, Dr. Rhymer might seem as emotive as, I don’t know, a tree or a rock or
a truck or something. But I’ve known him for so long that the small behaviors of his face have
became so familiar to me that I find him almost wildly expressive. That said, the way that he
looks at me now could suggest a billion things. I wonder if he’s taken aback by my unexpected
line of questioning. Fortunately, he’s nothing if not adaptable.
“Can you believe it?” he asks me in return, after a moment’s hesitation, or calculation. It
sounds like a rhetorical question, but after he’s asked it he looks at me expectantly.
“Is it a joke?” I ask.
“Does it seem like a joke?”
“Well, it’s in the paper. So, not really.” Even when I don’t look at him I can tell that he’s
studying my behavior intently. “But at the same time, it’s very hard to believe. Like. The paper
says tons of stupid stuff all the time, and everyone knows it’s bullshit, but usually all that stuff is
building off of, like, real people, or real stuff that happened. You know? It’s kind of like the
paper tells stories to explain the bigger stories. It’s not like they’ll just come up with some crazy
idea for the hell of it.” Is this true? I take a moment to mull it over. “At least, I’ve never seen
them do that before.”
When it becomes clear that I’m finished talking, he lets his chair fall forward and folds
his hands on his desk. “I feel the exact same way,” Dr. Rhymer replies. “It’s inconceivable.
Literally impossible to imagine. But there it is in black and white.” H e’s watching me. “If you
will.”
“Right.”
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He clears his throat. “W hat’s the feeling like for you?”
It’s a good question. I search my inside part for the answer. “It’s very, um ” I have it, but
the word is slow in coming. I can feel Dr. Rhymer’s eyes. “ Shit. W hat’s it when something’s
unfair.” Dr. Rhymer remains silent. I try hard to concentrate.
“It’s very frustrating,” I remember, after some time. “I wish they had published a picture
of it. But it says that they can’t.”
“W hat do you make of that, huh?” H e’s writing as he says it.
I think some more. “I guess it makes me kind of jealous. I mean. Who wouldn’t want to
see it real bad? And kind of hungry. No. Not hungry. God dammit. Angry is the word I mean.
Angry angry angry.” I hate slipping, but most of all I hate slipping in front of Dr. Rhymer, even
though he among all people probably cares the least. “Really angry, I guess. But. Hey. Listen.
That not’s what I wanted to say. Or, ask. Would you — can you just stop writing for a minute?”
Dr. Rhymer smiles apologetically and does not stop writing. “I just need to have a record
of every time you have a slip, Cayleb. You’re doing fine. Just a couple of vocabs. You know I’m
listening.”
“Well. Okay, I guess.” W hether or not this is true, I can’t keep my thoughts to myself any
longer. “Okay. So, there’s a name in here that I — Do you — W hat’s — I mean, who is — ” I
squint at the paper and find it, then hold it back up and point. “Who is Arthur J. Rhymer? Is that
your, um, your relation?”
At the mention of the name, Dr. Rhymer sets his pen down. He looks up at me, his eyes
grim. “You read the whole thing?”
“Just the front page.”
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He exhales and steeples his hands together in front of his mouth. “Well then,” he sighs.
“Honesty’s the best police, as they say. I may as well let you know that I have a brother. And
that’s him in the paper. Arthur Jordan Rhymer.” As he says so, he leaves a little space in between
each of his brother’s names, like he’s selecting records from a shelf to play.
I blink. Finding out this information really makes nothing different, but — for a moment,
anyway — Dr. Rhymer appears to be profoundly transformed. The weight of his expression and
his age are suddenly so plain and vivid as to be almost ugly. A familiar glint that I’ve learned to
identify as caution appears in his eye, and then, as quickly as it appeared, the impression is gone.
“Are you surprised I have a brother?” he asks me.
“I guess I’m surprised that you told me,” I say. “It’s not that surprising that you have a
brother, though. I mean. People have brothers.” Did I have an older brother once? It rings a
distant bell. “Is it your older brother?”
Dr. Rhymer notes something. “What would make you assume that?”
“The way you say his name, I guess.”
Dr. Rhymer smiles in a wincing kind o f way. “Really. That’s funny.” He looks back at
me. “No, he’s my younger brother, actually. By several years.”
Maybe I had one of those, too. There’s something back there about a girl, perhaps a
younger sister. The vaguest shreds of her float around in my mind — no images, no names, just
feelings that are gone as soon as I try to think about them.
Dr. Rhymer is writing again. “Is Arthur Rhymer still alive?” I ask.
“He certainly is.” His smile hardens into a strained, mirthless grimace. “There’s a lot
more about him in the rest of that article, if you’re curious. H e’s quoted in there several times.”
“Is he a scientist?”
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Dr. Rhymer’s face tightens further. He stops writing and stares out the window. “At one
time,” he says. He doesn’t say anything else immediately afterward, and I belatedly realize that
our meeting has taken a turn for the odd. When Dr. Rhymer faces me again his expression is
severe, but I don’t think he knows it. “ Science,” he says vaguely. “Yes. Arthur was a scientist,
and then he was a businessman, and now he’s a philanthropist. He started a foundation that gives
money to people who do scientific research.”
“I remember what a philanthropist is,” I say, a little annoyed.
Dr. Rhymer ignores me. “And this scientist. This Moon woman. She got one of his grants
a few years ago. And apparently, she put it to some very good use.” He sighs again. “In any case.
Imagine that, huh? You’re a few degrees of separation away from a brand new color.” There’s a
funny light in his eye that I can’t remember seeing before, and I want to believe it’s affection, or
fondness, at the very least. “I’m glad you felt comfortable enough to ask me something that was
on your mind, Cayleb.”
“Thanks,” I say, although I have nothing, really, to thank him for.
“Let’s get to work, shall we?” I don’t at all want to, but Dr. Rhymer is exhaling briskly
and cracking his knuckles in front of him and basically doing everything he can besides saying
so to make it clear that he’s done with this part of our discussion. “Do you need a pick-me-up
before we begin?”
I’m not going to say no. Dr. Rhymer must have expected as much, because he’s already
moving to open the drawer in his desk where he keeps the marijuana. From within it, he
withdraws a large orange prescription bottle that is full, I can see, of machine-rolled joints. He
pops the top open and tilts the jar towards me, and their bouqet permeates the warm office air. I
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select what looked like the fattest one, feeling swell, and rise from the chair to amble in the
direction of the window.
“D on’t bother opening that,” says Dr. Rhymer, putting the jar away. “It’s much too cold
out there. Please don’t exhale in my direction, though, if you can help it.”
I pick up a butane lighter that Dr. Rhymer keeps on the windowsill for this express
purpose, and I obey his instructions regarding the window, but he can’t keep me from looking
outside. Many stories down, the snowy trees and rooftops of the university campus sprawl below
the tower that Dr. Rhymer’s office is in. Here and there, tiny college students scurry from
building to building, leaning into the wind. I have no recollection of my days doing the same
thing down there, but I know it wasn’t all that long ago.
Dr. Rhymer sets a tape recorder on his desk and says his name, my name, and the date,
but I keep looking out the window. What had my life down there been like? It’s a question I ask
myself every time I come here. Rhymer has a few transcripts and testimonies that I’ve reviewed,
but they don’t give me any kind of a real answer, and regardless, nothing he’s ever shown me
was worth remembering. From this high up, the campus matches the only impression of it left in
my head, one that’s absolutely conceptual. In my mind it’s only a location, an idea, not an actual
place.
“You all set over there?” Dr. Rhymer asks me.
“Yeah.” Am I ever. Dr. Rhymer’s work with lobos guarantees him — which is to say, me
— a neverending supply of weed straight from USA+, better in quality than I or even Johnny
could ever hope to grow unassisted. “Thanks.”
“D on’t mention it,” says Dr. Rhymer with a sideways glance from his notes. “You ought
to consider yourself lucky that you still have such an appetite for THC, you know.” He lifts a
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page of the calendar on his desk. “ Some of your fellow afflicted find it very unpleasant.
Considering.”
The end of the joint blackens in the lighter’s greasy flame, then flares to life. “Can’t they
just eat brownies or something?” I ask, blowing out the flame and taking a long drag.
“Many of them do. I have some cookies here, in fact, if you’d like one. But no, most of
them go without. I think it has something to do with discomfort at the idea that they’d now need
to treat themselves with the very thing that made them need treatment in the first place.”
“Well,” I say slyly, “it’s not the exact same thing.”
Dr. Rhymer gives me a wry look. “Let’s get started.” He stands a bit stiffly, pen and a
small pad in hand, and, with a look of hesitant distaste that I attribute to the smoke, he walks
over to a bookshelf next to the window where I’m perched. “Do you remember what we usually
do with these books around now?”
I look over at the bookshelf and concentrate and pick up the joint from the ashtray. “You
have me put them in alphabetical order by author,” I say, but I can tell that I’m forgetting
something. I take another hit. “And then by title.”
“Great!” Dr. Rhymer says, pumping his fist with enthusiasm. Depending on my mood, it
can be amusing, annoying, or heartwarming to watch his excitement at my small triumphs during
our sessions together. Usually, it’s annoying. Talking with him means infinitely more to me than
the rehab exercises do, and I know my lateness cut our discussion short this time around. It isn’t
that my rehabilitation doesn’t mean anything to me, but neither is it true to say that I don’t take
my status as a lobo seriously. I do, and I’ve never met another lobo who doesn’t feel the same.
But at the same time, it seems futile to try and correct something so supposedly irreversible —
irreversible and, although I rarely articulate it to myself or anyone else, a little threatening. My
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condition is a tie to who I used to be, after all. Without that old personality and the old
tendencies that came with it, I wouldn’t have wound up as a lobo in the first place. But, of
course, I did. And as a result, my status is the closest thing to a personality I have left. The idea
of curing it fills me with a sick draining feeling that I don’t like to spend time dwelling on.
Rhymer’s noting something else on his pad. “Wonderful,” he says. “Just wonderful. All
right. This week, you’re going to be doing something different. These books here? I want you to
de-alphabetize them.”
That sounds pretty ridiculous. Given those instructions, I figure, I might as well just
dump the books all over the floor. A funny buzzing feeling flickers through my head as I take
another hit. “Did you have me do that last week, too?”
“Stupendous!” Dr. Rhymer crows, scribbling away. “Yes! Yes, you absolutely did, and
you didn’t seem to appreciate the opportunity. Trick question. I apologize. Okay. Okay. This is
some very exciting progress.”
Rhymer stuffs his pad in the pocket of his blazer and scans the room. “Enough with the
damn books,” he mutters to himself. “H e’s ready.” I look at him warily, which he notices, he
must have, because he jumps over in front of me and grabs my upper arms with both hands.
“Progress, Cayleb!” he exclaims. “Real progress! You’re remembering things that you’ve only
done once in the past. Do you know how many other patients of mine are that far along?”
“No,” I say.
“Not very many, you can be goddamn sure about that.” He blinks several times, again
looking past me, out the window. When he doesn’t look away I glance over my shoulder to
follow his gaze. A light snow has started to fall, weightless little flakes that whirl around in every
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direction. “Real progress,” he says again, but not to me. He drops my arms and removes his
glasses and continues to blink rapidly. “It’s got to be now.”
I am struck by the odd feeling that w e’re standing on either side of a great chasm, yet in
reality w e’re close enough for me to see every line and pore of his face. I take the opportunity to
stare at him openly, but he’s too lost in thought to notice. I decide to ask him something that’s
been bothering me for what I felt pretty sure was a long time. Maybe if I catch him off-guard I’ll
get a real answer. My heart flutters, and I clear my throat.
“Why do I remember some things and not others?” I say.
Before he can answer me, a low female voice causes us both to jump. “Doctor?” Neither
of us heard the door open, but it must have, because when I spin around, a willowy, expensively
dressed person is standing lopsidedly in the doorway.
“Reese,” Dr. Rhymer says shortly. “Yes? What? I’m with a patient.”
“Oh, I know, Doctor, I wouldn’t — it’s just — you have an important phone call.”
“This is an important patient.”
She averts her eyes and slips silently back out. Rhymer turns to me and, although he
couldn’t be aware of the similarity, studies me with a gaze that I imagine to be very close to the
one I was just looking at him with. Before either o f us can say anything else, the same girl comes
back through the door.
“I’m really sorry, Doctor Rhymer. I think this might be one you want to take.”
Dr. Rhymer closes his eyes. “Reese, I need you to be able to handle — ”
“I know I know, but he’s just calling and calling and — ”
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Dr. Rhymer spins around and shouts, “No, you get back out there and tell him I’ve
already talked to him twice today! You tell that brain-dead lazy-ass — you know what, this is
ridiculous. I’ll tell him myself. Not that he’ll remember a goddamned word.”
He brushes past her and the door slams behind him. She stays where she’s standing and
bunches up a fistful of her skirt in her hand over and over again in what looks like an effort not
to cry. It doesn’t work very well. Her chin begins to tremble, and after a second she takes her
glasses off with her other hand and blinks tears out of her eyes. It’s so quiet in the room that I
can hear them landing individually on the carpet.
I feel both invisible and awkward. The girl leans back against the wall across the room
from me, chewing her bottom lip. She’s sort of pretty: shorter than Alice, but it looks like she
probably weighs more, and she has long, straight, flat-looking hair, not large and fluffy like
Alice’s was. I pick up the box of tissues that sits on Dr. Rhymer’s desk and offer it to her.
She takes it from me without saying anything and wipes her eyes with one. “ Sorry, I feel
so retarded,” she confides, once she’s set it down. “I mean. Oh my goodness. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay,” I say. “I’m not retarded.”
“Well, you know what I mean.” She blows her nose thoroughly. “I’m really sorry. It’s
just been quite a day so far.” Her voice threatens to cry again, which I don’t want to happen.
Mostly I just hope Dr. Rhymer will be back soon.
“You said there’s, like, an important phone call?” I ask, in lieu of having anything better
to say.
“Yes,” she gulps. “And Doctor Rhymer, um, really doesn’t like talking on the phone.”
She looks a little sheepishly. “I mean, I’ve only been working here like a week, since the
semester started again. But I definitely picked up on that. It’s practically the only reason he needs
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me to work here. Not that I’m not grateful for the opportunity,” she adds quickly, adding the kind
of rueful chuckle people who have just been crying use to let you know they’ve more or less
stopped, even when it doesn’t have much to do with what you’re actually talking about. When I
look at her she breaks eye contact right away. “I’m sorry,” she says again. “It’s just been a very
weird morning.”
“You’re not wrong about that,” I say. “W ait a minute. Do you mean — are you talking
about the new color? Or something else?”
She freezes, her eyes wide. “Oh!” For a second it looks like she’s going to run out of the
room, but all she says is, “I guess you heard about that too.”
“Yeah,” I say, trying to sound like it’s no big deal to me either. “I get the paper, you
know.” I find I don’t even know what I want to ask. Mostly, I think I just want to talk about it
with someone else who thinks it’s as interesting as I do. “Do you think it’s real?”
Instead of answering, she sniffs the air somewhat theatrically, and nods over at the
ashtray. “I think you’re wasting your medicine.”
She’s right. “Thank you,” I say, picking up the still-burning joint and taking the largest
hit my lungs can contain. “It’s not really medicine, you know,” I croak through a mouthful of
smoke, trying unsuccessfully not to cough. Even as I say so, I can feel its effects dispersing
through my brain. “ So,” I say when I’ve gotten my breath back, “w ho’s on the phone?”
“Oh, I can’t tell you that,” she says, her look a little withering. “I’m an extension of the
whole confidentiality thing. You wouldn’t want me telling a stranger that you’ve been here, after
all. Would you?”
“I guess,” I say, although in truth I’ve never thought about it. I notice that she’s staring at
me, her face pleasant enough, but uneasy. To help my brain along, I take another, smaller hit.
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“Why do you all smoke that, anyway?” she asks, polishing her glasses on her sweater.
“Isn’t marijuana dependency the reason you all come here?”
I bristle, my planned line of inquiry disrupted. If only I’d received the entire paper this
morning, and not just the front section! Then I could be reading it now, instead of waiting here,
talking to this person. What business is it of hers why I smoke as much as I do?
“W hat’s your name, anyway?” I ask suspiciously.
“Reese G em m e” She steps from the wall and offers me her hand. I shake it limply, not
taking my eyes off of hers. “ Spectraphase major. Neuropsych minor. Third and final year of
both.”
“Well if it’s your third year of neuropsych why haven’t they told you about lobos,
Reese?” I badly wish for Dr. Rhymer to come back. I know he must trust this Reese person —
enough to let her answer the phone, anyway — but that isn’t good enough for me.
She raises her eyebrows. “Well. If you’re really asking, Doctor Rhymer’s the resident
expert at this university on the whole T4HC debacle...” It doesn’t take long for me to regret
asking. It’s much easier to pay attention to how she’s acting than to what she’s saying.
Everything about her seems theatrical, even the way she cried. All she needs is a podium to stand
behind. “ . a f t e r which he decided to simply take a hiatus from lecturing to work with you all full
time. I’m surprised you didn’t know that, although — oh, what am I saying, of course you
wouldn’t re m e m b e r.” My mind wanders farther away. Regardless o f the words she’s saying, I
can hear her nerves cutting right through her presentational tone. All these University kids know
is exteriors, first impressions. No consideration given to the fact that the front they throw up
might be completely transparent to everybody else. “ . s o , classes here generally don’t really
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touch on relatively new, and with all due respect relatively minor, issues in neuropsych like
T4HC. Or those so-called lobos affected by it.”
“Relatively minor?” That gets my attention. I don’t care if I sound defensive. Ignorance
to my affliction makes me angry. “There’s thousands of us.”
Reese looks uncertain. “Yes, well.” She brushes a few strands of hair behind her ear, or
pretends to. “One can’t help but be familiar with the publicized account of your plight, that’s
certainly true. I’ll have you know that I happen to be one of the only neuropsychology students
here who bothers to familiarize herself with anything more than the sensational side of it. Doctor
Rhymer wouldn’t take me as a secretary otherwise, and the Rhymer name on a resume — well!
C ’est essential pour le survivance.”
I don’t understand that last part, but that in itself conveys plenty. “Congratulations,” I
say.
“Thank you,” she says, oblivious to my tone. “But it really is more of a requisite
fascination than a genuine one. T4 is illegal now, after all, and THC is better than ever — or so
I’m told; it’s forbidden here, of course, aside from the therapy you and your, um, demographic
require — but either way, I’d agree that there’s no reason to fear it will ever be a relevant issue
again.” She takes a breath. “Anyhow. None of this answers my question about your quoteunquote medicine. I mean, you just told me you don’t consider it medicine yourself.”
That doesn’t sound like something I’d say. “Yeah, well. Keep wondering.” I get a cold
glare from across the room, but luckily, I don’t care about this person. I put my hands in my
pockets and realize, when I touch them, that they’re my coat pockets. I haven’t taken off my coat
yet. I feel a little embarrassed as I unbutton it, and then as I start to take it off I realize I’m still
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wearing my bathrobe, and I feel more embarrassed, and I clutch the coat around myself tightly,
even though I have my union suit on underneath.
After Reese and I have stood like that for an uncomfortable amount of time, Dr. Rhymer
does us the favor of reentering the room, and he closes the door behind him, glancing back and
forth between us. “Everything all right in here?” he asks, his tone suggesting that it better be.
“Um, w e’re fine,” I say. I’m suddenly in a hurry to get off my coat all of the way,
bathrobe or no bathrobe. When I’ve removed it I hold it under one arm and knead the area of
beard near my mouth with my free hand in a habit I’ve developed to make me look like a person
whose brain is currently in high gear, but which may have the more likely effect of simply
betraying to people — Dr. Rhymer and Reese, in this case — how nervous I’m feeling. When I
notice them exchange a glance I sit back down on the windowsill and stuff the coat between me
and the window.
“Okay then.” Dr. Rhymer bends over his desk and writes something. “Reese! D on’t go
anywhere.” Reese has already opened the door in an attempt to flee, but as soon as she hears Dr.
Rhymer say her name, she freezes. “You have my permission to hang up if our friend calls again.
In fact, you have my direct instruction to.” He turns to me. “Now Cayleb, don’t get too
comfortable. W e’re going to do something different with the rest of your time with me today.
I’m not going to be involved.” I start to protest this terrible news, but Dr. Rhymer cuts me off.
“Too much to do all of a sudden. Far too much. Trust me. This will work out quite fine.” Just
when I’m thinking that his tone is somber, faraway, he winks at me. “But you do have to trust
me.”
“I just got here!” I try again to say, but there’s little hope of victory against Dr. Rhymer
in this or any other matter. He reaches out an arm in Reese’s direction, already talking over me.
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“This lovely young woman,” he says, “if you haven’t already discovered so, is named Reese
Gemme. She’s my secretary and assistant, and I have no reason not to trust her implicitly, and I
want you to spend the rest of our session time with her.”
I eye Reese cagily. Dr. Rhymer puts his outstretched hand on her shoulder. “Reese. Take
Cayleb on a walk through the hill dorms over to, I don’t know — how about the Bechtel Center?
Bring him back to the main garage when you’re done. Cayleb, I trust you’ll be able to find your
car again?”
Reese turns to stare at me, as if I’m an animal about to perform a trick. To foist me off on
this oblivious girl, who gets to see him whenever wants! And before my time with him was even
up! Sure, I was late, but he could have waited a half an hour to do whatever had suddenly
become so important. “O f course I can find my car,” I say bitterly. “And it’s not a car. It’s a
white public works truck. Number four five one.” I’m cheating, since I heard the tech say the
number not even an hour ago, but I want to really impress them.
It works. Dr. Rhymer’s looking at me with what I let myself believe is pride. “Look at
this guy,” he says to Reese. He starts to say something to me and then stops himself, and says
instead, “I’ll see you soon, Cayleb.” His voice sounds disconcertingly thoughtful.
Reese is looking at Dr. Rhymer so expectantly that he seem to detect it somehow.
“Reese,” he says, facing her, “I’m sorry I raised my voice earlier.”
She relaxes. “It’s no problem.”
“It is a problem. It was extremely unprofessional of me and I apologize.” He touches her
on the shoulder again. “D on’t let me get away with it next time. Not that there will be a next
time. And I very much appreciate you taking the time to help me and Cayleb out here.”
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“It’s really no problem, Doctor. I’m actually very happy for the opportunity.” She smiles
back at him before glancing at me with considerably less enthusiasm.
“That’s what I figured. Your interest in the longterm effects of T4 is something few of
your peers share.” He sighs and it turns into a cough halfway through. “Take a nice long lunch.
Keep your phone on, though.” H e’s still smiling, in his way, when he looks back to me. “All of
your progress is astounding, Cayleb. Simply astounding. As usual. Take good care of Reese for
me. I think you’ll be able to learn a lot from each other.”
Dr. Rhymer shepherds us out, and I steal a glance at Reese, who looks about as excited as
I feel to spend the rest o f the morning with her. As Dr. Rhymer hands me my coat, he dips his
hand into the pocket and winks at me again. He murmurs something to Reese right before he
closes the door, leaving us alone together in the waiting room.
“W hat did he say to you on the way out?” I ask, lest Reese think she’s running the show.
“He just told me to remind you to look in your pocket.” She takes a heavy ankle-length
plaid coat with fur trim on the hood and the wrists from a hook on the wall behind her desk,
observing with aloof amusement my delighted reaction when I follow her directions: in my
pocket there’s a slim bottle containing two extra-long joints. She pulls her coat on, tossing its
hood over her head — a little prematurely, if you ask me. “Do you have a hat?” she says
offhandedly. “It’s terrible out there today.”
“Yeah, it must be in my coat somewhere.” I get my coat back on and search the pockets
further, and then I realize that my hat, somehow, is still on my head. Like my coat, I’d never
even taken it off when I got there. I look at Reese, too startled that she’d pull a trick like that to
even be particularly angry.
“W hat the hell?” I say. “D on’t do that again.”
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“Sorry!” She smiles nervously, looking a little embarrassed with herself. “I’m really
sorry. D on’t hate me. It’s just that I’ve read so much about it without ever having, you know,
hung out with anyone affected by it. It’s such a weird condition to have right in front of you, like,
in person. I’m sorry. I just needed to prove it to myself. That it’s really real.” Her tone is
perfectly sincere, but far too oblivious for me to feel edified by.
“Well, yeah. It’s really real all right.” I feel ashamed, and I hate feeling ashamed of being
a lobo. “That was mean,” I add. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore.” But as soon as the words
have left my mouth, I find that I don’t really mean them. The bar isn’t open for another hour
anyway; it’s not like I have anything better to do.
Reese looks guiltily at me from under her hood. I don’t want her to cry again. “I’m not
retarded,” I say.
“I know,” she replies quickly. “I’m sorry. I really can’t believe I did that in the first place.
It was very unprofessional.” She pushes the button to the elevator and stands next to me, and we
wait. Before the elevator arrives, she says, “ So. Um. What color is your hat?”
I snatch it off of my head and look at it, then shake it in her face, and she backs away.
“Black! Black! It’s black! See?” Her eyebrows are high on her forehead. “Listen,” I say, trying
to control my voice, “I’m not your little experiment. Doctor Rhymer wants me to engage with
people on a social level as part of my recovery. Did you even know that? This little hangout or
whatever it is is for my benefit. Not yours.” The elevator arrives and both we step into it. I hurry
to reach out and stab the ground floor button repeatedly with my finger. “ See? See? I
remembered that w e’re going to the ground floor! I’m not completely messed up.” She remains
silent, but she stays on the elevator with me.
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“If you want to know something about my condition, ask me,” I say, after a minute of
descent. “D on’t try and, like, prove what you’ve heard about lobos to yourself, or whatever it is
you think you’re doing. All you’re actually doing is making me feel awful.” I feel a little bad for
having yelled at her, but her ignorance is unforgivable. She nods, her lips pressed together. Her
eyebrows have not yet descended.
The elevator opens and we emerge in the glass lobby of the psych tower. It’s deserted,
and Reese’s high-heeled boots clack and echo in the empty space on our way to the door. “I must
say, I’m not looking forward to a walk in this terrible cold,” she tells me with determined
nonchalance. I do’nt know which is more unappealing to me, the cold or her company, but I
agree with her either way.
“Do we have a choice?” I ask hopefully. I can let her take the heat if Dr. Rhymer gets
upset, should we decide to abandon his plan. We reach a bank o f heavy glass doors that the cold
passes right through.
“I’m sure Doctor Rhymer wouldn’t mind if we went somewhere else.” She looks at me
coolly. “I’m afraid my dorm room is out of the question, though.”
I roll my eyes, hard. “Give me a break.”
“Well, I just don’t want you getting any ideas,” she huffs back. “I hear you’re a very
sexually rapacious bunch.”
“Lobos?”
“Who else would I mean?”
I try not to get mad. My life certainly has nothing to do with that rumor. “Well you have
my word I’ll do my best to keep my hands off of you, Reese.”
Finally, her eyebrows relax. “You’d better.”
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Why am I even putting myself through this? “You know something, Alice? I don’t want
to hang out with you today after all.” My routine’s been ravaged enough this morning. It’s time
to get it back on track. I badly want to get to the Blind Spot. Maybe Johnny’s gotten a head start
down there today; I know he likes to open up early sometimes. Even if he hasn’t, it wouldn’t be
the first time I’ve waited at the door until he opens up.
“Screw this,” I say. “I’m going to the bar.”
“It’s Reese,” she says.
“W hat?”
“Reese,” she says again. “W ho’s Alice? And what bar? Do you mean the Blind Spot?
That lobo bar downtown?”
“W hat else would I mean?” I mimick.
“Well, you seem sensitive about your condition, Cayleb. I didn’t want to assume that you
only frequented lobo bars.”
“Well it makes it a hell of a lot easier to relax when I don’t have some ignorant brandnew bookworm like you making me feel stupid every fifteen seconds,” I retort. “W hat else am I
gonna do? Hop the fence and sneak into one of your University bars? You think they’d maybe
spot me somehow?” I don’t need to hear her response. The cold sucks the breath out of me as I
open the door and head in what I’m pretty sure is the direction of the parking garage.
I can hear Reese’s quick steps behind me before I ’ve gotten very far. “Cayleb!” she calls
through the wind. I don’t say anything. My face is already numb and wet with icy pinpricks of
snow. In a moment she’s caught up with me. She’s wrapped a patchwork scarf around the lower
half of her face to protect against the cold. As I tug my hat down further over my ears, I realize
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I’ve already forgotten what she looks like, and find myself wishing, against my better judgement,
that I could remember.
“Cayleb,” she pants again, when she’s matched my pace. “Wait. The garage is the other
way.”
I stop and turn around. A gust of wind at my back almost blows me into her. “Why
should I believe you after you try and trick me before?”
“I’m sorry about that,” she says, stepping closer to me to get into the space of sidewalk
I’m inadvertently shielding from snow. “I truly am. I wasn’t trying to trick you. Call it — call it
an analytical impulse I can’t suppress.”
“I think I’ll call you someone I don’t want to talk to, instead,” I say, turning to go.
“W ait!” Her mittened hand grabs my sleeve and pulls me around again. “Please listen.”
“I can’t not listen. It’s remembering I have a hard time with.”
“Either way.” She takes a breath and pulls down her muffler, and I tell myself I will do
my best to remember her face the next time she puts it back up. “Good.” I brace m yself for
something rehearsed. “I can’t imagine how frustrating it must be for someone in your condition
to feel like they’re constantly under a microscope,” she begins, blinking a couple of times. I see
tears in her eyes that I want to attribute to the wind. “When I was much younger, I had the
chicken pox. And — ”
“I don’t know what that is,” I interrupt.
“It’s a virus kids used to get. I was the last case in the country, in fact. One of the last of.
Or so I’ve been led to understand. But at the time, since it was so unusual, everyone had all these
questions about it. And. Sometimes people would. Make fun o f me and stuff? And. I really hated
it.” She sniffles and fumbles with her glasses. “And. I don’t want to make you feel like that. So.
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I’m sorry.” Her mittens must make it hard for her to take her glasses off, because after a couple
of tries she gives up and uses them to scrub the tears away from her cheeks. “ Sometimes I forget
that I need to keep my instincts of investigation in check. Living here can make that very
difficult to do.”
For the second time in fifteen minutes I experience the unsettling feeling o f being a great
distance from someone I am nonetheless standing very close to. I also, incidentally, feel that
Reese’s explanation of what chicken pox are is lacking, but I don’t want to prolong that part of
the conversation any longer than I have to.
“Did you know I used to be a student here?” I ask her instead.
Her mouth falls open. “My goodness!” she exclaims. “No. Definitely not. Goodness.
Wow. W hat class were you? What did you study?”
“Um, you’d have to ask Doctor Rhymer, actually. I haven’t looked at that stuff in a while.
It’s all in my file, though.”
“Ohh!” She hasn’t heard me; her eyes lit up right when I started to answer. “I suppose
that makes perfect sense, actually. That you went here, I mean. This campus was a regular nexus
of T4 activity back then. W asn’t it?”
“So they tell me.”
“That must have been such a different time,” she says, looking at me with something like
wonder. It makes me feel even older than I did this morning, reading about the new color.
“I guess,” I say. “ Sure. I mean. I wouldn’t know anymore. “Listen, though, about that
color they discovered — ”
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“No,” says Reese, “you listen.” But she’s smiling. She rubs under her nose with her
mitten. “I really am sorry about before. Let me walk you to the garage. Who knows, maybe
you’ll remember something on the way.”
“Yeah. Maybe.”
We walk along the university’s heated asphalt paths, which are steaming with the damp
of fresh snow. Reese asks me if I recognize certain buildings every now and again, but it doesn’t
take long before I don’t really care to answer her, and she becomes content to explain what
everything is instead. Nothing she names inspires any memories of the place back to life.
Strolling through the campus isn’t really any different than being above it in Dr. Rhymer’s
office: the sensation of my experience, or rather the total lack of one, is identical.
By the time the garage comes into unremarkable view, the snow is coming straight at us,
almost horizontally. “Brr,” I say, more because I haven’t said anything in a while than from
actual coldness, although my clothes are starting to become heavy with snow. I wonder if Reese
is cold, too.
“Well, there’s the garage, obviously,” says Reese. “I know Doctor Rhymer suggested I
show you Bechtel, but I’m sure you wouldn’t have any more interest in that place than you had
in the rest of campus.”
“That’s true,” I say. “Anyway, you probably want to get to enjoying your afternoon off.
That’s fine. I’ll see you when I see you.”
A sneaky, or maybe amused, look lights up her eyes. “Are you suggesting I’d take
advantage of Doctor Rhymer’s trust in me? Clearly, you underestimate the respect I have for
him. No, I was actually going to suggest we go to the bar, but you’re welcome to decline.”
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I can’t tell if she’s being serious. Even Dr. Rhymer doesn’t go down there, at least as far
as I know. “I can’t tell whether you’re joking,” I say.
“On the contrary,” says Reese. “Doctor Rhymer would be thrilled to know I’d spent
some time with you in your natural habitat. And, just so you know, jokes aren’t a very productive
mode of communication for me.”
“Really?” I say. “That’s interesting, cause that’s exactly what a lot of people would call
those little experiments of yours.”
Her eyes narrow. “I did tell you you were welcome to decline the offer.”
“So this is more research for you, though? Or are you actually being nice all of a
sudden?”
“Cayleb, you have to be the most recalcitrant person I’ve met in quite some time.”
“You’re recalcitrant,” I say, a little crossly. “You want to come? Fine. You don’t get to
drive, though. That’s my job. I’m good at it.”
A
“Take this,” says Reese, with a glance to Dr. Rhymer. He nods at her from across the
table and his eyes cut over to me. “It will help you remember.” The capsule in the palm of her
hand looks barely small enough to swallow. Both of them are drilling holes into me with their
eyes, holes from which I can feel my soul escaping. I have no choice, or at least, I don’t think I
do, so offer Reese my own palm and she drops the capsule into it. A few more swallows of beer
help it get down to where it’s supposed to go.
“It’s going to start working very quickly,” Dr. Rhymer says. “D on’t fight it. Just try to let
your mind go.” H e’s right. The walls of the bar are melting away, by which I mean they’re still
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there, but I don’t see them, not really. The din of the bar muffles; mutes. There’s just me and the
video my brain has decided to unspool on the torn hanging sheet of my mind.
A
Outside the window, the trees are talking to each other.
See how they sway back and forth like that?
That’s not the wind. See? They do it even when everything else is perfectly still.
You need to sit and watch for a very long time sometimes, but sooner or later, it’ll
happen.
That’s the way the trees say the things they have to say to each other.
W hat do you think they’re saying?
And how long do you think it takes them to say it? It’s not like they have anywhere to go.
Cayleb’s father told him these things, which is how Cayleb knows they are true.
Through the thick warbly glass of their cabin’s kitchen window, the afternoon could be
frozen in time, if it wasn’t for the gentle rocking of the trees that frame the snow-covered
backyard. The snow in the yard is brown, and thrown across the middle of it there’s a half-eaten
donut of light from the window. Since morning, Cayleb has been sitting on the table, trying to
spot animal footprints out there, but it’s become very clear by now that there aren’t any. For
hours now he’s been watching the trees instead.
If Cayleb could have his way, he’d be out there to listen as well as watch. When he’s
allowed outside, he likes to wander out into the forest and stop every once in a while, really try
for total motionlessness, so he can catch the trees off-guard. If he does it right he can hear
whatever clues they might be transmitting to one another.
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Many times he’s heard them talking about what’s going on in the forest. Sometimes they
talk to him, too. They tell him where there are animal footprints. Sometimes the footprints he
pretends to find and then pretends to follow lead to a pretend lair.
Pretending’s all he’s got, these days. Even more so than usual. For ages now he hasn’t
been allowed so much as a step outside. His father and he are in the middle of playing a game,
and in that game if you open the door to the outside you basically lose a million points, which
makes it pretty easy for Cayleb to win, because Cayleb’s too small to open the door by himself.
It’s huge, and thicker than his head, and there’s greasy old sheepskins nailed up and down its
edges over more thick foam rubber padding, which all keeps the cracks between the door and the
rest of the house sealed tight against the cold. Not to mention against Cayleb getting out.
The game they’re playing is called Keep As Much Heat In The House As Possible. As
games go, this one lacks the crazy rush of Whiskey Shots or Hold Your Breath Purpleface; its
long-term nature puts it more in the same class as Pissbucket Races, although there’s none of that
game’s conniving strategy and hilarious suspense, let alone its opportunities for cheating. This
game’s more like See How Long The Leftovers Can Last Before They Go Bad, or the dreaded
Leave Me Alone: mostly played and won by respecting his father’s tendency to spend more and
more time upstairs in his studio.
So keeping the heat in the house might be a game, but that doesn’t make it any more
interesting. Especially now that the TV’s backup batteries are all dead, and now that the stove is
out of spark-marbles, and now that his father isn’t into playing the kind of game you play with a
board, or cards, or dice, or even by just talking to another person. Cayleb’s ready for something
different. They’ve filled the kitchen calendar with more than two whole pages of circled X ’s
since the first day they started to play.
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The kitchen calendar is nailed to the wall above the stove. Cayleb’s mom brought it from
Ellay, the last time she came back to be with them. Each page has a picture of her doing
something fun. In this month’s, which is called January, she’s in a pool of big blue water. She’s
holding up a sign that says

m is s y o u .

When they started to play this game, which is also called Keep The Fucking Door
Closed, Cayleb’s father said it was his own idea, but Cayleb knows that it’s actually one of his
mother’s. She has decided to surprise them, this time, by coming back from Ellay later than she
said she was going to. That means no new spark-marbles, no charged-up TV batteries, no pies or
marshmallows or whatever other treats she was going to bring from Ellay just yet. Not even a
new calendar. When last year’s new pages ran out his father just flipped the first page back over
and they started again. “Not like it makes much of a difference, right?” his father had said at the
time. “Anyway, she played this game one time before. You were probably too little to remember.
D on’t worry. She’ll be back sooner or later.”
From upstairs, there’s a crack, followed by splintering sounds. Cayleb’s head snaps away
from the yard and up at the ceiling like he’s going to be able to see through it or something. No
more breaking sounds come, just his father’s feet, knocking against the floor up there like
hooves. Cayleb can hear him coming out of the studio, down the hall, now the stairs, and just as
quickly as he looked up, he looks back out the window, like he didn’t hear a thing.
Outside, the trees are still leaning. Cayleb can hear them. To each other, they say It will
be okay.
The staircase to the cabin’s second story splits the first floor between the kitchen and the
den, and Cayleb’s father appears at the bottom of it with clublike sticks of wood in both of his
hands. “Dude,” he says. “Cayleb. Check it out, man. Look at what I did.” Laughing, he tosses the
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wood into the middle of the kitchen floor. A couple of pieces roll to the edges of the room.
“Your mother’s going to kill me.”
“Is that the rocking chair?” says Cayleb.
His father says, “It was.”
They regard its remains together. It’s strange how it looks so much smaller, broken down
like this; strange how little wood it took to make something that could hold Cayleb’s whole
weight, and the weight of his father, or his mother. Suddenly he misses her, stabbingly, in the
bewildered angry way that only feels real when he’s feeling it. It occurs to him, not for the first
time, that this might be the time she never comes back.
“I’m sorry, Cay,” his father says. “I was just up there looking at it, and, like, thinking my
thoughts, and... I don’t know. Sometimes people just need to do something in order to see how
bad of an idea it is.” There’s a thing he does with his hand, whenever a bad idea gets the better of
him, where he flutters it away from his forehead like a wounded bug. “Fuck it, right? W hat’s
done is done.” He takes his bottle from the side pocket of his coveralls and Cayleb carefully
notes its fullness. “Are you cold?”
“N ot really,” Cayleb says. Actually, he’s sweating a little, underneath the layers of
clothing his father has bundled him in over the course of the last several days. H e’s wearing a
stretchy blue hat with a big rainbow pompom; a waffle-shirt with his WHAT, ME WORRY ? t-shirt
over it, an old too-tight flannel button-up over that; waffle-print leggings underneath jeans
underneath snow pants, with the bib folded down, plus two layers of thick white socks and the
scarf and mittens his mom felted for him the last time she was away. Over all that is his father’s
old green coat, stiff and puffy at the same time; Cayleb swims in it so much that he can wrap it
around himself and curl up in it like it’s a sleeping bag.

118

“Well, if you start to feel chilly,” says his father, “you let me know. I’m not cold either,
but it’s going to be dark soon.” His father is barefoot, and only wearing the coveralls. He uncorks
the bottle and takes a little swig. Watching, Cayleb feels his mouth start to water. His father’s
eyes sweep gravely through space, and then they settle on the calendar.
The remains of the rocking chair trip him up a little, as he stalks over to where the
calendar hangs, but he doesn’t fall over, just winds up kicking the wood into a corner, and he hits
the wall next to the calendar pretty hard. Pushing him self off, he leans back unsteadily, folds his
arms, and looks at the calendar in the way he looks at Cayleb when he’s trying to decide whether
or not it’s he’s done something worth punishing.
“You know what?” Without a lot of apparent effort, he reaches out and tears the calendar
down from its nail. “I’m sick of this game.” His hands easily separate the pages from their spiral
binding, and it makes a flat farting sound when he rips them out. Crumpled together like that, the
calendar makes a smaller ball than Cayleb would have expected, which his father tosses into the
corner with the remnants of the rocking chair.
“It’s time we played a new game,” he announces. “It’s called, Fuck It W e’re Making A
Fire. You’re going to like this one, Cay.” Cayleb’s not so sure. His father’s eyes are as dark as
the whiskey in the bottle as they dart around the kitchen, first to the wooden table by the
window, where Cayleb’s still sitting; then to each of the three wooden chairs around it; then over
to the other side of the room, above the sink and the stove, where the wooden cupboards hang,
sealed by wooden doors, behind which are stacks of paper plates and cloth napkins, boxes of
matches and candles, and probably lots of other flammable things. Cayleb can’t help but see
everything in the kitchen the way it must look to his father: it’s like there’s nothing left in there
but the things that could be set on fire. Their eyes meet, and for an instant Cayleb wonders if his
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father is trying to figure out what kind of fire Cayleb himself might make, how his little body
would burn.
Oblivious, his father approaches the table and supports himself on the back of a chair
with one hand. W ith the other, he offers Cayleb the bottle. “Here,” he says, and he adds, “Just a
little,” but the bottle is not sized for the hands of someone as small as Cayleb. The sweet-burning
liquid inside it gluggles up into Cayleb’s mouth heedlessly unless he takes the greatest care to
purse his lips and pour it daintily between them, or suck it through his front teeth, techniques
which his father used to gave him endless shit for using, until he stopped. And so it’s hard for
him to have just a little. To swallow so much makes him shudder, and he has to wipe his chin
when he sets the bottle down. He licks off the back of his hand. When the shudder passes, his
insides are warmed with the flavor of something like winning a game.
“Hey!” his father exclaims, startling him. He slaps his own forehead, the opposite of the
wounded-bug move. “That’s good, man,” he says, but he’s talking to himself. “Yeah. That’s
good. All you need to do to solve a problem is think about it in the right way.” He spins off of
the table and starts back towards the stairs. “Get your boots on, Cay, would you please,” he calls
over his shoulder. “W e’re going for a walk.”
For the moment, everything else on Cayleb’s mind is wiped away by the rush of whiskey
and freedom. “W e’re going outside?” He leaps off the table, dances over to the door, and digs in
the soiled rags and greasy knits that are piled against the side of the stairs. He sings “Boot-boots,
boot-boot-boot boot boot boots! Where are, my boot-boot-boot boot boots!” at the top of his
lungs, even though he can see that his boots are right there, just under the rest of the stuff.
When his father reappears, he’s holding an armload of shattered guitar-wood from his
workshop. Cayleb drops what he’s doing and stares. His father dumps the clattering pile on top
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of the remains of the calendar and the rocking chair. “Kindling!” he says to Cayleb, herding it all
back into the center of the floor with his feet and grinning. From the back pocket of his coveralls
he snatches a loose gray knit cap, which he stretches over his head and sweeps his long dark hair
into the back of. Something little falls from behind his ear: a cigarette, Cayleb can see, which his
father plucks from the floor, jam s between his jaws, and lights with his lucky red lighter, which
as usual appears from out of nowhere.
Cayleb lets his father smoke and tries to cram his feet into the boots he used the winter
before, but they barely fit him. He starts trying to wrap his feet in dish towels, something his
father has previously done for him, and which will make the next-smallest pair of boots fit a little
closer to right. His father notices this and comes over and bats Cayleb’s hands away, re-knotting
the ragged tails of the towels around Cayleb’s ankles correctly. “If you stop feeling your toes,”
his father says, “you say something right away. We can’t have you tottering around here on
stumps. Although that’d make for some good eating!” He winks at Cayleb and tousles the pom
pom on his hat. “I’m kidding, Cay. Here. Take some more of that edge off.” Carefully, he
detaches the smoldering half-cigarette from his mouth and sticks the wet end of it into Cayleb’s.
The cigarette is tinged with the usual tangy earth-fruit musk, and the sour sweat of his father’s
fingertips and hair, but Cayleb still sucks on it like a straw, and soon his head hums with a
familiar overwhelmingness that he feels like tunneling deeper down into, but the cigarette is
gone before he can get a second drag. Spacily, Cayleb pulls his boots on over the ragged towels,
and his father comes back over to cram the cuffs of Cayleb’s pants into his boots’ ankles, not
speaking, just working his fingers in a circle first around one, then the other — like a pie crust,
Cayleb thinks but does not say aloud, since his mother is the one who makes pies. And it’s barely
like a pie crust anyway.
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Even when the door is open only a crack, the air in the space around it smells brisk and
enticing. The hinges creak mightily, and when it’s open far enough Cayleb wriggles through the
space and stands on their concrete stoop, breathing and looking. Microsleet stings the skin of his
face and the inside of his nose before his father’s even got the door pulled shut behind them, but
Cayleb doesn’t complain. It’s been so long since he’s been allowed out of the house that the yard
gives him a dreamlike nostalgic feeling. From under the lumpy brown crust of slippery snow, a
mixture of fallen leaves and windblown trash peeks through, and for just a second the yard seems
to be completely filled with animal footprints, but it doesn’t take long for that spell to be broken.
“Follow me,” his father barks, stepping around him. “Tree to tree. Remember?” H e’s already
made it to the closest, biggest one. Cayleb does his best to jum p in the path of his father’s
bootprints. It’s tricky not to slip.
Hanging low among the trees, beyond the yard, there’s a layer of bronze-colored fog that
burns Cayleb’s lungs a little when he breathes it in. Around him, not unpleasantly, the world is
slowly spinning. Because of the odd zigzagging route his father takes through the woods, highstepping through the drifted snow to duck beneath the largest, broadest trees, it isn’t clear at first
where they might be heading, but soon enough Cayleb recognizes the huge splayed roots of a
fallen tree, the dip in the woods beyond them, and stops. He knows the woods well enough to
figure it out.
“Are we going to the box?” he yells ahead, but his father doesn’t say anything back or
even break his stride. The footpath to the box is snowed over, but Cayleb knows where it is well
enough to pick up his pace a little. Before long, its benign geometric bulk looms through the
blurry air in the distance.
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For Cayleb, the box is one of the woods’ great mysteries, and the trees have told him
many things about it. Once they said that it fell from the sky, long ago, like a pine cone, only
from higher. Another time they told him it emerged from the ground like a big metal grub. From
the way it’s nestled in its humps of mossy earth, it seems to Cayleb that both could be equally
true. The box is big and long and made of metal, and it sits in a sunken dale on some rust-flaked
rails that the forest has sucked down so deeply into its undergrowth that Cayleb didn’t even
notice they were there until the summer before. When the box is well within view, Cayleb stops
again, breathing harder.
“Are we going inside?”
His father pauses, but only briefly. Plumes of breath are chugging out of his mouth, and
Cayleb wonders if he’s feeling dizzy, too. “Come on!”
They dip down into a glen, and when they crest the next rise the box is right there in front
of them. It’s very large and painted gray and it has the words HAN JIN SEOUL stenciled in thin
flakey lettering along the side. By the time Cayleb has caught up, his father is busy using the side
of his glove to shuck ice off a rusty lock on the front of it. A metal key dangles from a plastic
loop on his wrist.
Nothing ceremonious or scary happens when he gets the key to go into the lock: no
alarms, no hiss of steam. Together, they lean into the door, and it screeches as they press it open,
and the air behind it is musty and still and strangely warm. Cayleb’s nose fills with the clean, dry
smell of things that are so old that they are entering that nameless state beyond lostness and
recognition. As his eyes adjust, he can see stacks of stuff looming in the darker depths.
“W hat’s in here?” The box seems greedy for his voice; its confines make it sound both
echoey and small.
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“All this was your grandfather’s,” says his father. “New rule, by the way. Whoever asks a
question first loses a million points.” His steps thud tremendously against the box’s metal floor.
“W e’re looking for stuff that’ll burn. Let’s get to it.”
The opportunity to poke through things that had once belonged to his grandfather is as
thrilling as it is dreadful, like he followed some pretend footprints and they led him to a nonpretend lair. But it only takes one tentative step before he’s right next to the closest pile. He runs
one finger over it; it’s stack of rough dark fabric. “It’s clothes,” Cayleb says. His eyes adjust
further. Folded on top of one another into a column taller than he is are countless pairs of jeans.
“Yeah,” says his father. “I figure it’s mostly going to be. Your grandfather made his
living off of this stuff for a little while toward the end there. Leave it for now, though. In a pinch
we can use it, but there’s got to be some old wooden pallets in here or something. Like we made
a bonfire out of last summer?” His father’s already made it to the back of the box, weaving
among the haphazard stacks of clothing like a hunter who does not need to bother with stealth or
cleverness in order to catch its prey.
“H e’s dead, right?” Cayleb asks.
“You just lost a million points,” says his father. Cayleb doesn’t care, but he also doesn’t
care to say so. He knows a few things about his grandfather, his mother’s father — that he is
dead; that he built their cabin from scratch; that he kept animals called bees, which made honey,
as some sort of pet, and that the bees had lived in the big white crates they now use for holding
compost and trash, and that he had collected the honey and stored it in glass jars. His mother has
somehow hung onto one of those jars, all these years; she brings it with her everywhere she goes,
and Cayleb is allowed occasional heavenly fingerfuls from it whenever she comes back from
Ellay.
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He wanders over to another stack, one just outside the dim trapezoid of light the door lets
in. Sure enough, it’s more clothes, but they’re different than the jeans. These are lighter; softer.
He decides to pull at a loose piece of one that’s lying on top.
W ithout him even trying, the whole thing slides off and slips right into his arms. It’s
white and supple and smooth, even lighter than it looked, and it keeps its form exquisitely. Even
though it’s bigger than he is, Cayleb tries his best to hold the dress up by the shoulders, taking in
its form and the lacy pattern, and for an instant it catches the tannish light from behind him. It’s
almost as if there’s some invisible spirit of a person inside it, wearing it, curling up close to him.
Before now, he’s never seen something that nature had not made that he could consider truly
beautiful, but surely this dress is that thing, its latticed lace like a snowflake and a spiderweb
have been melded together and then magnified. Inviting, maybe even inhabitable, or have-able,
in a way a snowflake or a spiderweb is not — or so it would seem — but it’s bigger than him,
and half of it is bunched on the floor by his feet, enough to be accidentally stood upon. The same
gentle tug that caused the dress to leap down from the pile and into his arms and unfurl itself so
stunningly in the fading sunlight now causes its fabric to tear, all the way up from the floor to the
neckline, and so easily as to not produce more than a whisper. Immediately, the dress is ruined,
but even the way it receives its destruction seems beautiful. The cloth peels away from itself like
paint licked by flame from a piece of old furniture, or birch bark stripped off of a tree. A thin and
endless-seeming sheaf of dust rains from this new vent and filters noiselessly down the bunched
fabric to the cool of the box’s floor. Freshly unearthed, newly destroyed, the dress slides with a
sibilant sound down the pile of similar dresses beneath it and merges with the shadows by
Cayleb’s feet.
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The only thing that Cayleb knows right then is that he needs to see that beauty again: a
second of it, less, any amount of time at all — but something, still. He tries to pick up the nexttopmost dress, but this time his fingers go right through the ancient taffeta with no resistance at
all. It seems to Cayleb that there must be one in there that will not be erased as soon as he
touches it, and yet there is not; the entire pile of them just gets worse all the way down. Before
he really knows what he’s doing he’s tearing through the stack of them blindly, choking on the
clouds of dust that erupt from their ancient fabric when it’s torn.
“Cayleb!” Around his skull, his father’s rough giant hand closes, and a shove towards the
open end of the trailer sends him tumbling. He sprawls out into the snow, and for an instant the
world goes black. When he opens his eyes he’s lying on his stomach. Translucent stars seem to
swim between him and everything, but he blinks them away, and he looks up at his father’s
shape, swaying in the doorway of the box.
“W hy’d you do that?” Cayleb gasps.
“I could ask you the same question, couldn’t I.” His father glances at the half
disintegrated column behind them, prods it with his boot, and an avalanche of dust sifts out of
the pile. “Those are worse than worthless. So much as breathe on them and they’re just going to
crumble into this powdery stuff. You don’t want to breathe that in.”
“They’re broken or something,” Cayleb, still coughing, manages to say.
“You’re the one that’s broken.” He scoops up an armload of snow and lets it fall on the
ruined dresses and steps further back into the box. “Now get up and give me a hand. And don’t
go ripping anything else up in here without asking me first.”
Cayleb sits up. “W hat are those things?”
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“Old bridal gowns, I think.” The way his father says the words makes them sound like
they taste bad. “Fancy ladies used to wear those when they married somebody.”
Cayleb, back on his feet, brushes slick wet snow off of his side. “W hat’s married?”
His father rubs his beard with his glove in a way that makes it look like he’s trying to
hold in the words. Finally he takes his hand away and says, “M arried’s something people used to
do a long time ago when they were in love.” His other hand’s fishing in the pocket of his
coveralls, and when he takes it out it’s holding his bottle.
“W hat’s in love?”
The bottle is nearly empty when his father is done drinking from it. “That,” he says, “is a
good question without a good answer.”
“Are you and Mom married?” Cayleb asks. He decides that he’ll stay out o f the way for
the rest of the day. Do what he’s told; be helpful. H e’s just got one more question to ask first.
“No,” his father’s saying. “W e’re not. Married is, like, an old-fashioned thing.”
“Are you and Mom in love?”
The words hang in the air until Cayleb isn’t even sure he said them out loud. H e’s starting
to get cold. H e’ll get his father into bed, after they find things to make a fire with. It shouldn’t be
too hard once they’re back at the house.
His father sniffs and shakes what little is left in the bottle. He looks like he’s about to
drink it, but then he puts the cap back on and tosses it over to Cayleb, an easy underhand throw.
“Love’s a pretty old-fashioned thing, too, Cay,” he says, his back already turned. “Now come on
back in here and give me a real hand.” Without waiting for Cayleb to follow him, he disappears
into the darkness, leaving Cayleb alone with the trees, who have fallen silent.
A
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“Eek,” I say, when my mind blinks back to the bar. Reese is looking at me with concern
and Rhymer is thumbing through something on his phone. My head feels funny, but it doesn’t
hurt; other things, inside things, do. “I’m pretty sure I hated that.”
“That’s too bad,” says Dr. Rhymer, setting his phone down and tenting his fingers on the
table, “because there’s going to be a lot more coming.”
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THE PART ABOUT ALICE: “Mistakes”

The coolness of the circular hole at the tip of the barrel; that icy little ring against the
sensitive skin of her temple: this was always how Alice found her way in; or, rather, her way out.
She’d never actually done it in real life — had never even held a gun — but, once conceived of,
it was a pathway of thought that was very easy for her to return to again and again. It became a
habit, and then an escape, and then something closer to a memory, even though what she was
thinking about had never actually happened to her.
Like most obsessions, it didn’t feel like one. It never once occupied her thoughts in a way
that felt unwelcome or overwhelming or frightening. It was like a prayer, almost, or a heartbeat:
not constant, exactly, but its arrivals were more than frequent, and mostly unpredictable.
Eventually she could think about it underneath or over other trains of thought, urgent and
complicated things, entirely unrelated. The more time she spent dwelling on it, the more deeply
and fully realized her thoughts of it became, and the more comforting its aspect of sanctuary.
Once it was in, she was powerless to push it out. Not that she would have. She welcomed it.
Thinking about it was the closest thing to leisure that her life afforded. There was nowhere else,
nowhere real, for her to hide.
She thought about it most deliberately when she was working. She’d be standing with her
father in the lab, or the operating theater, watching the minute calculations of his hands and his
fingers, listening to his murmured descriptions of what he was cutting open, and where, and why,
with this isocolean scalpel or that grainy beam of light, and as she followed his instructions, and
absorbed his endless knowledge, and came up with her own theories and methodology, even
when she broke real new ground o f her own — while she did all that and more, that cool
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phantom pressure on her temple was never far away. Sometimes it was so strong that she’d have
to touch the spot to check for a round indentation where she’d have pressed the barrel of the gun,
if she’d been the kind of person w ho’d actually do it, and not the kind who just sat around
thinking about it.
It occupied her mind plenty of other places, too, at plenty of other times, times that she
wasn’t working. It was there when she used the toilet, and while she waited to fall asleep. Her
father’s clearance allowed them each enough water for two showers per day, and sometimes she
thought about it in there. She thought about it while she looked up past and potential contacts on
the Field, or researched finer-point policy workarounds, or while she collated the data their bots
had farmed and sifted through that hour’s email. Sometimes something specific could remind her
of it, but just as often she’d wind up thinking about it for no discernable reason. She’d just feel
that cold, clean circle of metal, the pressure imprinted into her temple, and she’d heed the call.
And it wasn’t like these things — the metal; the pressure; the impulse in her index finger to
squeeze — were imagined. It was as if they, themselves, were real, and what was imagined was
the self they were being imposed upon.
In her mind, when she pictured it, she was always sitting on a narrow, poorly-made bed, a
thin mattress covered by a thin blue blanket on an unsteady metal frame. The bed was in one
corner of a small square room with kelly-green cinderblock walls. Her feet were bare against a
cold beige linoleum floor with enough space left between the tiles for a dark layer of grit to
accrue. A long skinny window without a shade was high on one wall, and the light that filtered
through it was bright and watery. Taped to the walls were a few posters, faded and creased with
time, depicting 5s from before the Rebranding — “stars,” they’d called them back then, among
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other things, which called to her mind a list of names, some of which had asterisks after them,
denoting exception. Not all that different, really, from the way it was now.
That she would imagine a bedroom unlike any she had currently or previously occupied,
one from an era well before she or even her father had been born, was not lost on her. Most of
time she just let the thoughts come, but sometimes she wondered why she pictured it the way that
she did. Maybe, she figured, she’d subconsciously filed away outmoded notions of adolescent
angst from old videos she’d watched on the Field, back when she had the time to do things like
watch old videos: half-recalled montages of the type of teenager who actually would do it, the
type of bedroom they’d actually do it in.
Not that she had to go retro, if she wanted to see videos of people opting out — it
happened in Bluecross all the time — but there was a harshness to the streams, an edge, that the
old videos lacked. It was deeper than the pixels per inch or the lighting. The streams were as real
as video could get: like looking into a window, almost, and seeing something that was far away.
Their antique counterparts, by contrast, were staged. The stories were clearly and obviously fake,
with actors and soundtracks and a pre-conceived narrative arc which, as a rule, treated the
character in question with sympathy. Their potential drastic measure was presented as something
troubling or tragic, not as a benign fact of life, or a ridiculous failure of will, and certainly not a
cause for canned gratitude and secret celebration. The narrative mechanics were shameless, and
yet they’d had a way of getting Alice to feel some measure of emotion towards the character who
wanted to do it — albeit in that slippery, phony, antique-video sort of way. It could vary in
complexity or sophistication, but in essence, she always wound up hoping that they would not do
it, and would be sad if they did, or comforted if they decided not to. She couldn’t say the same
about watching suicide streams on the Field.
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Suicide streams were posted, first and foremost, to be ridiculed. The people who opted
out didn’t always record themselves doing it, at least not on purpose, but even in unplanned or
dispassionate cases there was inevitably a camera there to catch them in the act. There was a
whole subset of channels on the Field devoted to suicide: staged, intentional, accidental, and by
whatever means you could think of, sorted and edited for maximum impact and ease o f viewing.
The unforunate people appearing in the videos, as well the concept of suicide itself, were widely
mocked in the comment trees. Suicide w asn’t something any halfway decent player would ever
admit to thinking about in any but the most derisive terms, and they’d never even dream of
acknowledging the possibility of their own suicide, only the suicide of others. It was all done in
the ironic language of USA+, of course — framed as gratitude for making room for those with a
stronger will to persevere, and therefore more deserving of upper-level perks — but it was easy
enough to read between the lines and glean the real meaning. Nothing but scorn and sarcasm and,
underneath it all, relief. And who was Alice to judge them? She had to admit it made sense: each
suicide was one less person that everybody else had to compete with, including, technically, her.
So maybe it was only natural that Alice’s sympathies wound up lying with the old videos,
even though, by the time she started thinking about it so much that she basically never stopped, it
had been years since she’d had the time to watch anything. Her life, what she did during it, had
become much too important.
A
It was her father w ho’d indoctrinated her in his belief of her life’s importance, and he’d
done so when she was very young. Most fathers believe that the lives of their children are
important simply because they’re important to them; rather than succumb to this entirely self
oriented perspective, Alice’s father saw her own imporance as commensurate with what she
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accomplished in her life. In childhood, her importance was only potential. Conditional. Not yet a
sure thing. To praise her just for existing, he’d once pointed out, would be to indulge in the
vestigial leftovers of his evolutionary instincts — in this case, emotional attachment. To hear him
tell it, there was no greater sin than the ignorant indulgence of one’s animal nature.
He told her that the entire human race had dragged themselves down into the situation
they were currently struggling through because of their failure, at large, to recognize this as true.
W hat had once been growing pains were now a mortal threat. Transcending these genetic relics
of behavior was both the challenge and the salvation, attainable by anyone willing enough to
acknowledge it, and rise. To spend one’s time doing anything else was to succumb to distraction,
instinct’s ruinous present-day spawn.
And all these easily distractable people, all those people who did not rise, who did
themselves an unspeakably profane disservice by drifting through life as thoughtlessly as they
did, and at a point in human history as crucial: her father told her that it was his choice not to live
this way, and someday it would be hers to make on her own. Until then, he was determined to
give her the tools she needed to choose correctly. He was unabashed in his hope that she, as he,
would live her life as an example, the kind of person who recognized temptation and summoned
the will to withstand it, although he was careful to note the futility of hope. “Hoping?” he’d spit,
if ever the word slipped into her out-loud speech. “Wishing? You might as well believe in the
power of prayer. If you want something badly enough to wish for it, you’re going to feel a lot
less foolish down the line if you make it happen on your own. Anything else is almost
indistinguishable from insanity.”
They were part of a great tradition to live so consciously. People had been making this
noble choice since the beginning of human civilization, he said, but the overpopuation crisis and
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the success of the measures that had been taken to attenuate its more immediate exegencies
meant that there were less of those people now than there’d ever been before. It was unfortunate
that this was so — at least, unfortunate for everyone else. “W e’re the fortunate ones,” he was
quick to clarify, “because we can go to sleep each night knowing that w e’re doing something to
get through this mess in one piece.” The efforts of people like them would enrich whatever
future their civilization had left, and who knew what rewards might be available to whichever
handful of people proved themselves indispensible — not just to each other, but to the future of
human society?
H e’d laid all of this on her one afternoon at the lab, while she’d been petting one of the
vivisected monkeys that they used for experimentation. To pet the monkeys through the bars of
their cages had become the highlight of these early visits. As she half-listened to her father
speaking behind her, she looked solemnly into the sedate eyeball of the monkey whose side she
was stroking, privately savoring the short sleek prickle of its hide and the weirdly familiar
topography of its ribs underneath. The monkey heaved a sort of sigh and Alice watched her hand
rise weightlessly along with its breath, then fall. It felt like her hand was not hers to move. She
waited for it to happen again.
Eventually she noticed that her father had stopped talking, and she knew it was her turn
to say something. The monkey had distracted her, she realized with a pang of guilt, and she
yanked her hand from its body. “ So, are me and you just better evolved than everyone?” she
blurted hopefully. “Like, maybe our genes are just better.” She’d learned that it was important,
during these conversations, for her to ask questions that made her attention seem plain and
unwavering.
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Her father smiled in his squint-eyed fashion and shook his head. “No,” he said. “That
would be an easy explanation, but it’s simply not the case. Distraction — or, more precisely, the
indulgence of distraction — is the product of vestigial instincts.” He pronounced the words like
he was talking about a particularly unpleasant disease. “We all have them. Things like sexual
attraction, or emotional attachment. Both of which could rightly be considered distractions
themselves.” Distraction, he continued, was just one of those inner tides that early humans had
relied on to survive for millions of years, and that humans today had not yet had enough time to
evolve their way to freedom from. The ability to recognize such instincts as detrimental to
humans as they now lived was not a genetic gift; it was a simple talent, learned and then willed
like any other. “Like you and the monkeys,” he said, and even though there was no one else
around to hear him, Alice felt the shame curdling in her chest as her father recounted aloud for
what was not the first time how scared she’d been on her first trip to the lab, only months before,
when he’d brought her into the section where the monkeys were kept. How frantically she’d
recoiled from the sight of them, how she’d rushed sobbing into Grace’s arms, away from the
bright bristling wires spilling from the shiny red bulges of brain that lolled from their heads like
huge ruptured cherries, ringed by the impossibly white lip of their exposed skulls. She needed no
help in remembering. She looked into the eye of the monkey she’d just been petting, the listless
plea it seemed to convey. It could not be the same monkey from that first time, but she wanted it
to be. Her father’s voice caused its eyelid to flicker.
“And do you remember how proud I was of you afterwards?” Lightly, he rested his hand
on her shoulder, just for a moment, and then its weight was gone. “You asked me questions and
you learned what w e’d done to the monkeys to make their heads look that way, and why they
needed to live that way while they were here.” She’d also learned what the monkeys had taught
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her father and his team — not much they didn’t already know, as it turned out; from that point
onward they’d need to experiment with human brains in order to break new ground — but he
didn’t mention that part. “Remember all that?”
She nodded silently, still staring at the head o f the monkey behind its cage’s wire bars.
“And look at you now,” he said, “communing away. Come,” he added, squeezing the
feeding bag that hung from a hook by the cage. “This IV is looking pretty low.”
At the other end of the room there was a big cold-storage cabinet. Her father led her to it
and opened its latches, causing steam to roil out from inside. “You’re going to have to learn to
recognize which of your own reactions is governed by logic and reason, and which are
determined by instinct.” Alice nodded, mute with obedience. “When you defy your instincts,
you’re giving your future self a very precious gift. And in helping with the lab’s research,” he
continued, “you’re contributing to its future successes, and those will be the world’s gain as
much as they will be ours. Come here!” She hurried across the rest of the length of the room to
join him. From within the cabinet’s cloud of steam, he lifted a fluid-filled bag, which he passed
to her. “Carry this, please.” It was almost too heavy and cold for her to hold onto, but she was
determined not to drop it.
Hugging the unwieldy bag, Alice struggled back across the room to the monkey cage a
step at a time. The bag’s icy bulk shifted against her sweater whenever she adjusted her grip.
Behind her, her father was saying that all people could embrace this same potential that she had
lived up to. “It’s a choice!” he said. “A choice, plain and simple. If a six-year-old child can
understand that, I don’t see why everyone else can’t. Every individual person on this planet
could live a life like ours if they really wanted to.” She heard the thud and click of the coldstorage chest being closed and locked, and she hugged the freezing bag against her torso more
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tightly. “If we all chose to concentrate the majority of our energy on the problems our
observations led us to recognize,” her father said, “where would we be then?” She was not sure
whether this was the type of question she was supposed to answer or not. She had reached the
cage.
Bending to deposit the wobbling bag on the floor, she turned her head to steal a glance at
her father across the room. There were no windows in the lab, but he appeared to be gazing out
of an invisible one just in front of him. “People everywhere,” he said, “choosing to determine
new goals from their prior successes. Crafting lives synonymous with their own
accomplishments.” He blinked a few times. “Each life a link in the unbroken chain of human
progress.”
“Can you help me?” Alice asked, and only then did her father appear to remember where
he was.
“Just like you’ll be,” he said, but he didn’t seem to be saying it to her. He started to walk
back over. “Like you already are.” He smiled at her then, in a bright-eyed way that was totally
unfamiliar. It scared her a little.
“It’s very important that you remember something,” he said, kneeling down with her by
the cages and finding her eyes with his own. “The people who don’t make this choice we make,
the choice to resist our instincts, to rebuild this world and make it into an even better place than it
was before all this — that isn’t something we can afford to explain away with scientific rationale
like genetic predisposition.” He lifted the bag from its floor and she was quick to take her share
of the weight with her arms. “Distraction is not to be excused, it’s not to be rationalized, and
least of all it’s not to be pitied.”
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“W hy?” asked Alice, not really thinking about it. Her father’s face betrayed no emotion,
but he was silent for a moment, and as that moment lengthened, Alice regretted having said
anything. She gripped the top edge of the feeding bag in both hands and lifted it up to the hook
next to the cage. It was hard to do this the right way and listen to her father at the same time, but
he wasn’t talking, and that made it even harder.
Her father straightened up. “Do you pity the monkeys in their cages?” he finally asked.
“Would you rather they be extinct? Someone’s dinner? Or can you remember why they’re here?
Who put them here? Who cut them open? W hat progress their presence in this lab makes
possible?” She continued to fumble with the bag, afraid to say anything more. “Pity is just
another instinct,” he said. “Another distraction. A total and complete waste of mental energy. No
different than hope or prayer or, I don’t know, whatever other way people have found to
squander their time on earth.” His voice was angry, but his face remained impassive. “Pity?” he
said again, shaking his head. “No. The only reasonable way for people like us to treat people like
them is to acknowledge the differences between the way w e’re living our lives. To candidly
express our disapproval, and hope that some minute percentage of them might awaken to the
error o f their ways before w e’re all erased.” He exhaled through his nostrils. “Who knows what
we might inherit then.”
Alice knew, of course, that wishing was a foolish way to process stress, but at that
moment she could not help wishing as hard as she could that her father would stop talking, and,
in a funny coincidence, he did. Once he had, she was able to get the feeding bag on its hook
without incident, but her hands were still shaking a little, and it took her a few tries to transfer
the intraveinous connection from the old feeding bag to the new. “Here,” her father said,
annoyed, “I’ll do it.” She watched his long fingers, their quick movements, how they pinched the
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tube and needle from the old depleted bag and jabbed it into the new one and twisted the closure
shut all in one motion, and while she watched him she felt a secret, guarded jealousy at the ease
with which he did it all. Someday she would be able to do things, she promised herself, these
things and other things, everything, the things he could do and the things he couldn’t, and even
more easily.
He peered at the drip chamber on the monkey’s IV and flicked it with his fingernail.
Satisfied, he turned to face her. H alf of his mouth was cocked in a wry smile, but his eyes were
invisible behind glasses made opaque with reflected light.
“If any o f that sounds harsh,” he said, “just remember that nobody’s safe from
distraction. Not even me. If everyone else has the potential to excel, like us, well then that means
w e’re just as susceptible to the same lapses in resolve that they are. But I’m not about to waste
the entirety of my life on things of no real consequence but ruin.” The lines on his pitted face
seemed as deep and old as canyons. “It all comes down to vigilance,” he said. “Vigilance and
choice. Our vigilance is civilization’s gain; our distraction is civilization’s loss. And that’s not an
exaggeration. It’s a fact.” He inhaled and did not breathe out. “Do you understand?”
Alice said nothing, and stuck her fingers through the bars of the monkey’s cage.
“Come on,” her father said, after Alice had stroked its fur a few more times. As they
turned to go, he rested his hand on her shoulder again, but this time he didn’t take it away.
A
Thinking of it now, many years later and many more significant links along her own
personal chain of human progress, Alice could not believe how long she had taken her father’s
point of view as indisputable — on distraction, and on so many other things. All her life, she had
tried to be the perfect mirror of his rigor, his intellectual restlessness, his refusal to be satisfied
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with an achievment of his own, or someone else’s, without examining it for imperfections or
ways that it could be expanded on and improved. She had never forgotten the phantom of
distraction, the demon child of idleness, relentless in its threat to grab and devour her if her
resolve to excel ever flagged. At the same time, she’d barely been conscious of how seriously
she’d considered distraction to be a literal threat to her physical survival. Throughout her
conception and pursuit of what would, eventually, become Xenogeist — throughout the years’
worth of mockups and prototypes, simulations and models and dry runs, tests and research and
recreations of old antique models from the end of the 20th century, equal parts charming and
risible in their giddy shortsightedness or logistical wishful thinking — throughout it all, she had
never once stopped running long enough to see Xenogeist for what it really was. Only when it
had moved into its latest phase of overseas fabrication, the longest phase of scientific dormancy
that had yet existed in her life, only when USA+ had once again come calling on her father to
express their satisfaction with his previous work and their interest in its future applications and to
see if he had any current projects which they might be interested in funding and licensing for
their exclusive use, and, this being USA+, it was not even a secret that they knew full well
everything that Alice and her father been working on, had been watching every step of the way,
no matter how minor, and so when they’d given Xenogeist the OK and sent the official order to
make the years of speculation and research a reality — only then, somehow, did Xenogeist
reveal its true shape to her, and she could no longer ignore exactly what it was, now that it was
becoming in actuality what it had only been in theory. Its name may not have changed; the ideas
behind it were not even different; but now that it was actually happening, it seemed harder,
sharper, even more overwhelmingly and urgently concrete than before. Those elements of its
construction that had once seemed so far-fetched as to be inevitably subject to replacement had
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instead been codified as part of its officially funded design. W ithout knowing it, she heard the
call of some instinct of her own, a voice so deeply embedded in her brain as to be inaudible to
her conscious mind, resonating so strongly against the strain of audacity that the new Xenogeist
screamed out at its own private frequency that she was powerless, on some deep and
undiscovered level, to ignore. It was both an alarm bell and a siren song; it was irresistable.
She returned to the University three weeks ahead of her father, who had a series of
meetings in Washington during that time, the particulars of which he had declined to discuss
with her. H e’d left her with reams of data so confidential that they had been printed out on actual
paper: conceptual schematics to make logistically and operationally sound, programming
routines to debug and automate, pathways of circuitry to re-route and optimize, surgical
equipment to procure and test. But when she got to their new lab at the University, intending to
get started on it all, she thought she was going to faint. She left the stacks of printouts in a pile by
the door and slammed it shut behind her and leaned against the cool airlock wall, and in no time
at all the thing that had been chasing her for years, the phantom that she had known as distraction
her whole life long, came roaring into view and grabbed her. And when it did, it was far worse
than she ever could have imagined.
It wasn’t bad because the consequences of seeing it, of feeling it, were what her father
had threatened her with as a child. That wasn’t it at all. It was that she finally saw and
understood how different the real need for distraction was from the way her father had told her to
conceptualize it. When she huddled into its seductive comfort, she found that giving into it was,
in itself, its own perverse version of will, and yet as soon as it had its silky arms around her she
saw how it had a will of its own. It made her ask questions, things she couldn’t believe she’d
never asked before. Questions like: W asn’t the work and discipline her father valued so highly a
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distraction, in its own embarrassingly obvious way, from other things? Hadn’t she been racing
headlong and blind into an endless comforting closet filled with the thing that her father had told
her, all her life, that she must avoid? Had all of this reasearch not been a way to run, this entire
time, from reality itself? What wasn’t a distraction, really? What was — or w asn’t — important?
W hat use was picking a direction, if by running one way you couldn’t see whatever was at the
end of the opposite path until you turned around and looked? And what if, by seeing what was
down there, you learned you’d made the wrong choice?
Leaning there, in the airlock’s bright buzzing silence, she felt the years of her own willful
blindness draining away. Even before it was all gone, the void it left had already started to well
up with a sickening knowledge: all along, distraction had not been her pursuer. It had been her
entire world. And she had been utterly, unforgiveably oblivious. Every waking minute of her
existence had been a flight from reality, a blind burrowing-into of facts and research and data, an
idea of progress that had only served to insulate her from the truth of what she had really been
doing. Her father’s perspective was nothing more than a fatally partial snapshot, taken from an
improbable angle, giving only a tiny sliver of the whole, and she had based everything — her
ideas, her behavior, the way she saw the world and spent her time in it — around the myth its
bias perpetuated. She had come so far that to turn back now seemed impossible, but so did
ignoring what she had realized. It would be like continuing to work on a math problem after
she’d found the solution. With her forehead against the cool steel airlock wall, she began to
laugh soundlessly, or maybe cry, she couldn’t tell, she just felt possessed by a confusing new
logic that she didn’t want to understand any more deeply than how it made her feel. Like a
drowning person who has become too tired to remain afloat, she allowed herself to succumb.
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It felt different, but once she’d sunk beneath the surface it felt more numb than anything
else, like the part of her brain that made sense of things had been anesthetized. She forced herself
to stand up straight, shuffled out of the airlock, and kept to the broad hallways of the science
complex, looking for the way out. The large silver tanks that lined the walls, the giant braids of
fiber-optic wire that sagged from the ceiling: it seemed that they were drifting past her static
point of view, and not that she was propelling herself through, and then out of, the space they
occupied.
Once she was outside, she took gulping breaths of air cold enough to make her cough.
She noted the darkened sky with surprise: it didn’t feel like she’d been inside the science center
for a particularly long time, but apparently, it had been hours. The wind buffetted her along a
snowless asphalt path whose radiant warmth she could not feel; she stepped off of it, crossed a
field of stiff frozen grass that looked colorless in the twilight, and headed for her dorm up the
hill.
When she got to the room they’d assigned her to, she threw her phone on the desk and
shrugged her coat onto the floor and crawled underneath the blanket on the cot and stayed there.
The room was as standard as they came: the desk, the blanket, and the cot with its felt-coated
mattress had been there when she’d arrived, and she hadn’t brought much to add. The only
evidence of her exceptional clearance was the large window in the wall next to the cot, which
was less of a perk than the administration took it for. When she lay on the cot she was right
underneath the window, and it whistled with a draft that she could feel blowing against the other
side of the blanket. She knew she would have to do something about it if she didn’t want to run
the risk of getting sick, but at the moment she didn’t feel as if she could get up.
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She must have fallen asleep, but when she opened her eyes again, it didn’t feel that way.
Shivering in her clothes underneath the pea-green blanket, she watched through the thick and
slightly warped glass of the window as the sky lightened from black to brown to the pregnant
whitish-grey of cotton soaked in ethyl alcohol. The blanket was an ancient green wool square
that still had a fading U .S . a r m y stamp printed on one corner. Throughout her morning
underneath it, she tried and failed to doze, but she could hear the emails stacking up on her phone
across the room. Each new message announced itself with a pinging sound that made her flinch;
she could not help but keep a mental tally of them. When she had counted fifteen she gave up,
sat upright on the cot, and arranged the blanket around her shoulders like a shell.
She boosted herself off of the mattress and up onto the windowsill, which was just wide
enough to accommodate her skinny frame. The clothes she’d slept in were the jeans and the
heavy oatmeal-colored sweater she’d gotten at the depot a few weeks ago and had worn
everywhere since; they had begun to smell like her, but she didn’t want to take a chance with
what she’d get in return if she brought them back to be cleaned and exchanged. The idea of
ownership carried with it an embarassing quaintness that Alice knew to be vulgar in the extreme,
but she had grown accustomed to the feeling of these clothes, and could not help having started
to think of them as belonging specifically to her. Her legs felt frail through the jeans’ stiff denim
as she hugged them up to her chest and tipped sideways against the cold glass of the window.
She wanted to feel at least the solidness of herself, but found that she could not be reminded of
anything but her own fragility: the strangeness of her knees against her chin, their secret
interlockings; the smallness of her breasts, how the thick sweater tamped the slight pressure they
made against her thighs; the thinness of the sheets of skin stretched over her shins, the bladelike
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sharpness of the long bones just beneath. How delicate she was, underneath her own hands; how
delicate all bodies must be.
She pulled the blanket more tightly around herself and looked down the hill at the barren
playing field. Two wheelchair-bound neurokinetics students were motoring slowly around on it,
bundled in puffy bright clothing, the tracks from their chairs’ thick tires arcing behind them in
the frost on the yellow grass. Between their heads, a white ball hovered in the air. Alice sat and
watched them playing for nearly an hour, and when they were done she watched them drift
slowly away in the direction of a low reddish building. When they had disappeared from view,
she watched the branches of the trees that dotted the hill between the dorm and the field. When
the wind blew hard they bowed with the strain, and the air pressure in her room changed a little.
Tiny specks of rain started to strike the other side of the glass and stay there, too little and
weightless to run down it. Another ping sounded from her phone across the room. That made
sixteen.
By her count, her inbox now contained twenty-two unread messages in total. Below the
ones that had arrived that morning were six others that she had skimmed the night before and not
replied to:
Subject: Xenogeist
Subject: Fwd: Re: Xenogeist
Subject: Fwd: Re: Timeline
Subject: Fwd: Minutes, USA+ Convoction on ‘Project Xenogeist’ Applications and
Implementation — full transcript
Subject: Fwd: Keynote Speech: Dr. John Rhymer on Past and Future of ‘Project
Xenogeist’ — full transcript
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Subject: Fwd: NYT: “Poised At the Edge of the Unthinkable: Neurolinguology’s FatherDaughter Double Threat W ant To Know W hat’s On Your Mind (And They W on’t
Take No for an Answer)”
Her guilt and her dread won out, and she stood up, leaving the blanket in a heap on the
bed. The thick pair of socks that she had on did nothing to buffer the freezing temperature of the
linoleum floor against her feet; she wondered if insulating the window somehow would be
enough to increase the temperature of the room. Bending over the desk, she slid her phone into
projection mode, causing a quadrangle of light to flicker out from either end. She aimed the
larger beam at the blank wall above the desk, projecting a larger image of the phone’s screen up
onto it; down on the desktop, the smaller beam projected the grid of a keyboard. Scrolling
through the list of unread emails, she found that every single message was from her father.
Trying to absorb them all was overwhelming.
Subject: Xenogeist timeline (revised)
Subject: Last year
Subject: This summer
Subject: The year ahead
Subject: Your progress
Subject: Communication
Subject: Your progress
Subject: Fwd: Your daughter
Subject: Progress update needed
Subject: Fwd: Re: Your daughter
Subject: Steps to take
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Subject: Communication
Subject: Fwd: A Reminder from USA+
Subject: USA+ requesting update— respond immediately
Subject: Urgent.
Subject: (no subject).
She let go of the breath she’d been holding and folded the phone shut with shaking hands,
and its projections winked soundlessly out. She knew, or wanted to know, that the fear and the
guilt that she was feeling now were far less than that which she would eventually feel if she
aided her father and whoever else from USA+ in carrying Xenogeist any farther along the path of
its development, but then again, the damage had already been done. The reassurance to be found
in something so conceptual was nonexistent. She was as close to panic as she’d ever been.
Under her bed was a small canvas duffel bag with a few tools in it; some nails; a hammer.
Her uncle had shipped it to her two years before, on her sixteenth birthday, along with a cryptic
handwritten note:

d e a r a l i c e , d o n ’ t b e a f r a i d t o d .i . y

. — w e all gotta learn how

SOMETIME . HAPPY BIRTHDAY (IS SOMETHING PEOPLE USED TO SAY ), YOUR UNCLE ARTIE . Despite

her confusion, and despite her father’s unconcealed but unelaborated-upon scorn when she’d
showed it to him, she had kept the bag and kept the note inside of it, too, feeling somehow that
one was not complete without the other. Since she’d gotten them they’d been sitting in the closet
in her bedroom in Bluecross, but this year, when she returned to the University, she decided to
bring them with her. She’d never used the tools before, but without really being aware of how
she’d gotten there she was standing on her bed, gripping the small steel hammer in one hand and
using the other to pin a corner of the blanket to the wall above the window with a nail. It was not
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difficult to get the porous cinderblock to accept the nail, and the satisfaction that driving it home
afforded was immense.
The knock at the door came just as she’d gotten the blanket’s first corner secured. She
froze. For a pregnant second, she allowed the possibility that her hammering was producing
some sort of improbably delayed echo, but even as she thought of this hypothesis she knew it
was ridicuously far-fetched. Dispelling it futher was another set of knocks, shortly following the
first, and the sound was unmistakable this time: somebody was out there.
There was nothing insistent in the way they were knocking — on the contrary; it was
almost timid — but the idea of a visitor was so hard to imagine that she couldn’t help but jump to
the obvious conclusion: it was her father, it had to be, or someone from USA+. She didn’t know
anyone else at the University; but even if she had, they had a phone just like she did, and surely
no one who wound up at a University could possibly be so gauche as to come to someone else’s
room unannounced. Her brief rebellion, her fling with distraction, was over.
She felt wooden with fear and shame. The hammer dropped from her hand onto the bed;
the blanket hung pathetically from the one nail. She climbed off of the mattress, wincing at the
almost-imaginary whisper of her socks against the floor, and stopped well over a yard from the
doorway, even though she knew she was being absurd, because her hammering had made it
extremely obvious that she was in there. W hoever was out there had to have heard it. Besides,
her phone was sitting right there on the desk, no less traceable than it had ever been. To have
indulged such an unspeakably childish impulse as hiding from that which she lacked the courage
and resolve to face was beyond beyond indulgent: it was downright animalistic. She wondered
what her father would do to her if he broke the door down and found her cowering under the bed.
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She’d seen the ways he expressed his disappointment with others, but never with her, not really,
and certainly not for something as serious as this.
But maybe if she was quiet, another part of her mind bargained, whoever was outside
would think that the noise had been coming from the room next door. Or outside of the dorm!
Maybe she could keep standing here, motionless, in the middle of the floor; maybe she could
dismantle the phone, smash it, find its tracking device and destroy it, too — but no. This type of
thinking was so shameful that she almost felt grateful to be jarred out of it by a third series of
knocks. This time they had a playful — or playfully exasperated, or mocking, or maybe
downright sinister — rhythm to them: Tap-tap, tap tap tap, tap, tap. She knew it was time to
answer the door, but speaking seemed as impossible as moving. And yet, to say nothing at all
would have made her feel even ashamed of her own cowardice than she already did.
“W hat?” she ventured, not loudly. Her own voice sounded strange and small. She hoped
whoever was outside hadn’t noticed how it trembled.
W hoever was out there apparently had good hearing, or had maybe been straining to hear
any possibility of her room’s inhabitation, because as soon as she spoke the reply was
immediate. “Hey!” The voice was unmistakably male, and it infused even the one meaningless
word with a smoky, enthusiastic drawl. “You busy in there?” Alice remained still, her heart
pounding. “I thought I heard some banging or something. I hope I’m not disturbing you. I’m just
making the rounds, you know? Saying hi and all.”
Alice’s fear was already being replaced with suspicious confusion. Obviously, this was
not her father, and it certainly lacked the bearing of someone from any official part of USA+ —
certainly not the crisp, no-nonsense people w ho’d met with them about Xenogeist — although
she knew that the possibility for trickery on USA+’s end was high. Had she missed an email, in
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her avoidance of the phone? She glanced at her desk, but then looked quickly and guiltily away.
Mentally she shuffled through the additional possibilities that might explain the presence of a
person on the other side of the door, and came up empty. She neither moved nor offered a reply.
Surely, further clarification would come if the visit was worth either of their time.
She did not have to wait long. “Just seeing w ho’s around,” continued the voice. “W ho’s
around, who’s down. W ho’s into the new shit.” Alice had no idea what to make of this
explanation, but she thought she could detect a waning degree o f investment in the speaker’s
tone. Perhaps he was accustomed to the caution of those he called on. Still she said nothing.
Even through the door, she could hear a heavy sigh. “I’ve got some free samples,” the voice said,
almost plaintively. “You know. For the chemically inclined?”
Alice’s eyebrows shot up; she looked, foolishly, to the door, as if it could confirm her
incredulity. A dealer? Here? How had he gotten on campus? Like anyone with access to the
Field, Alice knew about dealers, but she’d never met one face-to-face. She felt the dark clouds of
anxiety gathering in her mind, but even as they did, they were so much more preferable to the
pounding, thought-obliterating finality that had threatened to consume her just moments before
that she let herself fly blind, operating on impulse. A propulsive buzz of curiosity pushed her a
step closer to the door, and then another, and then another.
As soon as it was open, she took another step back in surprise. Right on the threshold of
her room, as if he’d been leaning his ear up against the door, stood a tall and lanky person, a
male, who looked to be around her own age. He looked as surprised at her sudden appearance as
she felt at his proximity to the doorway, although she couldn’t have guessed what else he’d
expected. He put his hand out and caught the door as it fell back towards him. As soon as their
eyes met, his face opened up in a toothy grin, and Alice felt a vague, itchy nervousness, distinct
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from anxiety for its notable absence of fear. Somewhere, in an unfamiliar corner of her brain, she
knew that she was being presented with a better distraction than she could ever have come up
with on her own. She wanted to hear what this person had to say. She wanted to like it. She
wanted to talk to this guy who was not her dad for as long as he’d stand there and let her.
There was something about him that made her stare. She’d never seen a male with hair
like his, long and dark — very much like hers, in fact, only not quite as long, and straight — and,
while it did not look particularly clean, it cascaded from underneath his lint-covered forest-green
knit cap and tangled up somewhat amongst the folds of the black fleece scarf he’d wound loosely
around his neck in a way that made her, bizarrely, want to know what it smelled like. Maybe it
was that. Or maybe it was the craggy contours of his face, dramatic enough for the many days’
worth of beard that grew there to be no match for; his stubble only deepened and embellished the
hollows of his cheeks and the broad angle o f his chin. Or it could have been the way his large,
bright-blue eyes were set a little too far apart, or their almost transluscent color, how it made
their minute darting movements as they studied her face as easy to read as her own handwriting.
Maybe it was the strange, expectant look that floated right on the surface of them when they met
hers: how he seemed to have no awareness of himself whatsoever, beyond his presence on her
threshold, trying to give her drugs. She reminded herself to be careful.
The rest of his clothing was the same generally-issued stuff everyone else received, but
there was something about how he wore it: like he embraced it, almost, or at least celebrated its
incongruity. H e’d stuffed himself into a knee-length puffy coat that was a shiny magenta color
and seemed, despite his skinny frame, to be too small and too tight, even though he wore it
unzipped. Under that he had an open brown sweater with shiny black buttons and a picture o f a
little green animal stitched onto the lapel. His heavy beige pants were as baggy as his coat was
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tight, and they were coated along their creases with silvery grime. Their damp cuffs pooled
around a pair of once-white sneakers that were even dirtier.
“Doing some home improvement?” he ventured, peering over her shoulder into the dim
room. Alice had no idea what that meant. She kept staring at his clothing. Underneath the coat
and sweater, his threadbare yellow t-shirt was printed with the phrase
• NO

s k i s , NO p o l e s , NO s w e a t ! in

m a d r iv e r

10k

fun run

faded light blue letters. He swayed where he stood and threw

one elbow out to steady himself on the frame of the door. “I’m Cayleb, by the way.” His smile
beamed at her, past her, into her mostly-empty room behind her, and then she was re-found by
his swimming gaze. His blue eyes were huge and wild but he seemed intent on training them on
her own. “W ho’re you?”
“Um,” said Alice. She couldn’t scare up a smile to serve as a reluctant receiver to his, but
she couldn’t look away from him, either. She hoped that the woozy laziness of his manner belied
an ability to have an actual conversation. “Hi,” she finally remembered to say, and then she
reminded herself, again, why he was there. She stuck her hands in the pockets of her tight stonewashed jeans, re-felt the shape of her thighs against the denim. “My name’s Alice,” she said
softly.
“Alice,” he repeated, still reeling on the doorframe. “I like it.”
She looked back up at him, surprised all over again. Even though her relief at who he
was, or was not, was profound, she was a little affronted by the sheer familiarity of the
compliment. Nobody but little Ben Whiteshardt had ever told her that they liked her name, and
Ben’s worshipful approval of her every aspect had been so universal as to make everything he
said meaningless. Besides, that had been ages ago. Cayleb’s eyes bored into her own, his naked
interest shining down on her like radiation. “Well, what’re you into, Alice? I got all of
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everyone’s favorites.” He reached into his coat pocket and frowned and muttered “Fuck, what
did I do with that stupid thing,” stuffed his hand into the opposite pocket of the coat, and then,
brightening, withdrew a rolled-up bubble sheet, which he triumphantly held up between them. As
its stiff plastic unfurled, Alice could see that it was studded with a grid of various powder-filled
blisters.
“These’r all free,” he added, moving the sheet closer to her face. She looked through it at
the warped image of him and didn’t respond. “All the classics, all the hybrids, all here for your
perusal and consumption, and it’s all courtesy of our good friends at USA Plus. Nothing to
fear...?” He looked expectantly at her, his eyebrow cocked and his head inclined at the angle
reserved by people who have just asked a question for which there is only one right answer.
Alice finally averted her eyes. “Nothing to hide,” she murmured.
“Right on.” Cayleb nodded propulsively in a way that looked more like an unconscious
conversational tic than any real affirmation of anything. “All right then. Starting at the top here, I
got coke — ” he pointed to a white blister in the sheet’s upper corner — “next to that I got H,
then I got Mexican A, then of course I got good old THC right here on the end. On down here I
got a few meth cocktails, and not that you’re asking me, but in my humble opinion you can
probably do better than those, for example this row here’s got all the other drines that’re cleaner
and less, shall we say, habit-forming? Then on the row below that I got the dexes, and then these
over here are the drones, and the dones. And then on the bottom here I got a few different kinda
rolls, starting with E on this end on down to the megas over here, then the row below that and the
one below that one’s all your different trips — psilo, payo, die-lye, E-Y, I-O, two-C, all the rest
— and, for when you’re feeling adventurous, the very bottom row ’s all your different tazes. And
if all that’s not enough for you, Alice, then never fear, because I can get you the shit you want to
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know about and the shit you don’t want to know about and the shit you’ve never even heard of
and never wouldn’t have, either, if it w asn’t for me.”
W ith each subsequent offering his finger had traveled down the sheet until it had arrived
somewhere near the bottom. Now that he was done, it continued to hover there, but throughout
his entire presentation he hadn’t looked anywhere but at her.
He took a breath and smiled again. Alice couldn’t tell if this smile was evidence that he
shared her opinion that his presentation was ridiculous, or whether he was just feeling impressed
with himself and his idea of his own talents as a spokesperson.
“I’m not interested,” she said.
“Are you sure?” He lowered the plastic sheet and leaned forward a little, his eyes still not
entirely focused and yet still not leaving hers. She could see little golden flecks in the blue of
them, and she felt the need to catch her breath. “Did I mention the part where they’re free?”
Cayleb was saying. “And you don’t have to use them yourself. You can just, like, take them and
then trade them for other things. Or fuck it, if you just throw them away and keep the plastic and
cash it in for whatever I’m not gonna tell anybody, man, don’t worry. I don’t care. I’m just, like,
the dealer. This’s just my job. All I have to do is, like, show up and show you them and then give
them to you.” Cayleb’s eyelids were starting to droop.
“Are you a student here?” Alice asked. In her head, she could hear her father’s familiar
admonishment about asking questions to which she already knew the answer, but it was the first
thing she could think to say that wasn’t openly critical. And she didn’t want Cayleb to fall asleep
in her doorway, either.
It must have done the trick, because Cayleb’s eyes snapped back open. “A student!” This
time his self-satisfaction was unmistakable. “I am indeed! I just started a couple days ago. They
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told me I ought to get here before classes start, cause it’d make it easier for me to do my job. So
yeah, this is my first, like, chunk or whatever. My first crack at it.”
“Your first semester.”
“That would be the term, yes. Admin’s got me in a special fast-track program where I
make the rounds I’m making now as part of my contract with them and USA Plus. It’s — ”
“I know all about it,” said Alice. “It’s probably a familiar subject to anyone who has
access to the Field.” The pockets of her jeans had begun to feel small. She pulled her sweaty
hands from them and crossed her arms over her chest. The thick sweater she had on was musty
with the smell of ancient wool and, underneath it, the faint w hiff of her own sweat, her own skin.
It was clear that her initial impression of Cayleb would require revision: nothing but
pheremones, she reminded herself. She felt ashamed to be so easily swayed by something so
primal. It was like he’d showed up at her door with a big chocolate cake, and she’d eaten it all
without so much as a thought to its nutritive value. To recognize both the instinct at work and her
subsequent denial of it gave her confidence — she couldn’t help it; it was the only thing that had
reliably done so since she was six.
Coolly, she inclined her chin upwards. “The Pharmaceutical Accessability Initiative, isn’t
it? I have no doubt that your academic rigor will only benefit from such an obligation.” As she
spoke, the tone of her own voice gave her a sour feeling that she couldn’t tell whether was for
Cayleb or for herself.
If Cayleb noticed her guilt or her sarcasm, he was very good at concealing it. All he did
was fall sideways against the doorway, giving the frame his entire weight, and sigh. He blinked
languidly and Alice felt a surge in some unreliable region of her chest. “To be perfectly honest
with you, this shit is taking it out of me already and it’s only my second night doing it.” He
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yawned, which wound up taking long enough for Alice to notice that he was missing two of his
teeth on one side, and the rest had a yellowish cast in the stark fluorescence of the hallway.
Despite his proximity to her, she could not smell his breath, although realizing that she could not
smell it made her ask herself if she had been trying to. As his yawn improbably continued, she
wondered if he was exaggerating it to back up his claim of fatigue, but based on his behavior and
his bodily carriage, there was a decent chance that his brain and vascular system might benefit
from as much oxygen as there was available to give them. “It’s tough to get people to even open
the door,” Cayleb continued, once he’d closed his mouth. “Tonight’s been a real learning
opportunity, though. A couple hours ago I got some guy to come out and he was saying I ought
to take his share of whatever I had. Right there in front of him, I mean. Not like save it for later.”
His face briefly twitched into a smile and then relaxed again. “Him and his friends got a little
insistent about it.”
“His share?” Alice’s eyes widened of their own accord. She gestured at the bubble strip
in Cayleb’s hand. “You don’t mean you ingested everything that’s contained in an entire — one
of those?”
“No way!” Cayleb said. “I want to live through tonight, thank you very much. I got plans
I want to see through. No, after some back and forth that guy and I made a deal where he could
pick three for me to do if he kept the rest of the sheet after I did the ones he picked.” Alice
thought he was about to yawn again, but he just smacked his jaw a little and took a deep,
contented breath. “Honestly, I think I got the better end o f that deal by far. Everything just feels
really nice and warm and, like, stretchy and tired.” The fabric of his coat made soft squeaking
sounds against the paint of the doorframe as he made himself comfortable there. “Once they saw
I wasn’t sprouting heads or whatever, they tried to back out, but a deal’s a deal. One less one of
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these things for me to get rid of.” He absently flapped the bubble sheet that hung, limp, in his
hand.
After a moment, Alice said, “Maybe they were afraid.”
“O f me, you mean?” Cayleb squinted his eyes in naked puzzlement. “Why would they be
afraid of me?” The possibility that someone might be frightened o f him seemed to be difficult for
him to conceive.
“Not afraid of you personally,” Alice clarified. “But maybe they’re afraid of what you’re
giving away. As far as they’re concerned, the only reason you’re here is to provide them with
whichever of those things they ask for, right? So all you are to them is the human representation
of something they’re afraid of.” Only after she’d said it could she reflect back on how correct her
assessment probably was. She continued, softer in tone, if not in volume — it would have been
hard for her to reduce the volume of her normal speaking voice without lowering it to a whisper.
“So maybe they’re acting the way that they are because it’s scary for them to imagine what
might happen if they used any of what you’re giving away. And they wanted you to give them a
demonstration, so they could determine whether it was actually worth being afraid of, or
whether, you know.” She swallowed. “Whether somebody lied to them about how scared they
ought to be.”
Cayleb’s eyes drifted off as he considered the idea. “ Sounds more like being curious than
being afraid,” he finally said, “but yeah. Maybe you’re right. To tell you the truth, I kind of just
thought it was because they were jerks, but, yeah, I like your version better.” Then he laughed
suddenly, surprising her. When he looked back at her he was smiling in a way that looked almost
sheepish. “Well, I hope you’re not looking for any more of a demonstration that the one you’re
getting, Alice, because I think I’m pretty demonstrationed out.”
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“I wouldn’t need a demonstration to know that I wasn’t interested in what you’ve been
assigned to distribute,” Alice said, and this was true, but for some reason she found it hard to
look him in the eye as she said it. “I told you that explicitly the moment you finished your
presentation.”
Cayleb didn’t reply immediately, and when Alice glanced up at him his smile spread, but
his eyes had taken a downcast tone. “No, I remember,” he said, a little more quietly. “You’re the
one who forgot. You want to talk about moments? Okay. The moment I was done telling you all
that stupid stuff about these?” He gave the bubble sheet a halfhearted flap. “When I was done
talking you were just kind of looking at me for a little bit, and it was definitely the nicest moment
I’ve had since I got to this place.”
Alice folded her arms more tightly around herself. On the back of her neck, she could feel
the prickling flush of perspiration. “This University hasn’t participated in the Pharmaceutical
Accessability Initiative since it was first drafted as part of the Rebranding,” she said. “It’s
basically become a tradition for them to decline every time they renew their contract with USA
Plus.” She made herself look past Cayleb but could still see, and hated seeing, the amused
expression that was playing on his face. The porous texture of the cinderblocks that composed
the hallway’s walls made the paint that covered them look as though it were spotted with
mildew. “You’re the ambassador of a ruinous development,” she heard herself say, and as soon
as she’d spoken she was surprised, then heartened, to hear the vehemence in her own voice.
“Well then it’s a good thing for you that taking them from m e’s just as voluntary as me
bringing them around,” Cayleb said mildly. “It’s not like I’m putting any pressure on you to take
them. You said no, I’ll say okay, and that can pretty much be that.” He still had that lopsided
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uncertain smile hanging on his face. It looked like a hopeful smile, and in that instant Alice
became determined to obliterate it.
“You’re, what, an Outlier?” Alice asked, inclining her chin up again. “Your family are
Outliers?”
“My family were Artisans, actually,” Cayleb said. “My dad made guitars for rock stars.”
“Rock stars?” Alice asked. Pity might not have been a worthwhile thing to feel for other
people, but it made a great weapon. “You must mean 5.” It was surprisingly easy to look down
her nose at someone who was taller than her. “But, no doubt from that mellifluous turn of phrase,
you’re here angling to be a poet of some kind? Perhaps a lyricist for one of these, ah, ‘rock stars’
this guitar-making father of yours no doubt has some sort of leverage with.” Somehow, Alice felt
angrier than she could remember ever having felt.
“Clothing, actually,” said Cayleb.
“Excuse me?”
He cleared his throat. “Clothing,” he repeated more loudly, looking as if he were finally
considering how this interaction might be brought to a quick conclusion. “I want to design
clothing for people in the domes. So, yeah, for stars, 5s, whatever. For whoever likes it, I guess.”
He took a step away from the doorway and adjusted his hat with the palm of his free hand.
“Yeah, I know it sounds dumb. It’s not like I go around telling that to everybody I meet. But,
like. You asked. So I thought I’d tell you.”
“Not a poet after all, then,” Alice said coolly. “Let me guess, your contract with USA
Plus vis a vis your enrollment here — an enrollment that’s contingent specifically on your value
to them as a dealer, mind you, not as a student asset — that contract probably includes a few
vaguely-worded lines regarding your desire to design clothing for these ‘stars’ you keep
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mentioning? Just enough to hint that it will all be well within your reach once you fulfill your
obligation to USA Plus by distributing whatever they’ve assigned you to distribute?”
Cayleb blinked, looking as if he had she had just hit him with some sort of sonar that
disrupted higher thought. “I’m sorry?”
Alice forced herself to laugh, consciously aware that she was doing it to make Cayleb
feel ashamed, and also conscious of how her own behavior was allowing her to avoid
acknowledging her own attraction to him, which, on an intellectual level, had not met with what
it had hoped for, but which still, on a purely pheremonal level, was every bit as present as it had
been from the moment she’d opened the door. This wasn’t articulated as cleanly in her mind in
that moment; she only knew that she was unused to the way she was feeling, and a decisive
retaking of control by any means necessary was the easiest way for her to sweep that confusion
away. “It seems I know more about your contract than you do, Cayleb,” she said, stepping back
into her room and catching the door with her hand. As she said his name for the first time it felt
awkward in her mouth, like a food with a strange flavor and texture. “And that’s never a good
sign. But as you Outliers like to say to one another — ” she paused for effect, coating her voice in
a poisonous layer of sarcasm that would have made her father proud — “ ‘good luck.’” Before
the door swung closed completely she added, “I’d add that you’re going to need it, but I, for one,
know that the concept of luck is an entirely meaningless construct outside the realm of
mathematical probability. And even when it’s placed in that context, the term ‘luck’ is an
abstraction for which there are far more accurate terms.”
She let gravity pull the door shut, superiority and rage coursing through her like a drug all
its own, and she might have ridden that wave to some other unknown future had she not heard an
unpleasant and disturbing sound.
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It was emanating from out in the hall: gasps o f soggy, constricted breath. At first she
couldn’t quite identify it, but once she had she was racked with a new flavor of embarrassment.
She hadn’t seen or heard a person cry since Ben Whiteshardt, on that stupid night all those years
ago, and she hadn’t known what to do then, either. She looked around her room, almost wild
with adrenaline, as if the answer might be hidden on the walls somewhere. There was her phone,
still sitting where she’d thrown it on the table. The lack o f any new email was more ominous
than the morning’s steady deluge of new messages. There was the blanket, hanging from the one
nail that protruded from the wall like the stopper of a syringe. Behind it, the light in the sky
outside was already fading.
“Stop it,” she said to Cayleb, opening the door a crack and peering through. Apparently,
he’d slid down the opposite wall and was now slumped against it on the floor. She emerged to
stand across from him, her hand still on the doorknob. The sounds of his hiccuping breath were
amplified by the narrow concrete hallway. “Please,” she said, “stop. I mean, I’m sorry, that was
rude of me, but, come on. What are you doing?”
“If you’re keeping score, it’s me who ought to be sorry,” said Cayleb, taking a breath.
“ So far, coming here has been a real swan dive into a big, deep pile of shit. I don’t know what I
expected, but I was kind of looking forward to being at a place like this.”
Alice couldn’t help laughing, but not at him. “Well, that was your first mistake.”
Cayleb sniffed and dragged the cuff of his magenta sleeve under his nose, leaving behind
a dark, shiny trail. “I mean, the contract they got me on is pretty sweet. At least I thought so. But
I guess you don’t need me to tell you that.”
“Well,” said Alice awkwardly. “I try to stay informed.”
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“Yeah, you seem like you really know w hat’s up.” He used his knuckles to grind tears out
of his eyes. “As long as I do what they tell me — like, as far as the Pharmoceutical Accessability
Initiative goes, if I stick with that I get to learn about whatever I want. The things I want to know
about, or even nothing at all, if that’s the direction I want to take it in. It’s totally up to me.” He
drew a long, ragged breath and let it out slowly. “Not that I’m not here to learn about stuff. I’m
actually kind of excited about that part of it. My mom always said I was a very curious person.”
For a second his voice tightened again, but to Alice’s relief, he maintained his composure, or
what passed for it. “Anyway, so of course I’m looking forward to, you know, learning and all
that. I gather I’m pretty lucky to be here...” — Alice could not help raising her eyebrows at this,
but she held her tongue — “ . b u t mostly I was looking forward to being around more people
than I’m used to being around.” His entire face contorted and he sobbed once, then again, a
horrible wrenching choke. As if he could read her mind, he pressed the heels of his hands into his
eye sockets and shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “It’s just that nobody wants me
here.” He didn’t take his hands away. “Everybody’s onto me or something. Like they got some
sort of half-filled-out profile of me before I even showed up, and they’re content to judge me on
that than, like, actually talk to me and get their idea that way. I’m like some beetle that’s
invading the potato chips or whatever.” He took his hands down and looked up at Alice, and
Alice didn’t look away. She found that she couldn’t. Or maybe she just didn’t want to.
Something about the lack of clarity in his eyes — the cluelessness; the seeking, oblivious,
obvious lostness — made her heart feel as though it were slipping away from the grip of a fiery
hand. Or maybe as though it had the option of not slipping away. O f staying, and being
squeezed.
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“Come inside,” said Alice. She found the handle to the door, pulled on it, and stepped
farther back into her room. When Cayleb pushed himself off the wall to follow her, the plastic
sheet of drugs dropped to the floor from his hand, and the door swung shut behind them.
A
“I think it comes from, like, a plant,” Cayleb said. “I’m not really sure though.” Alice had
never met anyone who seemed so comfortable to sit on the floor. His eyes were big and dewy
with affection, but not for her. The tuft of def looked spongey between his fingers. When he
squeezed it it oozed beads of greenish-gold stuff that twinkled like honey. He pulled one sticky
finger away from it and used it to point at her. “They don’t give us it as part of the sample pack.
This is from my own personal stash. You want to taste?”
“Are you serious?” Alice said, eyeing the tainted finger dubiously. Its whole tip was
colored darkly with sap from the def. The scent, which now filled the whole room, was pungent,
familiar, and difficult to place. She had to resist the impulse to lean in and take a deeper whiff,
and stayed perched on the edge of the bed. “Is that how it’s, like, consumed?”
Cayleb smiled the irritating smile of an expert. “Nah,” he said. “It does taste pretty good,
though.” After it had become apparent that Alice was not interested in doing so, he licked the
resin off of the proffered finger. “Might get you feeling a little bit lightheaded this way, but,
typically, you’re going to want to smoke it.” Then, with his thumb, he began rolling the def up
and down the ramp of his fingertips, giving it a spherical shape. “Like, you light it on fire and
then you suck in the smoke that comes out of it.”
“I’m familiar with the practice of smoking,” Alice said, a little annoyed.
“Oh yeah?” Cayleb looked up at her, and away from the ball of def in his hand, which
had become dark and glassy with resin. “Like, tobacco? Marijuana? You have that in the
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domes?”
Alice rolled her eyes. “Among other things, yes. People aren’t supposed to, but they do.
Some people.”
“Do you?”
It was strange, the feeling of disappointment that surged through her when he said
something that proved just how little he knew of who she was. “Certainly not,” she said. The sad
sound of her voice surprised her. She couldn’t believe that anyone could mistake her for
someone capable of such behavior.
Cayleb didn’t seem to see anything wrong, although he continued to look at her quite
intently. “Why don’t you?”
She wondered at how best to explain, and Cayleb quietly resumed his sculpting of the
def. Eventually, she said, “I have other vices to cultivate.”
Cayleb laughed again, a weird dopey bray. “Oh yeah?” he said. “Dome vices?” He held
the ball of def between his finger and his thumb and made a show of sighting it to see how round
it was. She’d seen her father do the same with surgical tools, lenses, the components of various
lab equipment. “What are some popular dome vices? Besides smoking, I mean.”
W hat way was there to begin to explain any of it? She thought about it and couldn’t come
up with an answer. Lengthy seconds of silence passed, during which she could hear the minute
sticky fibers of the def separating from and rebinding to the skin of Cayleb’s hand. From
somewhere down the hallway, an old-sounding machine rumbled to life and started to hum. Had
she hoped to accomplish something by inviting him in? If so, whatever that had been was not
going to transpire. Her inability to bridge or leap over these conversational gulfs would surely
drive him away, and that would be that. She’d probably never see him again. It was
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inconceivable that even someone as dim as he seemed to be would return to her room to try
unloading more o f his drugs, and she knew that this was a good thing, knew that she should want
him to stay away, but it didn’t feel like a good thing, and she did not. She wanted to remain
there, in that strange little cinderblock room, until she died. If Cayleb was her ticket in, that
seemed to be a reasonable cost of admission.
Cayleb was still waiting for her to respond. “Oh,” she finally said, injecting an airy tone
into her voice with effort that she feared was more audible than her actual words, “I don’t really
do anything that exciting.” Cayleb just arched his eyebrows, but he finally stopped staring.
“W ork,” she clarified. “ Scientific work. Planning ahead. That kind of thing.” The walls seemed
to eat her words, producing the briefest clipped echo before they were swallowed.
It was Cayleb’s turn, apparently, to let several seconds of silence elapse before he spoke.
“Are you saying your greatest flaw is that you’re a perfectionist?” he asked, finally. H e’d started
to roll the ball of def between his palms in a way that reminded her o f Grace, of cooking, of
breakfasts-at-dinner, and she realized belatedly that she was perilously close to crying. She
couldn’t have spoken, even if she’d known what she wanted to say.
Fortunately, Cayleb’s focus was on the def. “Because that doesn’t count,” he continued.
“My father used to say perfection was boring. He was wrong, though. I think perfection’s
fucking fascinating.”
Alice tried to swallow the knot in her throat. “W hy?”
“W hy?” It sounded almost like he was mocking her for asking. “Because it’s perfection,
man! Isn’t that, like, the definition? Pretty much every time something is perfect, the whole
reason it’s perfect is because it’s fascinating. Will you pass me that pipe on the desk?”
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Grateful for the distraction, she turned to find it, but even then she was confused: she’d
expected to see some length of metal tubing, but the only thing there besides her phone was a
stubby glass blob shaped vaguely like a spoon. “Did you put this here?” she asked, her hand
hovering over it.
“Yeah,” he said, reaching with his free hand. “Let me see.” Even if its bowl end hadn’t
been full of ash, he couldn’t have meant anything else, and she regretted having asked. She
couldn’t help wishing that her hand had just closed over it, an expert at all of this, like him.
When she passed the pipe over, her fingertips brushed his. Had she meant for them to? Had he?
Hers felt hot, tingly, where they had touched him.
“I thought the definition of perfection was flawlessness,” said Alice, her heart aflutter.
“Nah man.” Cayleb shook his head confidently. “Flawlessness is what’s boring.” Using
the side of his thumb, he nudged the ball of def from his palm into the bowl of the pipe.
“Perfection and flawlessness aren’t even friends, man. They have got not very much to do with
one another at all.”
“But couldn’t something that’s normally irregular in composition — something that’s
inherently flawed, or at least flawed-looking, because of its irregularity — there has to be an
instance of something like that becoming fascinating precisely because it’s not flawed, right?
Like, I don’t know, coral, for example. Or trees. You grew up, u m . ” But she had no word that
was not unkind to describe where Cayleb came from.
“Out there?” Cayleb provided, his attention fixed squarely on the pipe.
“Right,” said Alice, her face warm. “You probably saw trees all the time and didn’t think
anything about it. But imagine if you saw a tree one day that was perfectly symmetrical.”
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“Perfectly what?” said Cayleb, twisting sideways on the floor so he could get better
access to his pants pocket.
“Perfectly symmetrical.” The way he was moving around down there, how it caused his tshirt to ride halfway up his tan torso, made her avert her eyes. “Like, if you folded it in half
down the middle, it would be the same on either side.”
“Like a mirror image, you’re saying.” Faint rustles and jingling noises came from his
direction as he continued to scrounge.
“ Sure,” said Alice, still not looking. “You’d probably find that tree arresting in a way you
didn’t find other trees to be.”
“I mean, I guess I was thinking more about people when I said that perfection is boring,”
Cayleb said, “but whatever. Trees are cool. Aha! I knew I had one in here.” A small clicking
sound drew her eyes back over to him, in spite of herself. He was sitting back up, and in his hand
he held a small bright-red plastic stick. W ith his thumb he pushed a button on one end and a
small flame popped out next to it, then disappeared. Her eyes widened in amazement. She’d seen
lighters before, sure, but only in old videos; to actually have something that antique was the type
of privilege not normally afforded to anyone but the most refined.
“That’s right!” Cayleb said, noticing her surprise. “Just like they got in Hollywood.” He
looked, for the first time, a little shy. Without her permission, her mind conjured an image o f her
father, years ago, his back bent as he hunched over Grace’s piano, music flowing from his hands
that she’d neither heard before nor ever would again.
“Let me see,” she said, extending her hand with unintentional regality. Cayleb obliged,
and he included the pipe, although she’d only wanted the lighter. She touched his skin again
when he passed them to her; this time, she meant to. The glass of the pipe — it looked and felt
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like glass, anyway — had appeared to be uniformally dark from across the room, but close up
she could see that it was whorled with subtle shifting colorations, like an oil slick on water. Its
bowl was warm from where Cayleb had held it.
“W hat happens when you dream?” he said suddenly.
“When you dream?” She blinked up from the pipe, surprised, but in no time the gears of
her mind have shifted into a comfortably clinical arrangement. “W ell,” she began, “when you
start to fall asleep, your brain switches itself over to theta-band activity, and the waves become
slower and slower until they’re primarily delta waves. And once you’ve been in that state long
enough, the delta waves start to be intermingled with waves of a higher frequency, and that’s
when you begin to dream. There’s rapid eye movement too, of course, but that’s more of a side
effect than a cause. And limb paralysis. And your brain starts hogging O2 like you wouldn’t
believe.”
“Um,” said Cayleb, although Alice w asn’t finished. “W hat?” He looked thoroughly
perplexed.
“W hat?” Alice fired back. “You asked what happens when we dream. I’m telling you.”
Cayleb’s cackling only irritated her more. “That right there,” he said, when he was
finished laughing at her, “that was perfect.” He shook his head, smiling and looking down. “I’m
not talking about, like, brains and stuff, man. I meant, like, when you dream.”
Her body went rigid.
“When I dream,” she repeated. For the first time that day, she felt it on her temple, the
cool circular ring.
“Yeah.”
“You’re asking, like — what I — what do I dream about?”
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“Yeah!”
It was like having cold water thrown in her face, these flashes of how little he knew:
about her, about the world, about anything. “Why w o u l d . ” — she could barely get the words
out — “ . w h y would you ask me that?”
“Oh, listen,” he said, putting his hands out in front of him like a barrier. “If it’s, like, a
thing you’d rather n o t . like, if people don’t . I didn’t mean to — ”
“W hat do you dream about?” She heard, and hated, the shrill indignation in her voice.
She felt as though she were accusing him of something, but was unsure of what; despite her
disarray, all he did was grin. This time it was slower to arrive than before: less a switch that had
been flipped than the sun from behind a cloud.
“Oh, I can dream about all kinds of things,” he said, “with a little help.” He scooted
across the floor on his butt, and leaned against the side of the desk. “Why do you know so much
about brains, though? Is that what you’re here to, like, do? You want to learn about them?”
Even though it was her own room they were in, the impulse to get up and leave it was
strong; then again, she’d have nowhere to go. “I didn’t realize I was submitting to an
interrogation by inviting you inside,” she said, retreating into the cocoon of her clothing.
“For the love of Louise,” said Cayleb, “I’m just curious about you! You’re the only
person here w ho’s been remotely nice to me so far. Can you blame me for wanting to know a
little more about who you are?”
But Alice didn’t want to hear another question, let alone answer one. Her thoughts were
racing endlessly in her head. She didn’t realize how her hands were shaking until the pipe and
the lighter fell from them and clattered onto the floor. “ Shit,” she hissed. “ Stupid. I’m sorry.”
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“It’s okay!” Cayleb was already pitched forward, retrieving them from under the bed.
“It’s wicked sticky. You got to give it a real whack for it to fall out of there, believe me. Yeah,
see that? Take a look in there. Safe and sound.” She glanced for an instant at the inky shape in
his hand and then looked away, to nowhere, to anywhere but him.
“Hey,” he said. “Let’s play a game. Let’s call it the Question Game. You want to know
the rules?” She thought of her phone, still sitting there with its unread emails and its link to her
heartbeat, to her breath, to her. “It’s real simple. First you ask me a question and I have to answer
you truthfully. And then we switch. And the first person who lies or doesn’t answer is, like, the
loser.”
The prospect couldn’t have interested her less. She looked at the pipe in his hand; at the
lighter; at his mouth; at him.
“I have a better idea,” she said.
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THE PART ABOUT BEN: “Rise And Shine”

Ben descends with the escalator into the depths of the Magnetrak station. His heart is
palpitating like there’s something alive in there, trying to get out. Mentally he queries his eJac
for his biorhythmic data, and it complies, briefly ghosting the numerals in the lower left quadrant
of his field of vision: 85 beats per minute. Pretty high. Maybe too high. Someone, somewhere,
marks that data (and the fact that Ben had checked it) in a box on some infinite spreadsheet,
making or breaking his best shot at immortality. O f course there is. Everything he does,
everything he thinks, is, in its own small way, part of the Test.
Even so, under the circumstances, can they blame him for being a little spikey? O f course
they can’t. An increased heartrate is probably a good thing, if you’re on your way to a sunset
party. M ightn’t it demonstrate a biological acknowledgement of the momentum of the occasion?
Connote an attitude of respect? Even reverence? O f course it might. O f course, it might also
signify physical unworthiness, a surfeit of self-consciousness, even simple genetic weakness —
deal-breakers all. You never knew any of these things because they never let you know. Even
when you levelled up, you never knew the real reason why. That’s what experience has taught
him, and that’s what people say. But it’s harder than ever to trust people; harder than ever to
know what to believe. The people who pass aren’t supposed to talk about it; the people who want
to pass aren’t supposed to ask about it. Ben has come to think that this is the worst thing about
the Test; it’s also the best reason not to think about it, but that, of course, is impossible. At least,
it’s impossible for Ben. He sinks his fingernails into the rubber railing of the escalator and takes
a shaky breath. Whether it’s due to simple nerves about the party, or to the unfamiliar and
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unexpected sensation of being the only person in the station, he’s able to convince himself, for
once in his life, that a little anxiety is excusable.
Just moments before, when he arrived at the station via his cell’s private pneumatic
elevator, the first thing he’d noticed was that he was entirely alone. It would have been
impossible not to, and for a moment he figured it had to be some sort of illusion, but as
improbable as it sounds, it turns out to be true: there’s not another living person anywhere. It’s
like being awake in a dream. Absent the clots of 1s clogging up the scanners at the turnstiles with
their dirty or damaged or second-rate, secondhand phones; absent the 3s jockeying for
dominance on the escalators and optimal boarding position on the platform; absent even any 2s
loping about, looking for excuses to impose order, there’s just Ben, and it’s such an unfamiliar
situation that he actually feels light-headed. H e’s almost afraid to look down the length of the
platform to confirm that the entire station is, indeed, deserted, but when he cranes his neck to see
as far down as he can, it’s plain that he’s alone.
His aloneness so arrests him that he forgets to step off the escalator when it reaches the
bottom, and when it nudges him off he stumbles onto the platform and almost has to wheel his
arms to keep his balance. Normally, to pause where he currently stands would be an invitation to
be trampled by an irritable avalanche of his fellow commuters, but that doesn’t matter now. He is
really and truly in there by himself, and he’s transfixed, not so much to one point as to the whole
massive space of the tunnel.
Now that he’s hit 4, it’s been a while since he’s had to take the Mag, but the invitation
was very clear. Even so, the space is still familiar; he’s been in there thousands of times, but
never without any other people getting in the way. The yawning emptiness is rendered plainer
now to him than has ever been possible before: the total darkness of the tube-openings, from
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whence the giant sleek cars emerge; the gleaming burnished silver of the rails, and the way the
light slides along them in the darkness below the knobbled yellow edge of the platform; the
porous texture of the platform itself, which is comprised of broad slabs of black cement which, in
Ben’s seldom-recalled childhood, were polished to an impressively high gloss, and have in the
intervening years been buffed by millions of rough-shod feet into a pitted oatmeal of puttylike
grey that leaves the original shiny black finish only on the very outside edges, barely noticeable
beneath the flashing colors of the digiplast panels that comprise the wall opposite the tracks. The
entire wall of panels is tuned without interference to his dedicated frequency — his signal;
nobody else’s — and stream a never-ending cycle of smart advertisements targeted just for him,
their displayed content flickering and shifting to match the individuated user signal emitted by
his cranial suite. As he strolls by them, one by one, studying them with childlike captivation,
their images melt into: select user testimonials for Ben’s preferred flavor of O2 (lemonberry); a
captioned feed from B en’s preferred news stream (PlayerDecor); a pale green scroll unfurling to
reveal the motto RISE a n d

s h in e

above a bullet-pointed list of all the ways Ben’s life will

improve once he ascends to level 5: aside from the increased functionality and customizability of
his eJac, he’ll have more options for upholstery in his cell’s accomodations, highest priority in
the clothing draw and more frequent opportunities to exchange what he doesn’t want, almost
certainly an increase in the amount of control he’ll be able to exercise over others at work, and,
of course, the pearly gates of body-mod will finally be thrown wide open. The ad understates this
last piece of information to an almost comical degree, making it seem like just another perk, but
the thought of it excites Ben so much that he has to force himself to not even think about
it. Especially tonight, he needs to put such lofty thoughts aside, and focus on the present
moment. There will be real live 5s at the party; he might as well start keeping his cool now.
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Doesn’t want to go screwing himself over. An invitation to a sunset party surely signifies
something good, after all, something huge, maybe even signifies that 5 is imminent, closer than
he dares to dream, sure to happen any day now — but he’ll do himself no favors by jumping to
conclusions.
W ithout the white noise of being alive that’s usually generated by the teeming mass of
his fellow commuters, Ben cannot ignore how the plasma screens gave off a tinny, hissing,
barely-audible squeal. The circulation fans embedded at regular intervals in the ceilings and the
walls give off a quiet thrumming whir that he can feel as well as hear, along with the buzzy
electromagnetic hum of the rails, and he imagines that he can perceive the deeper and infinitely
larger roar of echoes generated by the gigantic bubble of city that extends all around him, miles
in every direction. In the absence of the scents of his fellow citizen-assets there’s some other
scent, one he can’t easily place, something chemical and clean, and sweet and rubbery, too,
something deeply and inexplicably nostalgic.
In the interior breast pocket of his antique Burberry suit jacket, the invitation to the sunset
party hangs, almost weightless, but to Ben it seems to radiate infectious energy through every
layer of his clothing, every atom in his body. It’s just a piece of paper, and it’s still easily the
most valuable thing he has ever touched. In its presence, even the Burberry suit, a light-red twobutton cotton-linen work of art that he bidded fiercely for on eBay the very same night he hit 4,
is reduced to a common jizz-rag. If anyone else had been there on the platform with him, Ben
would not be able to erase the irrational fear that they would know, somehow, that he had the
invitation to the sunset party in his pocket, and that this hypothetical adversary would try to rip it
out of the jacket as a way to gain admittance to the party themselves. And, although this is a
ridiculous fantasy for many reasons, not the least of which orients around Ben’s uncertainty
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about whether the invitation is required for admittance or just a formality — for surely they’ll let
him in whether he has it or not (or, at least, they’d better) — and although the thought of the
jacket being ripped sends an actual shiver through him, the notion of missing the sunset party
makes him want to panic.
But he will not miss the sunset party. Nobody can take his invitation away from him,
because he is somehow, against all odds, down here by himself. His face warps into a nervous
smile and, tentatively at first, he allows himself to take what feels like the most relaxed breath of
air he’s taken in quite some time, eventually filling his lungs to capacity with the better-than-bargrade O2 that they pump into the Mag, as much to relax passengers as to prevent them from
losing consciousness under heavily crowded conditions. Well, he thinks mightily, exhaling,
there’s no danger o f that happening today! The air feels as thick and refreshing as water, only
breathable, and he drinks in more. In seconds, his mood has expanded from relief to excitement
to confidence to full-blown elation, and, on the verge of sudden shame at his own instinctual
greed, he does his best to modulate his breathing in the way that he would have been doing if
other commuters had been there. This is his burden and his responsibility, as a conscientious and
not-entirely-self-centered-but-still-ego-oriented-enough-to-excel level-4-and-soon-to-be-level-5
player of Alphasoft. He might be alone on the platform, but he’s never entirely without company
anymore. He suspects he will not be doing himself any favors by having too many self-satisfied
thoughts at this critical point in the process of his ascension. On high-stress days he monitors
each little slip of pettiness, each discouraging thought about USA+, each tendency towards
unjustified individual indulgence, just as he’d once done with only his exterior behavior,
although those days feel far in the past now.
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He takes another breath, careful to do so more shallowly, and tries to let his pre-partyderived anxiety be leavened by oxygen-derived giddiness. At first, the mixture threatens to swirl
into a hurricane of baseless fretting, but he can feel a focal thought coalescing, calm and
comforting, at its center, and seeks it out. It’s almost too egotistical for him to even consider, but
the more he entertains it the more plausible it becomes: his solitude there, in the station, has to be
some sort of orchestrated thing. He is a 4 now, at long last, but that still doesn’t mean he’s all
that exceptional, and, after all, this is a party, not some private meeting, dozens if not hundreds
of other people will be there — and, yes, normally, on any other day at this same time, he’d be in
his office, reviewing flags, making the important calls, doing the important work, to be sure, but
nothing heroic, nothing groundbreaking. But still. They’ve chosen him. They want him, for
whatever reason these things happen. Everyone else in this sector — the entire sector; that’s tens
of thousands of people — is somewhere else, as in, not going to the party, as in, has not been
invited. And he has been. H e’s got the invitation to prove it in his pocket — right? Yes — he
pats it reassuringly. That’s the difference between Ben and everybody else. Maybe it’s bad form,
but he cannot stop himself from allowing the sneaky, guilty, delicious thought to surface: might
it be within the realm of possibility that the deserted station is a little glimpse behind the curtain?
A special treat from them to him, Ben Whiteshadrt, He Who Has Been Invited? Is that really
such a ridiculous idea? How remote is the possibility that they could calculate when Ben was
going to leave for the party, that they might want to show him en route just how exceptional they
think he was by somehow ensuring that the station would be completely deserted, as a sort of
personal entendre to him? A glimpse at the things they can do that are actually quite casually
accomplished when they undertake to make them happen — which, if true, carries with it the
clear intimation that Ben himself could be a part of such manipulations himself — if, of course,
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he continues to do well on the Test. It might be extraordinarily arrogant, but this flight of fancy
makes Ben feel far more secure. As if to prove to himself and whoever else is watching just how
naturally he’s taking this whole experience in stride, he asks his eJac to go into record mode,
then queries his heart rate again. It’s fallen to 78, he’s pleased to find; still a little higher than
normal, but surely they’ll find that permissible — understandable, even — given the
circumstances. Surely everyone invited to a sunset party shows a little spike in adrenaline
beforehand. They probably take it as a sign of respect. And so B en’s thoughts continue to
revolve.
The more time passes without any other person stepping onto the platform, the more
room is created in B en’s restless mind for another idea to take root: what if this is not some sort
of reward? W hat if this is actually some new part of the Test? What if they’re monitoring him
especially closely to see how he’ll do in a totally unprecedented circumstance? The quotient of
O2 in the air is highly suspicious; O2, like all resources, is militantly rationed in a dome. Why
would they waste it by pumping it into an almost-empty station? He tries to breathe deeply, but
not too deeply, tries to strike a balance with his breaths that illustrate that he appreciates the extra
O2 but still isn’t taking it for granted. He knows by now that even things that seem like they just
have to be a part of the Test still might actually not be. Certain as it might seem that the sunset
party, for example, is part of the Test, so ironclad its reputation as an elite event that it essentially
might as well be thought of the Test’s final portion, there’s always the chance that it’s nothing
more than a regular old party, albeit a fancy and exclusive one — that, while it has the effects
and the consequences of something that might be part of the Test, those things are just its nature,
a by-product, not its raison d ’etre. It might simply stand removed from the Test and fall into the
category o f arcane tradition, a random whim of the elite. But, of course, the elite do not behave
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randomly, and to think so could be seen as tantamount to disrespect, and Ben would not dream,
of course, o f disrespecting anyone, anything, anywhere. If the elite have whims, they surely also
have the discipline to resist them. That’s how Ben got to level 4, after all, or so he likes to think:
deep and abiding respect for his superiors.
He allows himself another deep breath of hyperoxygenated air and reminds himself that
obsessing over the Test is fruitless, even though he knows full well that trying to stop himself
from obsessing over the Test once he’d started to is also pretty fruitless in itself. Lyviana was
right, all those years ago: if a person is meant to pass the Test, they don’t have to worry about
whether something is part of the Test or whether it’s some other random meaningless
phenomenon. He knows that now. The Test is impossible to fool, and so those who are meant to
pass it have no reason to worry about w hat’s a part of it and what isn’t. But if that’s the case, Ben
often thinks miserably, how can the likes of him ever expect to pass? 2 to 3 was pure nepotism, 3
to 4 was earned, sure, but he’s done his best to figure out exactly what he’d done to make it
happen and he’s still not sure — and he’s content at 4, more or less, or at least he would be if
there was no such thing as 5. But there is. And, oh, how he wants it.
As a means of self-distraction, he turns again to face the digiplast mediafield panels, but
this time, when he sees what they’re displaying, his chest seizes with newfound horror. On the
panel directly in front of him, the avatar from Julian’s long-ago Cage party has materialized,
batting her impossibly dewey green eyes.
The surge of primal terror that accompanied her every malfunction at the Cage floods his
system, threatens to overwhelm him, but it looks to have been fixed. O f course it has. This is an
ad, there’s no need for a hard eJac link; and besides, that was — how long ago now? He has no
idea. He hasn’t thought of that night, let alone o f Julian, in ages, and he’s quite content to keep it
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that way. He tries to relax, huffs more oxygen, still abuzz with low-grade panic over whether to
keep looking.
“Hey, you,” says the avatar, making up his mind for him. H e’s powerless to look
anywhere but at her. It really is amazing — he could swear h e’s looking directly into the eyes of
a living woman. Her pillowy lip curls dirtily and she cocks an eyebrow at him, as if she can read
his mind — which, he supposes, she sort of can. “Yeah, you. Benjamin Whiteshardt.” The strap
of her dress slips off of her left shoulder and falls halfway down her arm. “You remember me,
don’t you? Because I remember you. Last year? At the Cage?”
Sheepishly, Ben realizes that his eJac is still in record mode. He turns away from the
screen and tags the video, hoping to sound nonchalant: “Empty mag platform, sixteen hundred.”
Even though there’s nobody around to hear him, it’s his habit to speak quietly. “Trippy.”
Silently, he signals the recorder to turn off.
“Looks like w e’re all alone,” the avatar coos from behind him. She laughs from deep in
her throat. “It looks like it’s been five hundred seventy-seven days since your last visit to
Sarkofigos. I bet you’d just love to have a little fun with me again.” Ben stands stiffly, without
turning around, and says nothing. If this is, indeed, all part of the Test, he doesn’t want to seem
too interested in the avatar. Although maybe, the thought creeps in, maybe a lackadaisical
attitude about the party — about everything — will illustrate his qualifications even better than
being reverential? Maybe by being aloof towards the avatar, he’ll seem not mature or
desensitized, as is his intention, but unhealthily repressed! There’s still no guarantee he’s lived
that old reputation down. And, after all, who wouldn’t be turned on by the ad? The avatar is
gorgeous. W ithout the horrible malfunction, there’s nothing to be put off by. He turns his head
enough to afford himself another view of the ad, looks at the avatar askance. The logo for the
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Cage is splashed across the backdrop plane of the panel, and the avatar is superimposed over it in
higher-than-real-life definition. Her dress has fallen down to her waist since he’d last looked
over at her. Her breasts, or the physics models at work in the rendering thereof, are perfect.
“Come on, Ben,” the avatar whispers conspiratorially, narrowing her eyes and biting her
lip. She leans forward. “I wanna see it.” She brushes her fingertips along the underside of her left
breast, dances them up the gravity-defying curve, and tweaks her nipple. “Please, Ben,” she
whimpers. “Take it out. It’s just you and me.” Remarkably, Ben can feel his penis actually stir in
his pants. Normally he wouldn’t dream of contributing to the ever-present problem of public
masturbation that has recently come to plague the culture of Alphasoft, but, then again, this is not
a normal day. Would jacking off here really be so bad? M ightn’t it relieve the tension that the
avatar has now built up in him, tension that might get in the way, cloud his presence of mind,
once he’s at the party? It’s a tempting thought, but one he has to decline. Without even turning
his head he can see the blinking red lights of five cameras, two in the ceiling and three along the
wall, and he knows there have to be at least a hundred more. His job allows him firsthand
knowledge of how many people per day engage in acts of public self-gratification in any of
Alphasoft’s genpop spaces, and the fear o f presenting himself as incapable of basic self-control
cannot justify creating the impression that he’s the kind of person who could be manipulated into
the public relief of sexual urges so easily. Feeling proud of himself, he turns fully away.
Immediately, from behind him, the avatar expresses her displeasure. “D on’t you dare turn
your back on me, Ben. I need it.” Her voice is ragged with a sexual hunger so authentic that Ben
is more impressed than turned on. He stands silently, willing himself to think about the marvels
of digital technology that have created the avatar, hoping that his body language is readable by
the cameras that may or may not have be observing him for Test-related matters as one of total
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indifference. But he cannot not ignore his pounding heart, and he knows that the sensors in his
eJac will not ignore it either. H e’s starting to sweat. Still, though, he has to assume that an
increased heartbeat and a little sweat is better than whipping out his dick and jacking off on a
magnetrak platform right before what, in all probability, will be the most important evening of
his life. He is right to resist. He takes a deep breath; more oxygen will help to calm him, but he
still feels the edge of a panicky impulse, and his heartbeat refuses to slow.
“Aw, are you playing hard to get, Ben?” The avatar’s voice has modulated to a playful
kind of pity. “That’s okay.” The same exact throaty chuckle from before. “You can download the
free Sarkofigos app anytime from USA Plus. Come find me there when you just can’t take it any
more. Oh, and here’s something you might like. When you sign in using code
BenjaminW4551371 you’ll get a free five-minute preview show starring me, your own personal
playmate. The Cage: Go W ild.”
Once he is sure the avatar has permanently departed, Ben finds himself wishing she was
still there. She at least gave him something to think about besides the party. He spins around to
make sure she isn’t trying some sort of new strategy with him — being silent to so as to get him
to turn around, say — but she’s gone, and in her place, Ben is surprised to see an old ad for a
popular livestream from a 4 named John Phallustrong, one Ben had been assigned to promote,
back when he’d been a 3. Entitled “Weekend Fuckfest,” it summarized a few hours of footage
that, for all he knew, he’d cobbled together himself from #JohnPhallustrong’s personal cell
stream. The title and Field address appear in a splashy magenta font at the bottom of the digiplast
panel, superimposed over the writhing pixelated flesh, close enough to the bottom that it’s
reflected upside-down in the patch of polished floor that remains on the outside edges of the
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platform. It looks like a watery pinkish stain, and Ben cringes to read it without really knowing
why. He turns away from it, too.
Instead, he stares at the magnetrak rails without seeing them, and thinks about how the
breathing rate of a cool calm and collected person could be as low as twenty-five resps a minute.
In, two, three, four; out, six, seven, and in. Even if his breathing and heartbeat and trains of
thought are all a wreck, he can at least manifest the outward appearance of serenity for the
cameras. The effort has to count for something. Maybe his heartrate isn’t as fast as he thought it
is. He attempts to ascertain it without checking his eJac or raising his hand to the side of his
neck; surely it has slowed. Or has it?
Just as he feels the prickle of sweat begin on his forehead, as it’s spreading over his ears
and down the back of his neck, the platform vibrates under his feet, and relief washes over him
so totally that he almost laughs, almost feels a moment of crazy glee. Pinging sounds like the
snapping of small taut wires reverberate down the track and when he steps over to the edge of the
platform and looks down the tunnel he can feel a rush of air and see a point of yellow light far
down in the distance, and rapidly growing larger. This is it. Time to rise and shine.
But as the Magnetrak car approaches, the relief he is so grateful to momentarily drown in
evaporates. Whereas, in the days since he received the invitation, the party has been some
approaching conceptual thing — important, obviously, but manageable — with the Mag car now
in physical view he is presented with the unavoidable reality that he will in a matter of seconds
be stepping into it, and in a matter of minutes arriving at the party, which means that the party
will then be not just an idea but a real event, full of real people, occurring in an actual, physical
place — a space, bounded by walls — and that he, Ben Whiteshardt, will be travelling to this
space and occupying a portion of it and interfacing with other players who themselves will be
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moving through and occupying the same space as him. It’s happening. H e’s going to a sunset
party. This is huge. His heartbeat is spiking, he can feel it. Maybe he’s having a heart attack. No.
That’s ridiculous. He is healthy, he is in his prime, he is exactly the type of person who they
want to pass the Test. O f course they want him to pass. Why would they invite him to the
fucking party in the first place if they didn’t want him to pass? It’s all up to him now. All he has
to do is not screw it up. The party, or more precisely what he does at it, will determine the rest of
his career, the rest of his life. In all likelihood, anyway. Maybe not. There’s always a chance that
it’s no big deal. Still. Better safe than sorry. His chest flutters with a strange and still not entirely
pleasant strain of excitement, different than the feeling of, say, getting a thousand likes on an
update to his Field. This is a potential victory, one that’s set to happen in the real world, without
even the framework of the office or the Cage or even the Mag to serve as a buffer. A sunset party
is sure to have its own protocol, its own etiquette, but this is (obviously) his first, and in keeping
with the exclusivity of the party itself, the particulars of sunset party etiquette aren’t something
that he can very well just go trotting off into the Field to look up. Even if such a search yielded
results that weren’t intentionally misleading, his search history would show that he had looked it
up, which would probably not do him any favors as far as the Test is concerned. H e’s flying solo
on this one. Earning his wings. W ithout a net. By the seat of his pants. All the normal pressures
and expectations that accompany any environment wherein pheromonal interfacing happened, all
the layered semi-visible mechanics of instinct and personality, the striving to navigate the
delicate maze of nuanced understanding and variable sophistication that each citizen-asset he
comes face-to-face with will bring to their interpretation and mastery of these dynamics, while
simultaneously doing his best to track and control the shifting labyrinth of his own reactions —
the importance of the sunset party magnifies all of this further by a profound and unknowable
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multiplier. Out of nowhere, he feels the powerful and chaotic impulse to bolt, to be somewhere
else, anywhere, it doesn’t matter — and it’s ridiculous, shameful, he knows it — but he just
needs to get immediately away, needs to move his legs as fast as they can move, be running free,
like a rabbit or a cheetah or some other long-dead animal, just get away, away from all of this.
Although what else is there but oblivion?
This is not 4 thinking. He mentally shouts it at himself, in a desperate bid to wrest control
of his panic into the hands of his most regal and authoritative self. This is loser thinking. Outlier
thinking. Animal thinking. Literally insane. And only at the thought of players and outliers, of
rabbits and cheetahs, of predators and prey, is he able to maintain anything like control.
He exhales, shaky but intact. This is what triumph feels like: wanting to slap himself for
experiencing such a base flight of fancy. But the cameras wouldn’t like that, now, would they?
The laugh that he forces himself to issue both sounds and feels hollow, but he decides to will
himself to believe that it was real, and it’s only through the lens o f this self-deception that he’s
able to believe it when he promises himself that instinct will not get its teeth in his neck again
that night. Instinct will not even graze him with its claws. Instinct has its place in a dome, sure,
of course it does, but it is to be managed, mitigated, delegated, in places like the Cage, in the
private minds of people too unimportant to have their thoughts peeked in on. Instinct has no
place at a sunset party. The privilege of invitation to a party like this is monumental, there’s no
question about that, but that doesn’t meant it has to be overwhelming. The prospect of his
invitation and attendance is, to be honest, still pretty difficult to believe, but maybe that’s a good
thing. Maybe mastery of his instinctual reaction to the pressures his knowledge of the Test and
the party creates will help him keep it that way.
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Indifferent to whether or not he’s prepared for it, the yellow magnetrak car rolls into the
station. Ben straightens his jacket, slips his hands into his pockets, and braces himself for his
future. But when the door slides open, he sees that he will not be taking the ride alone.
“Hey, Ben,” says the woman inside. It’s been ages since he’d last seen Lyviana anywhere
but in his dreams, and she sounds wearier, looks a little older, but it’s definitely, unmistakably
her.
When Ben finds his voice, he says, “Am I awake?”
“If I am,” Lyviana says.
A
And, later, at the party, as Ben stands in the crowd of 4s and 5s and marvels dumbly at
the changing colors of the sky, he begins to feel as if chains made of the light that play there
have somehow been launched from the sun and plunged into his chest, penetrating something
unfathomably deep inside of him, and are now in the excruciating process, little by little, of
towing it out. Chains cast from the sun and the clouds themselves as well as the play of light and
shadow among them, and the thing that they are towing out tugs and scrapes at him as it
emerges: a tearing sensation, almost, the snapping of minute clumpy fibers, like the extraction of
a giant misshapen tooth, but not a tooth, not anything solid, not anything real but he can feel it
anyway, as if a note of music that he’s never heard before, has never even been aware of, has
somehow crystallized in there, and, once the chains have sunk into it or it has surrounded and
enveloped them, announces itself as a part of him as if its presence is the most natural thing in
the world, as if it has always been there, waiting to be recognized, and it takes no effort
whatsoever for Ben to hear it, or feel it, to know it is real. As if the sun, by setting, or by him
seeing it setting, has struck this thing inside of him like a chime that is now ringing, and the force
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of the resonant sound is so strong that it has rent his chest open, so that he might be able to hear
it better. To recognize its simultaneously unfamiliar and rapturous feeling is so overwhelming
that Ben might have panicked, if the sunset itself were not so captivating. The feeling isn’t real,
he knows that, but he can still feel it, he can still hear it, just as clearly, ringing in his head
against the total breathless silence of every other person w ho’s out on the rooftop with him, and
although he is well aware that whatever he hears and feels has to be some sort of reaction to the
sight of the sunset, not explicitly real, it’s still a component of a real experience, and as such,
isn’t it just as real as the material phenomena that comprise the experience itself? Music is
definitely the word for it, Ben knows this intrinsically, but as it reverberates in his mind it sounds
so radically different from the radio that the word seems imperfect to describe it. This is not the
algorithmically-derived garbage that the computers at work shit out and sync up to
advertisements and streams in pairings that are also algorithmically-derived; this is a clear, full,
infinitely resonating tone, something that has lain dormantly in his memory or somewhere even
deeper for he could never have said how long, and even though it isn’t something that could be
photographed or scanned, he can still feel it and hear it as keenly as his breath, or his heartbeat,
swelling up and out from some almost-shameful place inside of him. He realizes, in some dim
recess o f his brain, that the sound his mind is hearing is not at all dissimilar to the kind of music
that Alice Rhymer’s father had sometimes played, when Ben had gone over to their home to do
schoolwork as a boy, and as the thought of that part of his life looms around its particular mental
corner, a corner which Ben is usually so careful to avoid, the sight of the red sphere of the sun
nestling imperceptibly into the amber-washed purples and pinks of the far-off clouds seems to
admonish him for even entertaining a momentary glance away from it, and without even
realizing what he is doing Ben gladly succumbs to looking at it, to doing nothing but looking at
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it, to giving himself to it, to allow for a moment in which he thinks of absolutely nothing; his
mind drains and is refilled with light; nothing matters but the sunset, which is an end of sorts, but
the colors and the slow degrees o f movement remind him of the birth of a star, the creation of a
galaxy, the opening of some impossibly gorgeous cosmic flower. His chest is splitting open, the
swelling ache in him is simultaneously enervating and thrilling, like he’s start to ejaculate and
cannot stop. Through his reverie, he remembers Lyviana, still standing right next to him, closer
than she’s ever been without work being the reason, close just because of circumstance, or
maybe close because she wants to be, so close that he can feel the warmth o f her hand radiating
against the skin on the back of his own, tickling the hair that grows there in a way that’s more
reassuring that titillating. He wants to turn his head and look at her, but he knows that if he did,
the footage of the party would show him looking away from the sky, one head turning among a
crowd of heads facing another way, and, should they review the party’s feeds after everybody
has left, which Ben figures has to be pretty much guaranteed, considering what’s at stake for
everybody w ho’s been invited, they will almost certainly notice Ben’s attention wandering away
from the main event, which by extension could be inferred to mean that Ben does not properly
appreciate the privilege o f being invited to the party. It would be an unfair misrepresentation of
his engagement with the sunset, from which his attention has wandered not even a little since the
very first second he stepped out onto the rooftop with everybody else and found himself
confronted by it, but even so, underneath the wonder and the silly knee-weakening feeling that
gives him the bizarre urge to utter something aloud, he doesn’t know what, something in praise
of what he is beholding, not that he’d do something so ridiculous and attention-getting, there of
all places — but underneath that there’s something else, something less unconscious, and it has
to do with Lyviana.
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It isn’t like in his fantasies, or in the streams he used to splice together at work. He wants
her in a different way than he has, up until that moment, understood that it’s possible to want
someone. It isn’t that he didn’t want her, exactly, but it feels more important to him that she want
him than whether he wants her, or in what way. From next to him her clothing rustles, so close
that he almost jumps; he hears her catch her breath. The pink-limned peaks of the clouds are so
bright that they have started to almost fluoresce. He hears Lyviana draw her breath again,
followed by a wet exhalation. She’s standing right next to him, and after a minute of listening to
the way she is breathing Ben cannot tell himself that he doesn’t know that she’s crying. He
knows he should be mortified, and is glad to have the sunset to look at, but at the same time, as
he wills himself to keep staring at it, his chest heaves with the soundless swelling pulled-tooth
music of his appreciation, or of his soul, if you want to get ridiculous and archaic about it, of his
love, of his passion for the moment and the sky and the sun and the whole ruined Earth that he
was lucky enough to be standing on top of, watching it spin inch by inch closer to some kind of
end, or many kinds. H e’s got the feels for sure, but who cares? His breath is taken from out of his
conscious control; his throat feels like it’s twisting, and as a sob of his own chokes up and out of
it, as his eyes blur with tears, as he raises his hand in surprise and shame, w hat’s happening,
why, he doesn’t know, he wants to hide his face, or maybe to hide the sight of the sun, so
beautiful in a way he has no way to understand, or maybe he wants to wipe the tears away so that
he can continue to watch the sun more clearly, but before he can put his hand over his face
something catches it; another hand; Lyviana’s.
Since he turned her down, there have been so many times he’s imagined her hands in his,
too many to ever confess to her or even to himself; things he could never have told her about. His
fantasies have always been about what they’d do, never how it might feel, inside or out, and so
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he’s never imagined the warmth and smoothness of her small, long-fingered hand in his.
Interlaced; latticed: they’re words that he’s heard too many times to count at work, to describe
methods of reducing the size of video data, but Ben finds himself now thinking of them to
describe the way his fingers and Lyviana’s fit together. Woven. Interlocked. Harmonized. As
many times as he’s fantasized about her, as many different things as he’s imagined them doing,
the current circumstances are so wildly different than anything he’s ever thought that he wanted
to do with her, and the way he felt when she took his hand, the way he still feels as he clings to
it, is so much more instantaneously identifiable as something he truly wants, like the feeling of
alcohol on a cut or food in an empty stomach, intrinsically beneficial, something he’s missed for
maybe his entire life without knowing how to name it, not just an imitation of what he’s been
shown and has had peddled to him and has himself peddled to others to the point of having
deemed it the only way there is to want someone. She squeezes his hand in his like she can tell
what he’s thinking. They stand like that, together, and watch the sun fade from glowing fiery red
to warm burnt orange, watch a broad fan of greenish-golden light descend from somewhere
unknowable and drape itself over the slowly churning ocean of clouds, watch the light phase to a
ripple-gilded version of lavender as the sun continues to sink slowly away from them, almost out
of sight now, and for the first time in his life, if he’d been asked, Ben wouldn’t have been able to
name anything else he needed more than what he was right at that moment getting.
But when the sun disappears, he finds that all he wants — no, needs — is to see it again.
In this he is not alone. “Where did it go?” someone calls. “Come back!” another person cries.
And they wait like that, on the rooftop, powerlessly, helplessly, wishing for it to return.
They wait for days. They get hungry. When the food runs out, it’s necessary to fight. But
Lyviana is there the whole time, by his side, and together, they prevail against even the most
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modded 5 s, and they have a lot to eat then. Every morning, they can go out onto the rooftop
deck, and watch the glorious shifting colors of the sun unfurl against the canvas of clouds. So
great is the rapture that Ben does not realize that among those colors is one he can’t quite place,
one he might never have actually even seen before, until coming up here and witnessing the
glory of the sun. But it’s that one he’s out here to see. When it washes over him he needs nothing
more than to keep seeing it.
Only when it’s just the two of them left, and all the food is gone, does any trouble rear its
head. Fortunately, the apartment the party is at is nice enough to be equipped with all the latest
tech. They’re struggling in the kitchen, hands wrapped around each other’s throats, both of them
smiling defiantly into the other’s face, when Lyviana wrests control away from him and they go
slamming into a wall partition that clicks open. Inside, unbelievable but true, is a compartment
containing emergency his-and-hers jetpacks.
They turn to each other, let go of each other’s necks, and soon they’re both laughing
crazily, leaning on each other, sliding in the blood on the floor. So singleminded are they in their
pursuit of the sun that they don’t even need to confirm with each other what is going to happen
next.
A
I believe I can fly, thinks Ben, gripping Lyviana’s hand tightly as they hurtle through the
air. I believe I can touch the sky. Her hand is gummy with dried blood — his, someone else’s, it
doesn’t matter. He pulls her closer to him, hard enough to pull her off her own jetpack’s
trajectory. At that velocity, the impact from her body sends them both reeling, and it’s all he can
do to hold on, but she grips him just as tightly, and once their jets are in sync, their ascent
becomes twice as fast, or at least it feels that way. Ahead of them, the sun yawns. Pinker than the
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sweetest pussy; clearer than the highest hi-definition; purer than the freshest water; more enticing
than the hardest, thickest, most sensitive nipple: the broiling orb spreads itself before him,
beneath him, everywhere around him, and as he flies towards it, Lyviana in tow, he feels certain
that it is his for the taking.
“We won!” he cries, turning to look at her, floating alongside him, but she’s staring at the
sun. The wind causes tears to streaming out of the corners of her eyes, and it tears the words
from his mouth, too, as soon as he’s said them. He doesn’t care. “We won!” He will think of her
face, he decides, as he turns to face the ever-widening sun. He will remember it, and think of it
as they fly.
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